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        It lit me up like a torch on a pitch-black night

        Like an ember in the needles of a dried-up pine

      

        

      
        Lit Me Up, Brand New

      

      

      

      
        
        “Woe to the rash mortal who seeks to know that of which he should remain ignorant, and to undertake that which surpasseth his power!”

      

        

      
        Vathek, William Beckford

      

      

      

      
        
        Magic

      

        

      
        Sandra’s seen a leprechaun,

        Eddie touched a troll,

        Laurie danced with witches once,

        Charlie found some goblin’s gold.

        Donald heard a mermaid sing,

        Susy spied an elf,

        But all the magic I have known

        I've had to make myself.

      

        

      
        Where the Sidewalk Ends, Shel Silverstein

      

      

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to my mother. You were the first one who made me believe in magic. Thank you, Momma.

      
        
        — Aaron

      

      

      

      To Family, Friends and

      Those Who Love

      To Read.

      May We All Enjoy Grace

      To Live The Life We Are

      Called.

      

      
        
        — Michael

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: Null Victoria (July 1936)

          

        

      

    

    
      Afghani Overrun

      

      Captain Cassio Magrid cursed as he read the telegraphed text. Being as he was a proper Italian officer of the glorious 9th Regiment, when he swore, it was akin to improvisational art: a blistering stream of obscenities with gravitas, metaphor, and nuance. The majesty of the profane declaration was wasted on his attendants, administrative staff, and junior officers. They were sitting at what passed for the officer’s mess in the worm-holed mountains, and many gawked with food still in their mouths. Before they could recover, he started barking orders in a thunderous voice.

      “Withdrawal protocol!” he bellowed at his junior officers as he rose from the table. “Tell the sergeants to get their tunnels wired or collapse them.”

      The junior officers responded with reasonable aplomb, but Magrid still chased them out of his presence with a pointed salvo of curses. The captain knew that he was not an exceptional tactician, and strategy was often beyond him, but by the Virgin Mother, he knew how to motivate men.

      To that end, he rounded on the bloodless corporal who had delivered the message.

      “Don’t stand there like a landed fish,” he growled, shoving the crumpled piece of paper into the boy’s front pocket. “Get back down there and send a telegram to the major. ‘We are withdrawing to Bamyan, and if he has any sense, he will pull the rest of the cohort and follow suit.’”

      The messenger stared for a second, mouth still hanging open, then spun and fled toward the communication center as another onslaught rumbled in the captain’s chest.

      “The rest of you, get this mess sorted and my camp struck,” he shouted over his shoulder as he marched in the direction the corporal had run. He forced himself to keep a measured pace, knowing it wouldn’t do to have any of his men see him act frantic. Angry was fine—after all, angry men got things done—but a frantic man was one step away from panic, and that man was no use to anyone.

      Magrid was very close to frantic, even if pride and training were keeping him together for the moment. His honor guard fell into step behind him, but their presence offered little comfort.

      With the godforsaken Afghanis routed, he had minutes, maybe less, before those pasty devils of the German Army were pouring over and through the tunnels honeycombing the mountainside. Amir Amanullah’s forces, the rabble their allies called an army, had been the bulwark between his forces and the far more numerous enemy. Without that bulwark, the northern brutes could sweep him and his men away in a single assault.

      Magrid didn’t think of himself as a coward, but he did not relish the idea of such an inglorious defeat. The second he’d read those two words, he’d known he was not going to throw his career or his men away in a futile defensive action. These cursed mountains had already taken their toll on his forces, with absolutely nothing to show for it. If he’d wanted to spend his time in a meat grinder, he would have stayed on the trench-striped wastes of Crna Bend or Monastir.

      A percussive thump resounded from the tunnels.

      The air was choked with dust and sulfurous smoke.

      Another bark of profanity, less skillful than those before, spewed out of Magrid’s mouth, along with foul-tasting grit. The dust settled across the passage, turning the crimson uniforms of the Italian soldiers to a musty shade of rust. Blinking like owls at dawn, the men in his guard turned to their captain.

      He spun on his heel and headed for the freight tunnels.

      The explosions could only mean one thing: the enemy was already advancing through the tunnels. One of the rigged tunnels, probably the one Alpha principi was responsible for, had blown, sealing it shut, but that was one of six main tunnels that fed into their position. Magrid’s mind raced, trying to come to grips with the reality that the German soldiers had covered half a mountain in such short order.

      “Doesn’t matter,” he snarled, shaking his head savagely as he accelerated to a jog. He was thankful to hear the boots of his honor guard behind him.

      He had to get to the freight tunnels, where the rails could carry him out of the blasted mountain to Jubal. From the fortified town, he could assess what had become of his command.

      Another boom shook the dust from the overhead lights strung throughout the tunnel, and the captain fought to keep from flinching. His pace quickened as he tried to remember which passage was the quickest way to the freight lines. He choked back a scream of frustration as he passed a sign for the secondary armory chamber up ahead, realizing he’d taken a left instead of a right. He would have cursed the mute soldiers huffing behind him, but he was heaving air in and out in great blowing rushes.

      Swiping sweat from his eyes, he took the next left and nearly sprinted down the winding tunnel. His heart was hammering in his chest, and not just with the effort. Screams had begun to echo through the tunnels, punctuated by the reverberating cracks of rifle and pistol fire.

      He needed to reach that rail.

      Like an answer to prayer, the tunnel unfolded into a cavern filled with crates stacked upon sagging pallets. Clusters of lights dangled from poles jutting ceilingward between the maze of wooden boxes, their glare casting sharp shadows across the floor but failing to reach the vault above.

      A firm hand took Magrid by the shoulder as he made to forge his way between the crates.

      “Please, Captain,” said the steady voice of Sergeant Major Pavoni, the head of the honor guard. “Let us secure the area.”

      Magrid’s face twisted with the competing fears of an ambush and the enemy that was smashing his forces to bits behind them. A wild, almost joyful scream sounded from the tunnel they had just emerged from, then there was a crunching thump of a detonation, followed by a billowing cloud of dust.

      “No time!” Magrid snapped, pulling himself free of Pavoni’s grip with a jerk.

      The captain led his honor guard through the stacks, crying out as he spotted the rail carts between an alley in the hastily stacked assortment of supplies. Not waiting to see who followed, he squeezed down the alley, forced to turn sideways to scrape past.

      “Nearly there,” he wheezed, failing to convince himself that he was encouraging his guards.

      He slid free of the claustrophobic passage of stacked wood and gave a whoop of victory that fell apart in his mouth as he looked down the line of squatting carts.

      The locomotive had been reduced to a mangled collection of gears and metal shards, and its jagged surface glistened with something dark and viscous. Before Magrid’s numb stare, the pile of gears shifted and collapsed in upon itself with an acidic hiss. The air stank of burnt ammonia.

      “Treachery!” Pavoni snarled as the rest of the guard unslung their rifles and raised them to their shoulders. “Sabotage.”

      Magrid continued to gape, unwilling to believe that for the first time in his not-undistinguished military career, he was about to face a battle he could not avoid and could not win. This wasn’t what he’d bargained for when he’d taken the assignment to Afghanistan.

      “Enemy sighted!” one of the guards barked, and the honor guard turned as one.

      The first row to rush in from the opposite side of the cavern was scythed down by a disciplined salvo of rifle fire. Men so dusty their uniforms were almost unrecognizable crumpled to the floor as heavy rounds punched through flesh and bone, many dead before the fatal shot’s shell casing struck the stone.

      More piled in after the doomed frontrunners, toppling and lurching over their dead comrades. The second volley, more rushed and leveled at the erratically moving targets, only felled half of the men, the wayward shots biting into crates or sparking off the walls.

      The honor guards were chambering a third round of fire when Pavoni’s voice echoed through the cavern like a mortar blast.

      “Cease fire!” he howled, his voice almost pained.

      Over a half-dozen Italian soldiers lay dead or dying, while more terrified faces pressed into alleys between the boxes. Like a bewildered herd, the men at the front were driven forward. They stepped on the fallen, whose cries were soon drowned out by the sobs and fearful curses of an entire platoon, some thirty men.

      “What’s going on?” Pavoni snarled, glaring at the advancing faces of the men, not daring to spare a look at Magrid.

      “Something’s in the tunnels!” a man shrieked as more men began to jostle forward. “We have to get out!”

      Something? Not someone? The oddity of the statement drew Magrid’s mind, kicking and screaming, from his hasty escape plan to the men in the chamber.

      “How far have the Germans advanced?” the captain demanded, forcing himself to use his battlefield voice. These sorry cowards were his best chance of getting out of here, and he was determined to get them sorted quickly.

      “The tudro aren’t in the tunnels, sir,” said one of the forward men, passing a trembling hand over his terror-pale face. “It was something else.”

      Again, “something.” The vague menace of the word infuriated Magrid.

      “Say something sensible,” he snarled as he drew his pistol. “Or never speak again.”

      Even staring down the barrel of the sidearm, the men advanced another few steps.

      “I-I don’t know what it is,” the forward soldier stammered before taking a fear-swollen gulp as he genuflected. “But it came up through the tunnels. It was huge, dark, and fast, and blessed Maria, it stank.”

      Stank? Magrid held the pistol steady but dared a glance at the noxious pile of scrap metal that had been a locomotive.

      “Cowards!” Magrid spat, sweeping the pistol at the lot of them. “You ran for your lives from some phantom instead of fighting like men! Cowards!”

      Then the question Captain Cassio Magrid had been fearing all his life was asked by a sharp voice in the midst of the throng.

      “What were you doing, sir?”

      Magrid was spared having to answer that damning question when a scream rose from the rear of the formation.

      Men turned and saw their death coming. Some made ready to fight, others fell to the floor and wept, and some just stood there in shock. Captain Magrid was one of the latter, despite what he had been told about how his end would come. It was huge, it was dark, it was fast, and when the dark, gnawing tide swept over him and bore him down to a messy end, his last thought was a rather repetitive realization: it did stink.
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      Milo knew serving in a penal regiment would be dangerous, but he thought he’d at least make it to the frontlines before looking death in the eye.

      “Take him behind the latrines,” Jules hissed as his angry, muddy eyes bored into Milo’s pale stare. “I want him sucking his last breath face-down in filth.”

      Milo would have spat in Jules’ face if they hadn’t already wound the gag so tightly that his jaw ached. Instead, he settled for straining forward and kicking out as Jules’ cronies began to drag him away. Tall as he was, Milo’s kicks still fell woefully short of their intended targets.

      It was early morning, and the rest of the 7th Penal Regiment of the Polish Colonial Forces, the duly named “Mud-Snakes,” were busy prepping for redeployment. As such, no one noticed Milo and his rough-handed escorts as they dragged him across the camp. With one man for each arm and one to keep the gag bound tight at the base of his skull, they skirted the various companies that were hard at work.

      Supplies were heaped on flat-backed automobiles, draped in canvas, and then lashed down tight, so they resembled nothing so much as ancient, lumpy beasts of burden. Quartermasters shuffled about, counting and cursing as they sought to dredge order from the chaos, while officers gave sharp, nonsensical orders to men who’d learned better than to pay them much attention. The last ten weeks had not beaten any of the criminal nature out of the motley collection of men in the regiment, but it had taught them that the disgraced officers placed over them were disgraced for a reason.

      As the regimental proverb said, “Princes may turn into frogs, but generals don’t turn into mud-snakes.”

      More than once, Milo took his life into his hands, straining at his captors to try to get the attention of the men he passed by mouth or motion, but it only earned him sharp blows to the ribs. No one saw him because no one wanted to see him. The sort of business done in the shadows of a penal regiment was something no sane soul wanted to contemplate for long. Even when they reached Milo’s company, everyone seemed to be looking everywhere but at him.

      Which was why, not ten paces from the latrines, Milo nearly choked out a laugh through his gag as someone shouted his name through the bustling camp.

      “Volkohne! Milo Volkohne!"

      The three holding him froze, and Milo felt something cold and sharp pressed against the side of his neck.

      “So much as cough,” the man holding his gag whispered, “and I’ll split you like an eel.”

      “Milo Volkohne!” came the call again.

      Milo didn’t dare move, but he squinted across a row of tents to spy a very large man in an officer’s greatcoat. The seeker’s clothing was stark black instead of muddy gray, marking him as a member of one of the Federated branches of the Imperial German Army and not one of the colonial branches. Milo couldn’t spot the rank on the coat’s shoulder, but it didn’t matter. A Federated officer or Blackcoat of any rank had more authority than a general of the colonial forces.

      “It’s a Blackcoat,” the man on his right hissed.

      “Shut up,” the gag-handler hissed, the steel blade nicking Milo’s cheek before drifting away.

      “Milo Volkohne! Report at once!”

      “If he spots us…” the man on Milo’s left wheezed, his grip slackening.

      As surreptitiously as he could, Milo started to shift his weight.

      “Don’t you dare!” the gag-handler snarled in Milo’s ear as he hauled back on the gag hard.

      Through the filthy rag, Milo grinned as he drove his head back into the man’s nose.

      Twisting sharply, he tore his left arm free, and just managed to snag the gag-handler’s knife hand by the wrist. The man on his right arm yanked, and Milo was hauled sideways as he let his weight drop. The straining knife skimmed just above Milo’s hair to sink deep into the meat of the left-hand man’s chest. He’d been so busy reaching for Milo’s shoulder that he hadn’t been paying close enough attention.

      The knifed man screamed as Milo and the man still gripping his right arm tumbled into the mud, thrashing and punching. Milo hoped that would get the Blackcoat’s attention, but with the ruckus of mobilization, he wasn’t going to leave it to chance. He ripped the gag from his mouth and bellowed at the top of his lungs.

      “Volkohne! Volkohne! Volk—”

      The man he was grappling threw his considerable weight onto Milo and both pitched into the mud, Milo on the bottom. Earthen slop filled his mouth and he felt the bigger man pressing down, both hands ramming Milo’s face into the smothering muck while weighty haunches settled on his back. Milo kicked and flailed but even when he managed to twist his head to the side, he was so deep there was still no air, only mud.

      He felt his strength failing him as his lungs burned, and the only thing he could think of was how much he wished that wretched name wasn’t the last thing he’d spoken. An unshakable mark of the Bellus Orphanarium, he hated that his last breath had been spent uttering it. Volkohne: folk-less in bastardized German. Dear God, how he hated that name.

      Somewhere far away, Milo heard the bark of pistol fire, one shot after another.

      Are we under attack?

      Milo knew he was dying, his lungs throbbing as they prepared to suck in a desperate mouthful of mud. Something inside his chest kicked, a spasm of surrender, and then he was being hauled upward. Muck came out in a gagging spray, and he fought to breathe between wracking coughs that expelled more mud.

      “Get up,” a deep voice told him, and had he not been occupied with cleaning his airways, Milo might have complied.

      As it was, a huge hand gripped the front of his uniform and dragged him to his unsteady feet. Something soft and dry was pressed into his hands, and by reflex, Milo cleared the filth from his watering eyes.

      Two men were dying at his feet, whimpering about the darkening bloodstains swallowing the breasts of their uniforms. A few strides away, face down, lay a third man, the back of his coat sporting two ragged holes. Still retching up mud, Milo turned and saw the huge Blackcoat officer looking down at him with a flat expression.

      “Th-thank you, sir,” he choked out, fighting to straighten up. He thought he should salute, but feared doing so might have him getting sick all over the man.

      “Come,” the giant growled in a thick accent as he turned on his heel. “We are already late.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Though he’d only been in the building once in his life, Milo recognized the converted compound as soon as they approached.

      This was the building where he’d sworn he’d lost his mind.

      The 7th had been encamped in a gutted public park a few city blocks to the south of the town square, in which the Central Command of the Coalition Army was sprawled into every available building. This particular building was just across the street from the town hall, where the top brass of Central Command spent their time pretending to be very busy.

      Moving down said street, Milo had spotted smartly dressed officers moving about with the swift, sure movements of men who had somewhere to be. Most were in the drab colonial colors, though peppered here and there was the striking black of Federated personnel. A few called to each other as they toted their satchels and bags full of official documents and all the bureaucratic trappings of men ready to send other men to die in their thousands. Men like Milo, men with no choice, and even worse, no hope.

      He stared, mouth open, as two young colonial officers threw salutes as they passed, calling to the huge Blackcoat leading him.

      “Victory through brotherhood,” they belted out, which was the “new” rallying cry of the Coalition.

      The Blackcoat ignored them, but Milo, feeling momentarily insulated in the presence of his intimidating escort, gave them pitying looks.

      Who were they fooling?

      Milo didn’t know which was a bigger joke, brotherhood or victory.

      The colonials from the likes of Poland, Ukraine, Latvia, and many other lands once under the wing of the Russian Empire had flocked to the Germans and the Austro-Hungarians out of desperation, nothing else. Outside the hearing of their new masters, Milo had listened to their true opinions, and even his seasoned ears had been burning by the things they’d whispered about the Blackcoats.

      And victory?

      That was a dream that had died sixteen years ago in 1918 when Petrograd burned, and the war promised to grind on. Only madmen and politicians still talked about victory.

      The Blackcoat barely paused as the soldiers stationed there hurried to pull the double doors open. Realizing his bitter musings had put him out of sync with his erstwhile savior, Milo rushed to catch up.

      The building might have been a large boardinghouse or perhaps a hotel before the war, but now it was just one of the many buildings hosting one branch or another of the Central European Coalition Army here in Zabrze, Poland. The lobby had been converted to a typing pool, where men and women in crisp gray uniforms punched keys in front of a wide staircase that led to a second level full of interview rooms. Milo couldn’t keep himself from counting over to the one he’d been sent to three weeks ago: Room 7, just before the corner.

      A longboard was lashed between the rails lining the second-floor gallery, bearing a sign in German that read, Offices for the Non-Conventional Application of Tactics (Nicht Konventionelle Anwendung der Taktik). Milo suppressed a shudder, just as he had on that first day. No one knew what Nicht-KAT really did, and in such fertile soil, rumors, huge and thorny, flourished.

      “Captain Lokkemand,” called a young woman who rose out of the typing pool with a handful of documents. She might have been the prettiest creature Milo had seen in some time, which wasn’t saying much, but the severe bangs cut into her dark hair made her look serious to the point of caricature. The stern set to her jaw didn’t help things as she rushed toward the towering Blackcoat.

      “Not now,” he rumbled, and he swept past her like an urchin on the street hawking yesterday’s news rags.

      She caught Milo watching her for a reaction as he followed the captain toward the stairs, and her eyes narrowed at him for an instant. Something sharp and acidic curled at the back of her throat, but then her eyes darted over her shoulder, and her mouth snapped shut. Without further complaint or even a glance at Milo, she turned smartly and made for her desk.

      Milo couldn’t shake the feeling that her glance at the second level was directed at Room 7, and the realization set his teeth on edge.

      How could she know? Who else knew?

      Not for the first time, Milo Volkohne began to wonder if it wouldn’t have been better to die in the mud.
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        * * *

      

      Milo had been in Room 7 for nearly an hour, which struck him as ironic considering the first thing Lokkemand had said to him was, “We are already late.”

      It didn’t surprise Milo, even though it was tiresome.

      The truth was that more than the business of being a soldier—no, a conscript, the sergeants had been clear about that—his short time in the Penal Regiment had taught him to wait. Wait and stand in line. Wait inside, wait outside, stand in line in full battle gear, stand in line stark naked. He wasn’t sure he was any better at waiting, but he was now keenly aware of how long he’d been waiting at any given time. He told himself it was a way to ensure he knew how long between meals, but a more honest and spiteful voice acknowledged it was his way of defying his masters. Deep down he wanted a record, an account of all the ways his life was being wasted.

      Keeping time also helped him ignore the small, shadowy figure lurking at the corner of the room. Milo was glad that so far the little...thing hadn’t turned around, since that would have made the last fifty-six minutes impossible to stomach.

      As it was, when the doorknob of the interview room gave a rattle, Milo made sure to add the time to his tally before bracing himself for what would come next. Out of the corner of his eye, Milo noted the figure shuffle from one foot to another, but thankfully, that was all, even as the door swung open.

      Thankful for something else to direct his attention to, Milo watched quizzically as a small trolley, complete with white cover and a silver domed dish, rolled into the room. Within the space of a breath, the delicious smell of seasoned meat filled the room. Milo’s stomach gave a lustful gurgle despite the knots it had been tied in. Of all the things he’d expected to enter this room, a delivery of food was not one of them.

      Pushing the trolley was a slight man, slow and stooped, who shuffled in without any introduction. He rolled the trolley past the salivating Milo and up to the rough table before stepping around to brace himself against the table as he let go of the cart. The man seemed unsteady on his feet, his movements those of a person very old or very ill. That seemed strange, considering that while thin, he seemed hale enough.

      He took the seat across the table, his back to the figure in the corner, and settled in with a sigh that seemed both grateful and apologetic. He looked at Milo for the first time through round spectacles that sat on a square, bearded face.

      For a moment, neither man said anything; both just stared at each other.

      “Is he still in here?” the man asked in Russian, his dialect impeccable Moscovian.

      Milo balked for a second, unsure of how to respond.

      “They haven’t beat all the Russki out of you, have they?” he asked, looking askance across the table.

      Milo shook his head.

      “Nyet,” Milo answered in his admittedly stilted Russian, fighting the urge to cross his arms. “I still speak it.”

      The man’s lips raised at the corners, but something about the expression was not a smile despite the similarity.

      “We can speak Deutch if you prefer?” the man offered, fluidly switching to German.

      Milo’s eyes narrowed, sensing a test, but the slight sway of the figure in the corner was a relentless drag on his focus.

      “Whatever you want,” he muttered quickly in German, trying to keep his eyes from sliding off the man sitting in front of him and toward the corner again.

      Again the not-smile tented the corners of the man’s cheeks, and a glimmer of something sharp shone behind his spectacles.

      “Whatever you want, sir,” he said a little too crisply for Milo to ignore.

      “What?”

      “You’ve broken rank three times, Conscript Volkohne,” the man explained, his mild tone belying the growing intensity behind his eyes. “I was just reminding you since you seemed to have forgotten.”

      Milo’s stomach sank as he suddenly realized the small, bookish man who moved like an invalid was dressed in a uniform of matte black with an Oberst’s shoulder board, complete with three gold pips marching up its black and white coils.

      This man wasn’t just a Blackcoat but a full colonel in the German Federated Army.

      The thing in the corner was no longer the only frightening presence in the room.

      “M-my apologies, C-colonel,” Milo stammered, rising woodenly to snap a shaky salute. “Won’t happen again, sir.”

      The colonel looked Milo up and down, his eyes lingering on the exposed tattoos on Milo’s arms and neck before nodding slowly.

      “No,” he mused, his voice icy. “No, I don’t suppose it will.”

      The implied threat hung in the air, but the colonel was talking again before Milo could begin to think of how he should respond.

      “At ease,” he instructed and waved his hand gracefully at the chair across from him. “Please sit.”

      Milo sank down, wincing as the chair creaked in protest.

      “You still need to answer the question, Volkohne,” he stated, eyes dark and inscrutable behind the glinting glass lenses. “Is he still in here?”

      Milo couldn’t keep his eyes from sliding over to the corner again. The figure had turned its head just enough that a small dirty face could be seen in profile. The eyes were mercifully hidden beneath a ragged fringe of hair, but knowing what lay beneath made Milo’s stomach twitch and curl.

      “Sir, I…” Milo’s mouth went dry as he fought to force words around the bile in his throat. “I’m not sure.”

      The colonel held up one finger for silence.

      “Conscript Volkohne,” he began, his voice intense yet indubitably sincere, “the only answer that can save you in here is the truth, whatever that may be. Starting things off with a lie between us will only make matters...more complicated.”

      Milo nodded even as his eyes shifted toward the corner once more, and he forcefully repressed a start. The thing had not only turned all the way around but had taken two steps forward. It stood only a few feet from the colonel, head still bowed.

      Was it smiling?

      “Sir, I…”

      Everything in Milo told him to lie, to defy the trap yawning before him. They had asked their questions before, and he had seen the looks the interviewer had given him three weeks ago. This was the final, irreversible step into the pit, the last nail in his coffin.

      He could escape the grave a little longer if he would just lie, deny, and denounce.

      It would hardly be the first time he’d lied.

      The thing’s soiled face tipped up incrementally, just enough that Milo could see its bloodied teeth spread in a wicked grin.

      Milo swallowed and made up his mind.

      “Yes, sir,” he declared, meeting the colonel’s gaze as levelly as he could. “He’s still in here.”

      The colonel nodded and sank back against the chair neither had noticed he was on the edge of. Another sigh passed his lips, and this one had the sweet music of relief in it. Milo’s heart skipped in his chest.

      “I’m glad you are finally being honest,” the colonel said, his voice carrying no reproach. “Very good.”

      He’d passed. What he wasn’t sure, but he’d passed, and that was something.

      Milo let out his own sigh and nearly choked when his gaze turned back to the thing behind the colonel.

      It was glaring at Milo with periwinkle eyes that didn’t belong in such a young face. They had seen too much, borne witness too often, and looked on horrors too many times. They were Milo’s eyes, and as they bored into him, he felt the rest of the world unraveling into fractals of light and color where darkness yawned between the threads.

      “Tell it to leave, Conscript Volkohne,” the colonel’s voice instructed from somewhere outside the thing’s gaze. “Tell it to leave your presence.”

      Unwilling to release him, his eyes in the mock-child’s face pinned him in place as it raised small grubby hands to grip its ratty black hair by the fistful.

      “Can you see it?” Milo hissed, his throat tightening it.

      “I see the darkness it is composed of, just a dark blur, but that doesn’t matter,” the colonel explained, his voice patient but unyielding as stone. “Tell it, no, command it, to leave.”

      Milo looked on in horror as the homunculus pulled its hair, tearing itself in half with a soft, wet rip. Behind the ragged edges that flapped and shuddered was a patch of darkness as tangible and tangled as a nest of webs.

      “What is happening?” Milo whined, his chest suddenly too tight to hold his hammering heart. “What did you do to me?”

      “Command it to leave, Milo.” The colonel’s words were sharper but more distant, javelins hurled from a distance shrinking toward oblivion’s horizon. “On your life, boy, tell it to leave!”

      The colony of un-light shuddered once, and a flickering image with too many eyes and too many legs skittered out. The unblinking gelatinous gaze studied him hungrily before it advanced, each limb reaching out to him. Milo wanted to run, to hide, to scream in terror, but he was frozen in terror.

      Then something, some deep power, maybe inside or beside where a soul might lie, awoke.

      “BEGONE!” the power cried, and with a shock like ice water, Milo heard the command in his own trembling voice.

      The nightmare twisted back on itself, its body rupturing with the violence of the movement.

      “I said, BEGONE!”

      The horror came apart into numberless fragments, each fleeing member frantically crawling away and disappearing into the voids between the lines of light and color. The emptied sack of woven shadows gave a wheeze like a deflating bladder, and a breath, cold and rancid, slapped Milo’s face.

      He coughed, his nostrils and tongue revolted by the assault, but by the time he’d finished, it was all gone.

      He was sitting in Room 7 in the Offices for the Branch of Unconventional Tactics, and the colonel watching him with a true smile spread across his weary face. No one else was there.

      “What just happened?” Milo gasped. He swallowed hard at the colonel’s strange expression, “I mean, what just happened, sir?”

      The colonel straightened in his seat, and in his deliberate manner, reached out and laid a square-fingered hand on the covered tray on the trolley. The dome rose with tantalizing slowness, revealing a steaming pile of pierogi, their sides glistening with butter.

      “You, Conscript Volkohne,” he said, the slightest tremor plucking at his voice to catch Milo’s attention, “have just performed magic. Now, would you like something to eat?”
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      Despite everything that had just taken place in Room 7, Milo’s enthusiasm for the food on the tray was undiminished.

      The colonel, who had introduced himself as Colonel Heinrich Jorge after handing over the plate, was happy to explain.

      “You’ve just completed a bit of ritual magic. Banishing a minor shade to be precise,” he said as Milo sank his teeth into the first pierogi within reach. “As I understand it, it is mostly a matter of will and minor magical ability. Still, you’ve shown more magic than any human ever, and I’ve been told the experience is quite...taxing. I guessed you'd be quite hungry.”

      Milo was too busy with his food to note the somber shadow that flickered across the colonel’s face. For his part, the man recovered quickly, his satisfied smile refusing to remain hidden.

      The dumplings, stuffed with ground pork, onion, and goat cheese, had the masterful flavor only hunger could impart to hearty food. Milo could not remember when he had eaten anything so delicious, and for the first three, he didn’t have attention to spare for anything else, including all this talk of magic. Before Jules had finally decided to put an end to the “Volkohne problem,” he and his goons had made a game of intimidating the mess staff to ensure Milo always got the leavings. They knew he couldn’t steal anything better because doing so meant a bullet in the head for a penal conscript. Magic or not, he hadn’t eaten well in weeks.

      The first trio having vanished, Milo came up for air and took a dumpling in each hand before looking at the colonel.

      The colonel waited, his smile unmoving even as his eyes remained watchful.

      For a moment, Milo didn’t know what to say, and he might have started gorging again if he hadn’t suddenly remembered the past ten minutes with painful, nauseous clarity. The food in his stomach became a lead weight, and he slid the two pierogi back onto the plate with numb, trembling hands.

      His eyes darted around the room as he remembered the skittering horror that had disappeared between the lights. His fingers raked through his dark hair, nails scraping his scalp before they entwined with what hair they could grip.

      “Magic,” he breathed, his eyes sliding in and out of focus. “You did say magic, sir?”

      The colonel nodded, his expression guarded behind a wooden smile.

      “Yes.” He nodded, his scrutiny unblinking. “Magic. An alchemic branch of necromancy if I understand it correctly.”

      Alchemic? For Milo, the word conjured thoughts of long-nosed and long-fingered men surrounded by beakers simmering over flames and great tomes full of spidery scrawled formulae. Combined with the grisly title of necromancy, he felt something twist violently in his stomach. He opened his mouth to demand a justification or even an explanation, but then he remembered that awful day three weeks ago in Room 7.

      The odd, trivial tasks: lighting a candle, pouring the water into a bowl, drinking it, and snuffing out the candle with his fingers. Milo had just assumed it was a sobriety check or screening. The abuse of liquor and other substances was hilariously commonplace among the colonial forces and the penal regiments particularly, so it had seemed sensible.

      When the child with his eyes had appeared, he’d told himself there was something in the water he’d drunk, something to thwart the drunks and addicts. He’d told himself it was just an adverse reaction to that mysterious medication. Fearing being thought a degenerate, he’d said nothing, though he’d noted that the proctor for the test had noticed his furtive, anxious glances.

      “The test,” he muttered, dreading how thick his throat felt and how his stomach trembled threateningly. “It was some kind of spell?”

      Jorge nodded, his eyes boring into Milo.

      “A ritual,” he clarified as he leaned forward and slid a hand beneath the white curtain of the trolley cover. “Which I am led to believe is different from a spell in some ways.”

      Ritual. Sorcery. Witchcraft. Hellfire. Damnation.

      The words danced a merry jig around Milo’s smoldering conceptions.

      His stomach rebelled as the colonel produced a metal pail from the trolley. Milo forfeited the pierogi, along with whatever thin gruel had clung to the inside of his stomach. Head bowed, he felt somehow disconnected to the wretched thing he was, being sick in a bucket with mud still clinging to his ears, throat, and hair. How had so much gone wrong so quickly?

      “This isn’t possible,” Milo muttered into the bucket. “How could I do magic without knowing it?”

      Colonel Jorge chuckled, having settled back into his chair, hands resting on the table.

      “It is a fair question,” he acknowledged with a tilt of his head to regard Milo with owlish scrutiny. “But not the one I had expected.”

      “What might that be, sir?”

      The officer’s calm replies and knowing stare were beginning to irk Milo, and he was distraught enough to let his military etiquette lapse. The colonel blinked away the breach, too busy watching to take note.

      “Most would deny the existence of magic,” Jorge said absently. “It is my experience that even being very religious or superstitious doesn’t keep a person from questioning whether magic—real magic—exists.”

      Milo paused at that, allowing himself to wonder, but then he remembered the child ripping himself in half and the patch of midnight that had been left behind. Somehow, dismissing magic seemed incredibly futile at this point. Either the colonel was toying with a madness in Milo he had been unaware of until now, or something supernaturally sinister had just taken place. Either way, he felt like the world was closing in on him.

      “So, you tricked me into doing witchcraft?” Milo pressed as he put the odiferous bucket down between his feet. He’d thought to set it to the side, but saying those words made him think it would be wise to keep the pail at hand.

      “I suppose that is one way to look at it,” Jorge affirmed with a nod.

      “How?” Milo wheezed, choking back more bile.

      Colonel Jorge crossed his arms, seeming uncomfortable for the first time.

      “There is a simple but unsatisfying answer, which is, ‘I don’t know.’”

      Milo stared, wondering if the hollowness he felt was better or worse than what had provoked the vomiting.

      “What?”

      Jorge shrugged and shook his head, a strangely vulnerable and humanizing pair of gestures.

      “I’m afraid we are in the woods on this one,” he said. “The fact is that of all those we’ve attempted the experiment with—I think the total is nearly one hundred and thirty-eight thousand last tally— you are the first viable case.”

      Milo supposed he should have been pleased that he was special, but Jorge’s sheepish expression pricked at his hardship-honed instincts. For the first time, he realized the colonel was holding something back. Milo knew that most must have been fine because his fellow conscripts who’d also been tested did not report anything like what Milo had experienced. The camp had been abuzz for a week over what the odd test was about, with all sorts of theories regarding testing medications, new chemical weapons, or things that were even more frighteningly esoteric. When no one got sick or grew new body parts, the chatter had moved on. Milo had written the whole unsettling business off as nerves.

      Now, though, Milo felt his head spin but forced himself to focus.

      “To be honest,” the colonel began in the way all lies do, “I am amazed that we found a successful candidate so quickly.”

      “Always had the Devil’s own luck.” Milo snorted and then grimaced at the implication. Some of the boys at the Dresden Krieg-Waisenhaus, an orphanage for the war’s cast-offs, had told him his blue-black hair and silver-blue eyes were signs that he was a witchling. Milo, between beatings both given and received, had told them that was hogspit, but now he wondered.

      Your momma was a witch, Volkohne.

      Shut up!

      Your momma danced naked with the Devil, and out you came.

      “I understand the Russians hold some very...colorful ideas about the supernatural,” Jorge said before the silence could lengthen, perhaps reading Milo’s forlorn expression. “To be fair, it is not just Russians, but many people, and as this damned war has dragged on, more and more people are looking for something to believe in, even if it frightens them. I suppose that is how I was drawn into all this.”

      The confessional tone, more than words, punctured Milo’s suffocating malaise, and he looked at Jorge. The colonel’s gaze was distant, racing down dark, uncomfortable corridors before he felt Milo’s eyes on him. He came back to the present with a self-deprecating nod. Milo didn’t like it, but the look they exchanged was a familiar acknowledgment: men recognizing they were on the same sinking ship. The last time he’d known this moment was with Roland, getting their first tattoos together.

      Milo spat into the pail full of sick, then slouched back in his chair.

      “So, what’s next, sir?” Milo grunted when his old, pugnacious tone crept into his voice. “You’ve turned me into a witch, and now what? You going to teach me to put a curse on the French? Or maybe the Italians or the English? Is that it, sir?”

      The air grew a little cooler as the colonel straightened, but his intonation remained as steady as ever.

      “I think you’ve missed something, Conscript Volkohne,” he replied mildly. “As I’ve already explained, I know very little about magic and understand the workings of what I know even less than that. If you are to be of use to anybody, you’ll need to be trained by someone who knows magic.”

      “Another witch?” Milo asked, feeling dread fascination despite himself.

      “I prefer ‘magus’ or ‘wizard,’ truth be told.” Jorge sniffed, then leaned forward slowly before tenderly plucking up a pierogi. “’Witch’ carries such...baggage, especially among certain circles.”

      “Another wizard, then?”

      Jorge shook his head as he swallowed.

      “There are no other human wizards, Milo. You are the first scientifically recorded case of a human successfully engaging in a magical exercise and not going insane.”

      “Successfully engaging” dug at Milo, but he pushed that to the side in pursuit of what seemed like a far larger and more ominous enigma.

      “Then who is going to teach me, sir?” he asked, his mouth going dry as half-formed suggestions and insinuations began to bubble toward the surface.

      “In official reports to the General Staff, I cite them as non-conforming assets. So far, no one has asked to what these assets do not conform.”

      Jorge frowned, considering his words then gave a surrendering shrug.

      “As far as you and I are concerned, we’d call them monsters. I am sending you into the dark to learn from monsters.”
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      After Jorge’s pronouncement about monsters, Jorge had recommended they leave the room before the smell became intolerable. Milo might have been embarrassed had he not been in a state of utter turmoil. In truth, even with the bucket right between his feet, he hadn’t noticed the stink.

      Walking with a measured gait that was so slow it was almost painful, the colonel led him out of Room 7 and across the railed gallery to a pair of French doors that opened to a second-story patio.

      This side of the building faced away from the command plaza and out toward the park, which had been turned into a muster field. Milo stood watching tiny figures scuttling about in the distance, looking for all the world like ants going about their futile tasks just before the boot descended.

      “Have we reached the denial stage of the process?” Jorge asked as he settled into a dusty chair, not seeming to care how it powdered his uniform. “I always find that stage the most tedious, but I suppose it is only natural.”

      Milo turned from watching the soldiers and crossed his arms as he considered Jorge.

      “You are talking about the unsuccessful, sir? The insane?”

      Jorge frowned before replying stiffly, “I was referring to anyone who accepts the new magical reality.”

      “I’m all ears, sir,” Milo said, leaning forward a little.

      He knew he was taking liberties left and right, and he knew that quietly, patiently, Jorge was acknowledging and dismissing each one, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. It seemed only fair, considering Jorge had blithely strolled in to turn his world upside down.

      Ten minutes a wizard and already putting on airs. Careful, Milo.

      “Well, I suppose it won’t hurt to say I have had to endure the strained transitions of those who came to grips with this new reality,” Jorge answered sagely, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “After I recovered from my shock, it became a matter of who and when in regard to letting others in. But you still haven’t answered the question.”

      Milo frowned at the realization that this secret horror was not so secret, then mentally berated himself for the childish reaction.

      “I suppose,” he began, trying to pick through the long-toothed and cantankerous thoughts racing around in his head, “that I’m not up for denying it. I mean, I suppose I could rationalize it was all drugs and conditioning and such, but that sort of thinking is at least as uncomfortable as what we’re talking about.”

      “Fair point,” Jorge commented as he fished out a cigarette case. The cigarette had barely begun to move in Milo’s direction before he snatched it. They spared a minute to get the tobacco lit and savor the first few drags. Jorge drew over a small table with an ashtray, while Milo flicked the gray leavings over the balcony.

      “As you surmised earlier, we’ve had a few others react to the process,” the colonel explained, his eyes sliding toward the occupied park. “The first was an administrative aid working out of a typing pool in Luxembourg. A good woman by all accounts, widowed with two children, a boy, and a girl. You see, once I had a method of testing, I was perhaps overzealous, and, well, honestly, things were just sloppy. That was nearly two years ago. I had been given clearance to pursue this fully, so I was dividing my time between this and other Nicht-KAT duties.”

      Milo drew in another lungful of smoke and sent it out in a single rippling ring. The colonel was stalling.

      “What happened to the good woman?”

      “She died.” Jorge sighed into a cloud of smoke.

      Milo waited, and to his surprise, the colonel succumbed.

      “Seems her encounter apparition was an amalgam of her children. Unlike you and others, she acknowledged what she had subconsciously conjured. We wrote down the details, and we were pleased to see the apparition was bound to where it had been summoned. She seemed a little shaken but stable enough that we escorted her home with plans to have her try to interact with the apparition the next day. Once home, she locked the doors, shuttered the windows, and promptly killed and dissected her children and the young lady who lived with them and watched the children, an orphaned cousin, I think. She said she was looking for the stitches when we came to collect her the next morning, before turning the knife on herself.”

      Milo had subconsciously begun drawing deeper on his cigarette until it bit his finger. He dropped it with a quiet curse. The glowing stub smoldered at his feet, forgotten before it landed on the stone tiles.

      “We’ve learned since then,” Jorge said flatly, then more solemnly, “I’ve learned.”

      “How many others?” Milo asked, his mouth tasting more acrid and bitter than even the tobacco could manage.

      “Five more, all dead within a week,” Jorge said, stubbing out his cigarette in the ashtray. “Making you lucky number seven.”

      Milo didn’t bother to turn his head to spit over the rail.

      Jorge tensed a little, the first signs of a temper. Despite a lifetime of belligerence, Milo couldn’t hide the thrill of fear that ran through him. Wizard or not, he was a colonial penal conscript speaking to a federated officer. One word and the colonel could have him shot, and no one would bat an eye. Some might even thank the officer for it.

      Colonel Jorge spoke slowly, his voice perfectly, frighteningly even.

      “This is all very disruptive and even terrifying, I understand, but I think we need to make it clear that there are only two options here.”

      Gripping the arms of his seat, he rose unsteadily to his feet. There was the slightest sway for an instant, as though his own two feet were untrustworthy, and some of the dust from the chair tumbled off his uniform. He righted himself and somehow looked Milo squarely in the eye despite the older man being several inches shorter.

      “Your choices are darkness or dissection,” he said simply. “You either cooperate with my investigations and meet with the monsters in the dark, or I comply with a directive from the General Staff to have you sent back to Berlin for exhaustive and ultimately fatal testing.”

      Milo’s eyes widened, and his crossed arms gripped his coat to hide the shaking in his hands. Visions of men in white coats with black gloves and long, long needles filled his mind.

      “Y-you would defy an order from the General Staff?” Milo pushed the words out on an unsteady tongue.

      “General Staff doesn’t need to know about our successful trial just yet,” Jorge said, another smile creeping under his mustache. “By the time the information has time to trickle back to them, you and an attaché will be thousands of kilometers away, and in contested territory, no less.”

      Milo frowned and looked at the park.

      “But the Mud-Snakes are heading west to reinforce the garrison at Metz.”

      “You’re not a Mud-Snake anymore, Milo.”

      Milo swallowed, and for the first time in a very long time, a genuine smile spread over his face.

      “All right,” he breathed, thinking that such a monumental decision should have been made with a poetic flourish. “There’s one thing I need to do first.”
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      Milo felt a kind of nervous energy crackling through him as he stood waiting in the depot down the street from the Nicht-KAT offices. Somewhere between agreeing to be Jorge’s operative and coming back down to the typing pool, he’d shed the horror and disconnection that had threatened to swallow him.

      He was a witch, a magus, a wizard, or whatever other name could be conjured up. That was something he would have to get used to. It also meant there was a new mystery and a new world. A tingling, almost painful yearning to learn and explore danced along his nerves.

      For the first time in his life, there was more.

      Since his earliest memories back at the Waisenhaus, he’d found the world to be dreadfully disappointing. The world was an ugly, flat, miserable place, filled almost exclusively by small, shallow, and ultimately petty people. His education had taught him that the universe hated life, and his experience among callous and cruel people reminded him of that daily. Even in the days when he ran with Roland in their little gang of rebels and would-be gangsters, he couldn’t shake that for all their bluster, they were just more cogs finding their own grinding path in the brutal and blind machine that was existence.

      This disaffection, as far as Milo could tell, was not born out of some innate superiority. After all, he felt his own cowardice and lust and stupidity keenest of all, but that did not change that he saw the world for what it was: a prison too solid, too inescapable. Roland, the brother and mentor he’d longed for, had fostered hope for something else, a borrowed dream. When that dream had come crashing down and Milo had found himself with either the prison laborers’ or penal regiment as his only option, it had seemed that the crushing reality had won. Milo was biding time, fighting for a life he fell out of love with more each day. There had been nothing else but to survive without hope or reason. Nothing to live for. Nothing more.

      But now there was more.

      Terror, danger, and quite possibly madness, but oh, so much more.

      That realization galvanized him, awakening him for the first time in a very long time until he was practically bouncing on the balls of his feet. However dark, there was wonder and mystery in the world once more, and what was better, he, humanity’s first wizard, could seek it out and experience it.

      Colonel Jorge had instructed him to report downstairs to the captain for further instruction and to be outfitted as part of an investigative team. The captain had been waiting at the bottom of the stairs, as dour as ever, and wasting no time in ordering Volkohne to report to the woman with the severe bangs. Once there, she’d asked him for his uniform measurements, which he could not remember quickly enough to avoid more sour glares. Scowling beneath her burdensome shelf of hair, she tugged a completed requisition out of her typewriter and practically threw it at Milo, who realized that in spite of everything, he was smiling broadly.

      Form in hand, he returned to Lokkemand, who headed out of the building without comment, Milo scrambling after him. Two blocks down the street toward the park, a small supply depot had been set up in the shell of a mortar-scoured building. A squat, canvas-back truck that had not been there when they’d passed the structure earlier sat idling in front of the building, its tailgate hanging down in what seemed naïve expectation.

      Within the depot, a Blackcoat quartermaster and a colonial soldier stood at the head of a room crammed with rows of crates and boxes, a rough-topped table between them. The quartermaster was berating the colonial in a profane and impressive mix of German, Russian, and Polish. The colonial took the verbal lashing, which seemed to center around appropriate clearance and paperwork, with much grinding of his bared yellow teeth, and he seemed ready to respond in something quite contrary to the supposed spirit of unity. He stopped when he noticed Lokkemand standing there. He sized up the captain at a glance, and seeing the balance was not in his favor, turned to leave. Milo, still basking in the glow of his recent revelation, didn’t notice the sharp, low look that came into the man’s eyes as he spotted the new magician on his way out.

      Lokkemand grunted an instruction for Milo to hand the form to the glowering quartermaster, a stout man with an impressive if lopsided mustache who took the paper with a huff. He scanned the missive, then raised an eyebrow and looked from Lokkemand to Milo and back before he set off among the rows of crates, muttering blasphemies and curses in several languages.

      Outside they heard the truck rumble to life and then set off with a congested blat.

      “Get sorted and then wait here,” Lokkemand had instructed. “I’ll send your bodyguard to collect you shortly.”

      “Bodyguard?” Milo asked, emerging from the happy haze for the first time since leaving Jorge’s presence too late.

      Lokkemand was gone.

      So it was that Milo stood in the depot, mind aching and whirling with wonder, yet never happier. He was so lost in thought, he was nearly bowled over when the quartermaster returned and tossed a canvas bag into his chest. Fumbling like a drunken juggler, Milo just managed to keep the bag from hitting the floor, and then, realizing the bag was undone, he made another quick scramble to keep its contents inside.

      “Try it all on, just to make sure,” the office grumbled in Polish. “I’ll get the rest sorted.”

      Milo peeked inside the bag and saw a folded uniform, along with a bundled greatcoat. Everything was matte black. Milo would have argued that there was some mistake, but when he raised his head, the quartermaster had disappeared among the rows of crates again.

      “This day isn’t shaping up so bad after all,” he mumbled to himself as he fished out the greatcoat and let it unfurl in his outstretched hands.

      The Federated armies had adopted the black uniform to distinguish themselves from the colonial forces a decade ago, which was plenty of time to imprint a powerful image in people’s psyche: a tall, grim officer clothed like the Grim Reaper striding the hellish battlefield, unafraid and implacable. Milo knew, intellectually at least, that the reality was far from this prosaic creation, but it had its appeal.

      With childlike haste, he put down his bag and slid into the coat.

      It fit well across the shoulders and was long enough, but he was keenly aware his taut, wiry frame did not fill it out, especially through the arms and chest. All the same, it felt good. Powerful, even.

      He looked into the bag and thought maybe the uniform would help make up some of the difference in the size. The thin, threadbare rags given the penal conscripts were often described as “whatever the moths couldn’t stomach,” and were mismatched to boot. Pants too short and a shirt so wide he had to fold it in on itself had been par for the course for him for months.

      He shucked off the greatcoat, but he was careful to bundle it up and place it reverently back into the bag. He imagined he’d get dirty soon enough, but for the moment, he’d keep it pristine if he could.

      Milo began to draw out his new regalia, grinning as he gathered the pieces in his arms: starched trousers and shirts, even a crisp undershirt that was so clean it must have been unused. At the bottom of the bag, he spied the glint of a new belt and new boots. Milo had never known a proper Christmas morning; such luxuries were rare for children with intact families these days, much less a foreign orphan, but what he felt wasn’t far from what such lucky darlings experienced.

      He let the garments slide back into the bag and looked at the uniform with a giddiness he would have been embarrassed to express. He began to untuck his shirt, eager to be rid of the sweat-soured memento, when he remembered what lay in the interior pocket. It was something he could no more cast off than his own skin.

      In the small receptacle that rested over his tattooed chest was a folded tarot card, scorched along one side and frayed on the other edges. Its back was a series of strange, silvery constellations on a pitch-black sky. The face of the card, or should he say faces, were better known to him than every scar that marked his frame, but he could not bring himself to look at it.

      There had been few happy moments in his young life, and he was determined to not sully this one with aching visions and melancholy.

      Palming the card, Milo began to yank his clothes off to try his new uniform. His months as a conscript had expunged any shyness about being naked long ago. The first time he had been forced to stand bare and shivering with those who would be his platoon for inspection and delousing, he’d come to accept it as one more necessity of his grueling existence. Now naked from the waist up and with his trousers unbuttoned, he didn’t have the wherewithal to be thankful that no modesty impinged on his eagerness.

      The quartermaster didn’t quite see it that way, though.

      “What the Devil are you doing?” the man barked as he emerged from the stacks again, dumping an assortment of sundries onto his table.

      Suddenly and keenly aware of his exposure, Milo grabbed at his pants before they fell below his knees and tugged upward.

      “Y-you said to try these on,” Milo stammered, gesturing with his free hand to the new clothes.

      A stream of profanity curdled the air, and the quartermaster jabbed a finger toward a narrow door set in the wall left of the entrance.

      “Use the room for such things,” he snarled, mustache quivering.

      Blushing from forehead to the tops of his shoulders, Milo scooped everything up and darted toward the door. It swung open on squealing hinges, and though there was no electric light inside, a long, smeared window let in blurry sunlight. The pale illumination of the morning shone on a room that was little bigger than a closet. A washbasin stood opposite the window, sharing the wall with rust-spotted milk can that must have served as a chamber pot. He could smell a strong odor, sort of industrial soap and ammonia.

      “And don’t come out until you’re in a respectable state. Blasted colonial savages!”

      Milo closed the door behind him, blunting another salvo of polyglot abuse.

      As quickly as he could, Milo finished undressing and began putting on his uniform. As he did so, he heard the rumble of a diesel engine that sidled up next to the depot. Idle curiosity had Milo peering through the begrimed window, but he only had a vague impression of a truck through the streaked glass as he buttoned his shirt. As voices filtered from outside, he supposed that it was just some men to pick up last-minute supplies. Maybe the lambasted soldier had gone and gotten the right piece of paper.

      Milo had just fitted his cap on his head, noting its pips were pentacles instead of crenelated circles, and was slipping into his greatcoat. Outside the room, there was a bellow and a heavy crash loud enough that he jumped as the coat settled over his shoulders.

      Typically Milo would have been too careful to rush into the situation, but the oddness of his day combined with the empowerment of his new uniform kept him from thinking clearly. Drawing himself up straight, he threw the door open and swept into the room.

      “Don’t make me ask where he is again…” a chillingly familiar voice was saying as all eyes in the room turned on Milo.

      The quartermaster’s table was upended, its contents strewn across the floor, and the quartermaster was currently being roughly handled by three men in the greasy, mud-colored uniforms of penal conscripts. The quartermaster’s profane tirade had been forestalled by the trench knife one conscript held in front of the man’s face.

      Three more conscripts whirled, pick handles in their hard hands. Milo’s stomach sank when he saw the man at the center of the bludgeon-wielding trio.

      “Should’ve spent more time wipin’ Fritzy—” Jules began to chuckle, but the laugh died as recognition flashed in his piggish eyes. “Well, well, well.”

      “Told you I seen ‘im,” called a voice from the door, and Milo recognized the verbally berated soldier from earlier.

      “Shut up, Kasper,” Jules spat, his eyes roving up and down Milo’s new uniform as his lips curled. “How did a little crow like you fetch a Federal commission, eh? What song did you have to sing to get that costume, Volkohne?”

      “I didn’t sing on anyone,” Milo spat, the old refrain of him being a treacherous informant sparking his anger to burn through the fear. “I never have and never will. I leave that sort of stuff to you.”

      “If I’d known you knew something that valuable,” the petty thug continued as though Milo hadn’t spoken, “I might’ve taken my time in carrying out Roland’s wishes. Who knows, you might’ve lasted all the way to Metz if you sang that pretty for me.”

      The mention of Milo’s one-time criminal mentor found its way deep into old wounds, but at the moment, he had to focus on more immediate threats. He felt as much as saw the two men flanking Jules edge forward, cutting off his hope of escape.

      “I always knew you were stupid, Jules, but I never thought you were crazy,” Milo snapped, relying on his well-practiced skill at sounding tough when he was terrified. “You really think you’re going to kill two Blackcoats a stone’s throw from a command post and get away with it?”

      Jules shrugged, his expression nonchalant even as his eyes shone with hateful triumph.

      “Regiment’s moving out,” he said with a jerk of his head. “By the time they find you two, we’ll have fallen in, and if they even have a sniff of who did it, we’ll be on our way to Metz. One paper-pusher and one songbird don’t seem worth stalling a whole reinforcing regiment to me.”

      One of Jules’s goons rushed forward, thinking to pounce while Milo was distracted.

      Milo gave him a broken nose for his trouble and had almost managed to pry the pick handle from his grip when his companion charged in low. Entangled as he was, Milo could only try to twist away from the chopping strike to the back of his leg. The heavy greatcoat took some of the bite from the blow, but in his distraction, he lost his grip on the pick handle. He flailed after it, but gripping it in both hands, the bloody-nosed thug checked Milo hard across the chest.

      Milo hit the wall behind him and staggered from his head rebounding off the plaster. He shook the shock off just in time to watch the compatriot slam a heavy swing into his belly. The air rushed out of him, and he gasped like a landed fish as he dropped to his knees. Something in his mind rallied and roared for him to keep fighting, and he almost managed to retake his feet when the one with the broken nose kicked him squarely in the chest.

      Milo was thrown back against the wall again, his head and chest aching abominably as everything took on a dreamy, translucent quality.

      “Get him up,” he heard Jules command. “Can’t get that pretty coat dirty.”

      They hauled him to his feet and then pinned him to the wall by his shoulders.

      “Not sure if they’ve finished the paperwork,” Jules mused as he tucked the cudgel under his arm and bent to scoop up a bayonet blade on the floor. “But do you think they’ll at least bury you in that pretty black coat?”

      Milo spat at Jules, tasting blood.

      The men holding him in place laughed as Milo strained sluggishly, fighting for breath and his thoughts to start moving freely again. He was supposed to be a wizard, so why now of all times couldn’t he manage some sort of magic? Milo refused to give Jules the satisfaction, but he felt something like bone-deep regret stealing over him.

      So close. So close to having and being something more.

      “It’s not the latrines.” Jules grinned as he stepped forward to flash the long steel blade in front of Milo’s watering eyes. “But once I gut you, I suppose you will die smelling your own filth.”

      The point was brought level with his belly, and Milo willed himself to meet Jules’s leering gaze. He didn’t want to die, but if he was going to, it wouldn’t be as a coward.

      “Don’t worry,” Milo hissed as he broke into a snarling smile. “Your breath is close enough to the real thing. I guess you really are what you eat.”

      Jules’ nostrils flared and the muscles bunched along his arm.

      There was a gristly crunch and a surprised squeal as Kasper toppled away from the doorway.

      Ambling—waddling, really—into the depot was a brawny figure who made the sturdy quartermaster look svelte by comparison.

      “Pardon me, didn’t see you there,” he muttered softly in a lilting accent, then looked around the room with a shocked expression. “Good gracious me, what’s going on here?”
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      The man was dressed in a uniform of the old Prussian style, complete with brass buttons on the faded blue fabric, all of which strained to contain his massive torso. His chest was like twin slabs of granite balanced over an iron cauldron of a stomach, as round as it was hard. His bandy limbs strained the fabric of his coat and trousers, and with every move the hulking creature made, Milo was amazed the ground didn’t shake.

      “You seem to be lost,” Jules growled, brandishing the bayonet. “Can you find your own way, or do I need to help you find it?”

      The interloper squinted at Jules, his eyes so deep-set they looked like old jade glittering at the bottom of a well. He rolled his jaw to one side and then the other with an audible crack, bristling mustache and sideburns twitching.

      “I’m here for that one,” he said, pointing one blunt finger at Milo, his genial tone falling to a dangerous rumble deep in his cavernous chest. “Hand him over in reasonable shape, and I’ll be on my way.”

      Jules looked at Milo, eyes narrowed as he used his unenviable intellect to sort out the growing complications in his plan. Kasper whimpered on the floor, gripping a leg that seemed to be pointing at an uncomfortable angle.

      “Or else what?”

      The newcomer shook his head and clucked his tongue forlornly.

      “No or else for you, young man,” he replied, one scarred eyebrow cocking upward with a warning look. “Don’t be foolish.”

      Milo couldn’t see so much as a knife on the man’s belt, much less a pistol, so his confidence was somewhere between comical and unsettling. Milo hoped for his own sake that the latter won as Jules took an aching handful of seconds to reply.

      “I suppose they’ll hang me for three easy as two,” Jules chuckled, and the dark laugh was taken up by his cronies.

      The bulky man let out a weary, almost sad sigh, then surged forward with a speed that was terrifying to witness and seemed impossible for his ponderous frame. He smashed into Jules, though whether with his fist, shoulder, or wide stomach, it was too fast to tell. The only thing that was certain was that Jules, a brawny fellow by most standards, went flying through the air. He collided with the man holding the knife on the quartermaster, and both of them tumbled into the foremost stack of crates in a lumpy, grunting heap.

      Then things became disorderly.

      Milo used the distraction to put a knee in one of his captors’ groins and swept the winded man’s leg with a stomping kick to the shin. The unfortunate thug fell back heavily, and Milo used his newly freed hand to jam a thumb into the other one’s eye. The man screamed and instinctively twisted away, letting Milo come away from the wall. No longer pinned down, he gave the reeling, half-blinded man a hard shove that sent him staggering right into the path of the advancing form of the big interloper.

      The man, who he had only now put together as his bodyguard, grabbed Milo's would-be captor by the arm and gave a short, sharp twist. There was a wet snap, and the man’s arm bent at a wholly unnatural joint. The man gave a thin, shrill scream and the arm hung useless, the pick handle tumbling free. The bodyguard scooped the bludgeon up, and with a nod, tossed it to Milo.

      “Be a good boy and clean up after yourself,” he instructed the man staggering to his feet, one hand cradling the damaged goods between his thighs.

      Without waiting to see the outcome, the big man advanced on the two brutes grappling with the quartermaster.

      Milo hefted the pick handle, savoring the solid weight as he stepped toward the stricken wretch. With one look at his compatriot on the floor, the man took a wild swing at Milo that was easily deflected, then executed a limping vault over Kasper’s crawling form as they both made for the door.

      Milo almost went after him, eager to let the man taste the hardwood stick, but he heard an angry bellow that drew his attention back across the room. Jules was on his feet, one side of his face sporting an ugly purple mass. The bayonet was still in his hand, and with murder in his eyes, he advanced on Milo’s bodyguard, who was hoisting a thug in each hand as though they were naughty puppies.

      Gripping the handle in both hands, Milo bounded toward Jules. Hoping to catch him off-guard, Milo made a wild swing at the man’s head, but something alerted him at the last second. Swaying like a snake away from the blow, he wrong-footed Milo and lunged in, bayonet plunging for the guts. Milo checked his advance and scrambled back to avoid being spitted.

      “I’m going to carve off your face and stitch it onto a handkerchief,” Jules frothed, lashing and probing with the long-bladed knife. “Then when I send it to Roland, he can blow his nose in your pretty face whenever he wants.”

      Milo batted away a swipe with the cudgel, but the strike was a feint, and he lurched back. Jules leapt forward, and the blade missed Milo’s nose by less than an inch.

      “Maybe not.” Jules huffed, flicking the blade around to tease Milo. “Maybe I’ll have your face sewn onto trousers instead. What do you say, little bird? Front or back?”

      In a desperate gambit, Milo swept a blow low, knowing Jules could avoid it easily. When he did, Milo pulled the swing upward, connecting with the thug’s chin as he leapt to the attack. Jules’s head snapped back, and he rocked back on his heels. Reversing the swing, Milo brought the cudgel crashing back down, and the teetering brute collapsed to the floor in a boneless heap.

      Panting with shock as much as exertion, Milo looked around and saw the fight was over.

      The quartermaster was nursing a wrenched wrist, rolling it back and forth, while Milo’s bodyguard stood watching his charge with an appraising eye. At his feet were the two who’d been grappling with the quartermaster, along with their knife-wielding friend. All three were so still, it took Milo a moment of staring to realize they were still breathing.

      A look over his shoulder told him the man with the broken arm had joined his bruised compatriot and Kasper in flight.

      Milo’s hands began to shake, and he gripped the club to calm himself.

      “Not bad.” The big man sidled over to Milo, making a bit of a show as he stepped over Jules. “Footwork’s atrocious, but that pulled strike wasn’t anything to complain about.”

      Up close, Milo realized that though the man matched or outweighed a titan like Captain Lokkemand, he was shorter than Milo by half a head.

      “Simon Ambrose,” he intoned, wiping a hand on the hem of his jacket and then extending the huge paw. “At your service, sir.”

      Milo gawked at being called “sir” so long that Ambrose began to withdraw his hand. Shaking his head to clear the aftershock, Milo awkwardly thrust a hand out, which the big man took in a crushing grip.

      “Milo Volkohne,” he muttered numbly.

      “Oh, I know.” Ambrose chuckled, his green eyes twinkling. “Now we best get you sorted with the quartermaster. Coat looks good on you, by the way.”
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      “Afghanistan?” Milo shouted over the chugging diesel engine. “Where’s that?”

      In the orphanage, his schooling had been basic, to put it mildly. Milo was keenly aware of that, but since he was headed there with Ambrose and Lokkemand’s team, he couldn’t let embarrassment stand in the way of gathering intelligence.

      “Somewhere between the Devil’s backside and Hell’s chamber pot,” his bodyguard growled without opening his eyes. The boulder of a man had parked himself next to Milo, folded his hands over his belly, and shuttered his eyes as though set for a long nap. Apparently, he woke up to offer useless geographic insights.

      Lokkemand, who seemed to experience only the unique emotion of perpetual annoyance, rolled his eyes and set about unfurling a map on his lap. It took a minute longer since the truck bed rocked as they crossed a cavernous pothole.

      “Afghanistan is a Mohammedan kingdom on the other side of Persia,” he explained, his words sharp and irritated even through the rumbling of the vehicle they rode in. “Their emir rejected overtures by both the Kaiser and the Ottomans some time ago, and since then, we’ve been obliged to waste troops fighting the heathen and their British allies in their miserable caves.”

      “Caves?” Milo asked as he watched Lokkemand’s finger trace a quick circle around the nation in question.

      “Nearly half the wretched place is jagged heaps of rock,” Ambrose said, allowing one eye to slide open enough to squint in Milo’s direction. “And if that weren’t enough, those rocks have holes in them. One giant worms’ nest.”

      “You’ve been there?” Milo asked.

      Ambrose’s eye snapped shut, and he made the sound of a snore in answer.

      “We aren’t going there for a holiday,” Lokkemand observed dryly, ignoring the bodyguard’s antics. “We are going there so you can make contact with a nonconforming asset.”

      “One of the monsters?” Milo asked, unable to keep the eager tremble out of his voice.

      “Nonconforming. Asset.” Lokkemand said, each word punctuated as hard as a punch. “That is what it is.”

      “But Colonel Jorge…” Milo began but stopped when he saw the baleful look in the captain’s eyes.

      “Colonel Jorge is a senior officer and a mentor,” Lokkemand explained, his words so precise and sharp they might have been used as surgical implements. “But during this operation, you will answer to me. Due to your unique...station, many liberties have been afforded you, but you need to understand that this is my mission.”

      To facilitate the point, the strapping officer reached over and tapped the topmost pentacle on Milo’s cap sharply. Milo smothered the instinctive response of throwing a fist into the bigger man’s throat.

      “You may be the star of this little production, Volkohne,” he said grimly. “But for now you are on my stage, and it is your job to make sure I’m happy with the performance. Understood?”

      Milo glared at him but nodded.

      “I’m sorry,” Lokkemand said, raising a hand to his ear. “I couldn’t hear you.”

      Milo ground his teeth together and sucked in a breath. It seemed some aspects of military life didn’t change even for burgeoning wizards.

      “Yes, sir!” he barked over the engine, and Ambrose gave a convincing snuffle as though he’d just been awoken.

      “We’der’yet?” he grumbled, blinking and pawing at his face as he sat up.

      “And this,” Lokkemand said with a curl of his lip toward Ambrose, “is also part of your job. Make certain this deserting scum keeps to his duties and nothing else. If he steps out of line, either you deal with it or I will, with the understanding you won’t be getting a new pet anytime soon. Keep your guard dog on a short leash.”

      “Bow-wow,” Ambrose remarked coolly, meeting Lokkemand’s glare with defiant indifference.

      The captain held the look long enough that Milo felt certain something might catch fire if it passed through the tension crackling between the two men.

      To Milo’s surprise, it was Lokkemand who broke away from the exchange first, turning back to Milo positively bristling.

      “Once you make contact with the nonconforming asset, you will engage in whatever instruction is offered. Colonel Jorge has invested a great deal in securing cooperation from the asset, and as such, you will make every effort to excel. Not just your life and freedom, but the solvency of the Nicht-KAT is at stake.”

      “Yes, sir,” Milo replied, wary of the furious gleam in the captain’s eye. “I understand.”

      “Your personal reservations and preferences mean nothing,” Lokkemand continued. “The asset is to be appeased, and you are to learn everything you can. Keep records and be thorough since you will be expected to pass any and all information back to me.”

      Milo frowned, feeling as though this was turning into a school assignment rather than a face-first plunge into the world of the supernatural. Lokkemand possessed a knack for sucking the joy out of everything he touched, which perhaps explained his perpetual perturbance.

      “We’ve come to understand that these assets do not value things as a more rational mind would,” Lokkemand warned, settling back against his seat. “As such, there is always that one who will decide this arrangement is not to their liking, and you may find your well-being at risk. If such does occur, it is your duty to return to our base of operations at Bamyan, or barring that, ensure the records you’ve kept are returned.”

      “He’d hate to go to all this trouble for nothing,” Ambrose chuckled.

      “Do you understand the parameters of the operation?” Lokkemand asked, pointedly ignoring the bodyguard.

      Milo swallowed, trying to remember every instruction given to him in the last few minutes. It seemed to him that there were large gaps left in regard to procedures, but he supposed this operation was strongly results-based. Milo had to learn magic, and despite Lokkemand’s rigid manner, he understood that it didn’t matter much how it was achieved.

      Was this what it took to learn from the dark?

      “Yes, sir,” Milo answered, unable to shake the disquieting feeling settling over his shoulders.
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      Milo looked out the train’s window as they chugged along the coast of the Caspian Sea, nearly a week out from that first debriefing as they left Zabrze in a small convoy of trucks.

      Since the day that had ended in them boarding the first of many trains, Lokkemand had been scarce, busying himself with the entourage of communication officers and technicians and administrative assistants who made up the rest of the team. When he did appear like some looming, black-wrapped specter, it was to instruct Milo on the next leg of their travels. Every time he spoke, it seemed he had refined his repertoire of instructions to use fewer words to communicate the necessary information.

      Given his feelings toward the captain, he appreciated the officer’s practiced communication skills.

      Still, Lokkemand could learn a thing or two about terseness from his underlings. The other members of the team met Milo’s presence with stony silence, so he quickly learned that talking to them was an exercise in futility. Whatever gossip or storytelling they were engaged with immediately came to a stop when Milo appeared and would resume as soon as he began to depart. Questions were answered with simple nods, headshakes, or not at all. Once one of them had pointed him in the direction of the water closet on the train, but that aberration was never repeated.

      As a result, Milo had no choice but to amuse himself with Simon Ambrose in what was proving to be a rather uneven series of exchanges. Despite the incredible explosion of physical prowess displayed when they first met, Ambrose was one of the most slothful creatures Milo had ever met. Peculiar for a bodyguard, he spent a good deal of time sleeping or at least pretending to sleep, and the fact that Milo still couldn’t tell the difference was troubling.

      Eyes closed and hands folded over his belly, Ambrose whiled away hours and hours, politely declining whenever Milo asked if they could engage in some distraction such as cards, dice, or even a smoke. If Milo did catch Ambrose while he was humoring the world with consciousness, the man would listen to Milo’s grievances with a sympathetic ear. He offered consoling noises and platitudes but he never joined in, violating the time-honored tradition of soldiers whining about their situations.

      Milo slipped deeper into melancholy, until finally on that train skirting the inland sea, his reserve broke.

      “Why did Lokkemand call you a deserter?”

      Ambrose had been timing his snores with the rhythm of the train, but the grinding exhalations stopped as Milo finished the question. One eye slid open, pitching a bushy eyebrow upward.

      Milo stared at him, refusing to hide from the pressure of the big man’s cyclopean gaze. He wasn’t sure, but he could have sworn he felt a thickening of the air, almost a pressure emanating from his bodyguard. In a way he didn’t quite understand, Milo pushed back against the pressure, feeling a strange etheric ripple in response.

      Ambrose’s other eye popped open, and he regarded Milo for a second longer before closing his eyes again and baring his teeth in a dangerous smile.

      “Well, will wonders never cease.” Ambrose grunted, straightening in his seat. “I think we’re going to get somewhere with you, Volkohne.”

      Whether it was nerves or isolation making him raw, Milo couldn’t hide his habitual wince at the surname he despised.

      “What’s that about?” Ambrose asked, then covered his mouth. “It’s not my breath, is it? Damned if my gustation doesn’t get uppity from time to time, and that gives me fierce halitosis.”

      “No, not that,” Milo said quickly, though he couldn’t now escape the realization that Ambrose often smelled like pickled meat. “It’s just I don’t much like that last name.”

      Ambrose’s brows gathered into a single furry knot.

      “Care to illuminate me on that one?”

      “Well,” Milo began but stopped and gave Ambrose a sly look. “How about you answer my question first, and then we’ll see if I’m up to sharing, eh?”

      Ambrose met Milo’s eye and a passing feeling of that same pressure began to congeal between them, but then the bodyguard gave a low chuckle and shook his head in surrender.

      “You win.” He grunted again, then reached inside his tortured coat and drew out a small leather wallet and a pipe. “But I think I’ll need a smoke for this conversation.”

      Milo watched forlornly as the big man packed his pipe. Ambrose noticed the look and offered him the wallet, which had both tobacco and rolling papers. A pair of match strikes later, the cabin was full of aromatic smoke.

      “Never had anything like this,” Milo noted after a lazy exhale, savoring the sweet, velvety flavor of the smoke.

      “English Cavendish with coconut and rum,” Ambrose grunted as he took a long draw on his pipe, something old and sad swimming behind his eyes. “Traded an entire lorry of munitions for this pouch.”

      He tipped his head back and blew a titanic ring, then smiled through the trailing tendrils.

      “Absolutely worth it.”

      Milo took another drag and cleared his throat.

      “Deserter?” he prompted.

      Ambrose shook his head.

      “I believe the words our good captain used were ‘deserting scum,’” the big man corrected, then tapped the stem of his pipe on his lip thoughtfully. “Though I suppose if I had to choose between the two, I’d take your version.”

      Milo threw a wry look to his bodyguard, prompting a nod of admission.

      “I’m stalling, yes,” Ambrose confessed. “I’m not sure how much needs to be shared at the moment. Sensitive subject and all, you understand?”

      “Not hardly.” Milo sighed, massaging a spot between his eyes with his thumb. “And we aren’t getting any closer to me understanding at this rate.”

      Ambrose switched the pipe from one side of his mouth to the other and let out paired contrails through his nostrils.

      “Captain Lokkemand, along with the entire Federated Army of the German Empire, is operating under false pretenses,” he explained. “I can only be a deserter if I swore service to the empire or was conscripted as a citizen of the empire. As neither is true, I’m merely an expatriate caught up in a case of mistaken identity.”

      Milo frowned, and his eyes wandered to the archaic Prussian uniform.

      “So, is this some sort of political statement?” he asked, gesturing to the faded blue fabric and dingy brass buttons. “A protest against the unification of your country?”

      Ambrose looked down at his uniform as if considering it for the first time.

      “Not my country.” He shrugged. “Prussians, Bavarians, Saxons, and every last gutter-tongued Hun can call themselves whatever they want. I just put the thing on a few years ago and haven’t seen fit to replace it.”

      Milo tried to process the comments, all given in impeccable German.

      “Wait, so you aren’t German?”

      “Never said I was,” Ambrose replied flatly.

      “So, what are you?” Milo asked, sitting back as he cast a speculative gaze toward the big man. “And how did you get this assignment if you aren’t even a soldier?”

      “What I am is your bodyguard, and your best hope of surviving that worm-nest we’re about to crawl through,” Ambrose said coolly, pointing his pipe at Milo. “I’d think that after that dustup at the depot, you’d understand how I got the job.”

      A ripple of muscles that could not have been coincidence moved across Ambrose’s frame, and Milo vividly recalled the sickening sound of a man’s arm snapping like wet kindling.

      “I’m not one of you dandy soldiers, but I’m the best God-cursed warrior this side of the Apocalypse,” he stated, his voice low and heavy. “I killed men good and bad in more wars than you have fingers and toes before your mother even met your father. I’m here to keep you safe, and the way I’ll do that is by killing everything and anything seeking to do you harm.”

      This wasn’t the first or the hundredth time Milo had heard a boast like that from bravos and tough guys, but this was the first time he believed every word of it. Some intuition, maybe magical, told Milo that Simon Ambrose was the type of man who didn’t need to lie.

      Milo let a slow, impressed curse slide out with the smoke as he basked in the afterglow of Ambrose’s declaration. After a moment’s reflection, he shook his head and popped the train window to toss out the stub of his cigarette.

      “Not doubting your obvious credentials,” Milo said, one hand raised in warding placation, “but that only answers part of the question. I want to know why someone in your unique situation would take this position?”

      Ambrose nodded and reached over to tap his pipe out through the open window before Milo drew it shut.

      “That Colonel Jorge saved me a good deal of headache and then promised me something,” he said as he stowed his pipe. “I’m going to see you through this to make sure he keeps that promise.”

      Milo sat back and began to wonder if there would be a time in the near future when a question he asked would not lead to a dozen more.

      “My turn,” the bodyguard declared, capitalizing on the momentary silence. “That is, assuming you are satisfied and prepared to move on?”

      Milo wasn’t, but he nodded anyway.

      “So,” the big man began, sinking back and folding his hands across the belly, “why don’t you like the name Volkohne?”

      Milo sucked his teeth and considered taking a page from the other man’s book and pretending to be sleepy, but since this was the first real conversation he’d had in some time, he decided he could endure a little longer.

      “’Volkohne’ is the name given to every child taken in by the Krieg-Waisenhausr without a family name,” Milo said, trying his best to keep his voice steady and monotonous. “Even among orphans, having a name like that sets you apart, and when it comes to kids, it's never a good idea to be set apart.”

      Ambrose pursed his lips, his mustache flaring as he studied Milo.

      “So, some snot-nosed urchins made fun of your name.” He shrugged. “You're not a child anymore.”

      “But it’s not my name!” Milo snapped, the words rushing up like bile, hot and bitter. “That’s the name they stuck me with, like branding livestock. And that’s just what I was to them—some stupid animal fostered for slaughtering. Do you know what happens when you age out of the Waisenhaus?”

      Ambrose shook his head.

      “To repay the generosity of the Kaiser, you are obliged to either join a colonial regiment or serve a term of service as an indentured worker in the mines or factories. Death in the trenches or being mangled by machines and mishap.”

      “But you don’t have to join a penal regiment,” Ambrose observed, an infuriating twinkle in his eyes. “And let’s not forget the getup you’re wearing now.”

      Milo looked down at his black coat and strangled the biting reply he felt rising in the back of his throat. Ambrose wasn’t wrong about any of it, but the self-satisfied look on his face was irritating in the extreme.

      Silence stretched between them as the train rolled southward and the sun began to sink.

      “So, what am I supposed to call you?” Ambrose asked at last. “I can’t help noting they gave you that getup without any insignia of rank except those devil traps on your cap.”

      “You could call me Milo,” he offered. “That is my name, after all.”

      “No,” Ambrose muttered with a shake of his head. “I knew a Milo, and that boy was a whiny wretch.”

      Milo shrugged, feeling tired and hollow.

      “I’m thinking...Magus,” Ambrose said with a final nod. “Milo Magus, or probably just Magus.”

      Milo allowed himself a small smile. It was better than most of the names he’d been called.

      “Not sure I can live up to the name,” Milo said, turning toward the window. “But thanks, I suppose.”

      Ambrose gave him a lopsided grin as he yawned, and his eyes settled back to their customary position.

      “You’ll grow into it,” he muttered drowsily. “Like that new coat, I suppose.”

      Milo absently plucked at the coat, feeling the vacuous space within, wanting to believe the big man was right. Simon Ambrose didn’t seem the type who had to lie.
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      The last leg of the journey seemed determined to remind Milo that though he was Magus to Ambrose, he was still a soldier, and that meant marching.

      The rail line had taken them to a ferry across the Caspian, where they had joined a larger contingent of Federated troops, the venerable 33rd East Prussian Fusiliers. Captain Lokkemand seemed to be at ease as their attaché perched among the seasoned regiment like a vermin-eating bird on a behemoth, separate but still sheltered. Lokkemand was hosted by a fellow officer every night for some time, returning the next day bleary-eyed but less irritable. For Milo and his burly shadow, nothing much changed. They were instructed to keep to themselves lest they, as novices in shadowy operations, let something slip over a game of cards and some schnapps.

      Despite this moratorium on contact, Ambrose did manage to acquire a bottle of Ansatzkorn, a potent beverage the big man described as being “a dirtier German version of vodka.” They’d only intended to sample it the night they made the crossing, but as it turned out, Milo had to be carried by Ambrose like a child in the aftermath of the empty bottle clutched in Milo’s fist.

      After the crossing, the team and the regiment boarded another train that took them to a city called Merv. The ancient city, Lokkemand explained, marked the edge of secure territory, and that from here on out, the 33rd would be acting as a combat escort as they moved up and along the Murgap River. The river, which began deep in Afghanistan, was supposedly under German control, but there were no regular gunboat patrols, and attacks from British-friendly locals were not unheard of. The 33rd elected to disembark at the bend where the river rounded the edge of the Band-i Turkistans, a craggy range of low mountains that Ambrose promised were only a shadow of the things to come.

      From there, it had been marching across the barely passable, barely habitable lands that were lashed by unrelenting winds as they made for Bamyan. Despite having a vague notion that this part of the world was sun-scorched, Milo found he was thankful for the sturdy greatcoat as they trudged along. In his old colonial rags, he would have been scoured raw and shivering, but as it stood, he only had to deal with perpetual fatigue and the monotony of trudging onward.

      As the days stretched on, Milo began to wonder if anyone lived in the desolate place, but Ambrose and conversations he gleaned from eavesdropping assured him that there was more to this place than met his unfamiliar eye. Milo remained suspicious of any human life besides their own until in the distance, he spied what looked like a child tending a flock of rangy goats.

      Milo had watched the little shepherd scamper up a scruffy hillock, half-heartedly corralling the beasts in his haste. As more of the herd scattered, Milo wondered at the child’s poor tending until he caught a clear glimpse of the youth, who cast sharp looks over his shoulder at their company.

      It was only then that Milo noted a squad of men had detached themselves from the marching order and were heading toward the shepherd and his flock. Rifles in hand, they loped across the rough terrain like dark-pelted wolves from some parable.

      “Seems like a lot of work for a little goat,” Milo observed, squinting at a small kid skipping spryly across a boulder. “I’d be more worried about getting lost among all these god-forsaken hills and valleys.”

      Ambrose paused, shielded his eyes from the pale glare of the sun, and tracked the progress of the pursuers.

      “They’re not going to catch him,” he said at last, catching up with a quick scuttle. “And it’s not the meat they want but the boy.”

      Milo jerked his head around so quickly his labor-stiffened neck gave a pop.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, pitching his voice low.

      All the terrible things one heard about orphanages were not true of most such institutions, but the Dresden Krieg-Waisenhaus was not most institutions. As such, Milo was never shocked but always on guard against the depredations of wicked men.

      “Not that,” Ambrose muttered as though reading Milo’s thoughts, though he seemed to take no joy in the dismissal.

      “Then what?” Milo pressed.

      Ambrose cast a look around the hills flanking the column and then assessed the column itself.

      “The officers in the 33rd are not fools,” he answered in his low rumble. “That boy’s going to scamper off to whatever village or band is lurking around these parts. From there, any man with a gun or a rock and a love of British coin is going to descend on us like flies on a corpse.”

      Milo felt an itch between his shoulder blades and forced himself not to do his own fearful scan of the hills.

      “We’ll be ready, then?” Milo asked, throwing a surreptitious glance at the men in the column around them. “If they know it’s coming.”

      Ambrose shook his head, his voice still barely above a conspiratorial whisper.

      “We’re stretched out across a few kilometers at least, and tightening things up is going to slow us down. You’ll see more sentries, maybe a few more recon patrols, but any bandit-turned-mercenary is going to know how to hide in these hills.”

      Milo didn’t bother to suppress a shudder as the itch became an icy claw racing up his spine.

      “So, we’re going to be ambushed?”

      Ambrose nodded.

      “Several times, unless we’re incredibly lucky or unlucky,” he said, chewing his lip. “They’re opportunists, little better than scavengers, so they aren’t going to be doing anything more than taking a few shots before skittering off to do it again.”

      “What are they going to do?” Milo asked, nodding at where the senior officers rode in growling Land Rovers commandeered from the British.

      “Do?” the big man asked, seeming shocked by the question. “I know you’re young, Magus, but I thought you were trained as a soldier.”

      Milo blushed, hating himself for it, then shrugged in an attempt to seem unflappable.

      “The training of a penal regiment is hardly exhaustive.” He laughed, a tart, biting sound the wind snatched away. “March, fight, and die in that order, over and over. Didn’t take things like tactical appraisals into consideration.”

      The bodyguard gave a concessionary nod as he nodded toward the setting sun.

      “Maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow night, but once things get dark, we’ll see the fighting and dying part, mark my words.”

      Milo sighed.

      “At least that might spare us some of the marching.”
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        * * *

      

      The first attack came on the second night after the shepherd escaped.

      Milo had just managed to convince himself that the attack wasn’t coming, despite Ambrose standing guard for the second night in a row. Their position was more defensible than the trench of a valley they’d been in the night before, being a broad, level patch in front of a craggy hillock. The 33rd had placed two concentric rings of sentry posts around the camp, and the rattling hum of generators powering massive searchlights seemed a comforting din.

      Unfortunately, the lights only served as excellent initial targets.

      The first went out with a snap, and it was a full two seconds before the crack of the rifle was heard—a long shot by a good marksman.

      The rest of the camp hadn’t woken to the danger, and Milo was still blinking when Ambrose hauled him out of the tent.

      “What?” Milo slurred, his feet scrabbling on the hard ground as he was half-dragged, half-carried. “Wh-where are we going!?!”

      Lokkemand had them bunk down in the center of the camp, which seemed a simple if cold calculation to put as many of the 33rd between them and the enemy as he could.

      Another light winked out, followed by another rifle crack, and the rest of the camp began to stir. Men shouted in German and tent flaps fluttered as the remaining lights raked the surrounding hills. A siren’s blaring wail sounded and was soon echoing off the surrounding hills in strange, unsettling tones.

      “Move it,” Ambrose snarled, tossing Milo out in front of him.

      Ambrose had a rifle in his hands. It looked like the Gewehr 98s some of the older Federated Regiments carried, but it somehow seemed a little thicker, almost blocky. A bandolier festooned with five-round clips hung across his huge chest.

      “Where are we going?” Milo shouted as a handful of soldiers raced past them.

      “That way,” the big man barked and stabbed a thick finger at the crown of the craggy hill.

      Milo fumbled to get his pistol from his belt, realizing his rifle had been left in the tent. He’d been outfitted with the Luger P08 back in Poland, but Ambrose had acquired a rifle for him during their march since his training had been exclusively with rifles in the Mud-Snakes. Now staggering in the dark toward a looming face of rock, it seemed Ambrose’s gift would be wasted.

      The sporadic pops of smaller, more excitable arms and marksman sounded along both flanks of the camp.

      “We’re surrounded!” Milo called back to Ambrose, whose crushing presence kept driving him forward for fear of being flattened.

      “Shut up and move, boy!” the bodyguard bellowed in a voice that made Milo’s bones feel like water. He somehow quickened his pace.

      Like a lion at bay, the 33rd roared to life, and the Prussians sent rippling volleys across the undulating hillocks around the camp. Slipping bladelike through the gaps in the cacophony of wailing sirens and gunfire, men could be heard dying on those hills. Only two searchlights remained and they swept over the jagged terrain, picking out a crumpled form here and there. The 33rd gave a cheer at the sight, only for more sporadic fire to draw their eyes and rifle barrels to another lump of earth.

      “Sounds like we are winning,” Milo panted as they reached the foot of a rough hill that was nearly a cliff.

      “Sounds like you and the Prussians are all fools,” Ambrose growled and stabbed his finger forward. “Those miserable idiots in the hills are a distraction.”

      Milo wanted to question how he was going to get up the rough wall of stone, but when he looked at it in the moonlight, he saw rough shelves of stone jutting out in a zigzagging pattern up the face of the cliff. Drawing a breath, he started up the stone staircase, throwing one last look over his shoulder.

      More of the 33rd was pouring out to the left and right of the camp in lethal, disciplined order. Under the streaking, searching lights, he saw the Afghan raiders attempting to flee, some having abandoned their rifles in haste. Everyone he saw illuminated in the stark light of the searchlights toppled in seconds like stringless marionettes as the 33rd’s rifles bayed for more.

      Milo, torn between cheering and hollering at Ambrose in rebuke, found his mouth hanging open as his eyes were drawn to the front of the camp. A second after he saw the rushing, gleaming shapes, he heard the thunder of their hooves.

      A contingent of horsemen mounted on spry-footed steeds was pouring into the camp, angry red sparks flickering in their hands.

      Leaping the low tents or trampling them underfoot, they made for the center of the camp. The men of the 33rd, intent on their chastising of the flanking ambushers, were slow to realize the true attack. Officers bellowed, but the sounds that filled the valley were the shrill screams of riders and horses, triumphant as they plunged like arrows into the heart of the camp.

      “Keep climbing!” Ambrose shouted to Milo, who sluggishly obeyed. “And keep your eyes open when you get to the top.”

      His limbs felt like lead as he saw sullen sparks fly from the riders’ hands. The tiny flames nestled amongst command tents and stockpiles of munitions and fuel before bursting into flames. The incendiaries lit the entire plain, stretching the shadows of the wheeling, shrieking horsemen across the camp like huge specters of death. Swords, lances, and pistols flashed in their hands as they set about striking and hewing at men or machines that lay within reach.

      Milo felt his arms begin to burn while below him, the gutted camp smoldered.

      The 33rd had turned about-face and was pouring into the camp, their faces grim and hard in the light of their decimated caches and tents. Some opened fire, smiting horse and rider, while others had affixed bayonets and charged in for a more visceral retribution.

      Milo had just mounted the crown of the hill when he saw the lunging, wailing riders begin to flee. They’d lost nearly a quarter of their number, but the devastation they had wrought on the material resources of the 33rd was substantial.

      “Well, those boys earned their coin,” Ambrose growled as he joined Milo at the top of the hill. “Perhaps a touch too eager to bask in their handiwork, but I can’t say that I blame them.”

      Milo looked down, a mix of horrified awe and guilty gratitude inside him. One rider whose horse had kindled in the leaping flames took a smattering of shots to the chest and he fell, dragging the burning animal down with him. Together they smashed down on Milo’s tent, and in seconds, their death throes had set the whole thing ablaze.

      His mouth tasted of ash as the acrid smell of burning canvas and oil washed over the hill in a foul wind.

      “How did you know?” Milo asked, his eyes still watching the last of his tent crumble into cinders.

      Ambrose spat and turned away from the sight.

      “It’s a bold but sensible plan if you’ve got a doughty company of foot soldiers like the 33rd,” the big man explained as he moved farther back on the moon-painted top of the hill. “Especially if you’ve got the proper information and assurances that you’ll be handsomely rewarded by both sides. Would seem worth the risk.”

      Milo dragged his eyes from camp as the last of the riders sped into the hills, plumes of dust glowing red in the light of the fires. Down below, squads of soldiers were performing as fire brigades, with middling success thus far.

      “Information?” Milo rolled the word, as though it felt strange on his ashen tongue. “I thought these were a bunch of bandits, not trained soldiers? And what do you mean by both sides?”

      Milo turned around and saw that his bodyguard was ambling over the boulder-strewn hilltop, looking for all the world like an animate hulk of stone in the silvery light. He went over to one of his lumpy brethren and seemed about to have a serious conversation.

      “Hey!” Milo shouted, striding after the big man. He felt the pistol in his hand, its rounds shamefully unspent as the camp burned below. “Did you hear me?”

      “Shhhh, keep your voice down, Magus,” Ambrose hissed as he turned, scowling. “The raiders should be gone, but we don’t want to attract any attention in the dark, now do we?”

      Then he turned back to the rock and addressed it in a low, indignant tone.

      “Not from any proper folk.”

      A surge of anger and confusion gripped Milo, and without much thought, he laid a hand on the big man’s shoulder to haul him around. Milo realized too late that he may as well have tried to get the hill to turn.

      “Stop your hissy-fitting,” Ambrose chided, still glaring at the rock. “And put that pistol away before you hurt yourself.”

      In a fit of temper, Milo nearly pressed the barrel of the Luger to the big man’s thick skull to show his displeasure and get some attention, but he wisely thought better of it. Cursing incoherently, he secured the weapon with a shove and a snarl.

      “What the hell is going on?” he snapped.

      “Our rendezvous is late,” Ambrose muttered, turning from the rock and squinting across the hilltop. “Unless Lokkemand got it wrong, and I wouldn’t put it past the jaeger snob.”

      Milo’s head spun, and he turned back to see the slowly shrinking glow of the camp. Pieces began to click into place with stomach-turning alacrity, and Milo turned back to Ambrose, who still seemed preoccupied with the local geological deposits.

      “You mean, this was some sort of setup?” Milo asked, numbness creeping up in the wake of the realization. “Lokkemand planned this.”

      Absently, the bodyguard nodded.

      “A bit flashy for my taste, but it removes any reasonable doubt that we both died in the fires of the raid,” he stated matter-of-factly. “Enough scorched corpses down there that any attempts at identification by General Staff’s bloodhounds should be satisfied or at least frustrated to the point of surrender.”

      This last thought seemed to appeal to him, and a low chuckle passed his lips.

      “Men—soldiers—died down there,” Milo said. He wished he sounded more horrified, but the insulating dissociation already had him. “Now you are telling me they died for me?”

      The lack of feeling, the cold shell that had been his armor for years, was almost as painful as accepting the burden and promised no relief or closure. He wanted to rail, to scream, even to weep for the men, but instead, he stared mutely at Ambrose, his question hanging in the air.

      “Wasn’t it some Prussian who said soldiers’ lives are the currency officers must spend to purchase victory?” Ambrose asked with a shrug of his huge shoulders. “Seems like something the boys from the 33rd would appreciate. Good soldiers from what I could tell.”

      “Dead soldiers,” Milo muttered, his shoulders sagging.

      “Not so many,” Ambrose said. “And besides, ours but to do and die, right?”

      Milo looked at his bodyguard with a mix of confusion and irritation, the only things he could feel at the moment.

      “What?”

      Ambrose, for the first time, looked abashed, his cheeks plainly colored, even in the moonlight.

      “It’s from a poem.” He grunted and shook his head. “Never mind.”

      Milo was about to say something caustic about poetry or perhaps ask what they were supposed to do now that they’d faked their deaths. He never got the chance since two shadows detached from the boulder Ambrose had been staring at. Milo’s voice deserted him as the long, stooped shapes with gleaming pale eyes lunged forward, too-long limbs outstretched.

      One alighted on Ambrose’s broad back, and the big man gave a pantherish twist that saw both him and the living shadow rolling across the ground. The other landed on Milo and bore him to the ground, where cold, sharp fingers cut into his arms.

      Instinct kicked in, and Milo’s feet and fists lashed out against rubbery flesh that took the abuse without effect. Milo had an impression of many teeth snapping in front of his face, then breath like an offal pit in summer lapped against his face.

      “Hold still, meat!” a voice rasped next to his ear. “Hold still, or I’ll tear out your throat.”

      Too terrified to reason, Milo redoubled his efforts, managing to twist one hand free and grope for the pistol at his belt.

      The fanged shadow hissed words in a tongue old and wicked before changing its grip to take Milo by the head. A dull thrill shot through Milo when he got both hands free to try for his pistol, but the thought was dashed out of his head when the shadow beat it against the stony ground.

      The first impact sent stars spinning through his vision, and the second left him limp, with the world tumbling around him.

      He vaguely recognized he was being dragged, and he raised his battered head to see where they were going. A cleft that had not been in the boulder before yawned wide as the shadow dragged him toward the waiting dark. Between the thin legs of his abductor, Milo could just make out a set of stairs glinting bone-white in the moonlight, plunging from the heart of the boulder into the darkness of the earth.
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      Milo’s passage down the stairs and through the dark was not pleasant.

      The being gripping him by his shoulders and dragging him did not seem to much care that the stone steps were rough-edged and unyielding against Milo’s back, buttocks, and legs. It also didn’t seem to care that the entire trip was made in a darkness so complete that even when Milo’s senses began to come back to him, he realized he could not see his own feet as they thumped down the steps. Sometimes he thought he could glimpse the faintest shine of the thing’s eyes above him, or maybe that was its teeth, but then another steep spike of pain lanced up his lower body.

      Just when he feared the abuse was going to lead to permanent damage to his ability to walk and considered another futile struggle, their descent leveled out. Milo felt the texture of the floor change beneath him to a soft, fibrous mat. With careless strength, the shadow rolled him onto his stomach. The fingers that had been biting into his shoulders disappeared and Milo hit the ground with a soft thud. The floor beneath him tickled at his nose and lips, almost hairlike strands sliding across his face.

      “Get up,” the voice of the shadow directed. It was a step or two ahead of him. “I’m not carrying you all the way to court.”

      Milo’s fingers took hold of the dense, tangled stuff beneath him and used it for leverage to get to a kneeling position. Everything was still black as pitch, and Milo, his body aching from a thousand short, sharp bounces down the steps, was in no hurry to comply.

      “I need a light to see by,” he muttered, reaching toward his pocket for his matches.

      The air stirred in front of him, and the rotten, icy breath washed his cheek.

      “Meat,” it breathed, so close he could hear the air whistling between its fangs. “Draw that pistol, and I’ll see you carrying it on the inside of your flesh, understand?”

      Milo nodded stiffly, sinking both hands into his pockets to hide their shaking more than to search for matches.

      He took a steadying breath, drew out the matches, and made to strike one, but the dark and the closeness of the creature worked against him. Twice he tried to strike a match, and twice it broke, snapping off below the head without so much as a spark.

      “Hurry up.”

      The command sounded different, almost distracted, and Milo began to wonder what the thing could be waiting for. Its fellow shadow, the one who had attacked Ambrose, maybe? As if in answer, a snarling sound echoed from somewhere above them on the stairs. Milo felt a chill run through him as he heard that ancient, evil language used again. Then a distinctly human voice rumbled something he couldn’t make out.

      “Don’t move,” his shadow said with more than a hint of a snarl in his voice.

      Too late to stop, Milo’s third match caught, and there was a flare of light in the tunnel.

      Milo had only a fleeting glimpse of a stretched figure darting past him. It had the graceless quickness of a pouncing spider and was wrapped in something like oily black skin.

      He told himself it was the speed of the things passing that had knocked the match from his nerveless fingers, where it quickly smothered with a whiff of acrid smoke in the woolly gray material that covered the floor. Beneath his self-delusion though, Milo knew the truth. It was one thing to be told that there were beings dwelling in the dark and believe in their existence, and a whole other matter to experience them. He had felt, smelled, heard, and now seen, not just a play of shadows, but this entity who was other. No clever beast, no deviant human, this inhuman, alien creature was real, and Milo’s mind swam with the recognition.

      “You wanted more, remember,” he reminded himself breathlessly as he fumbled for another match. “You were the damned fool who wanted more.”

      Behind him were more wicked whispers in the strange tongue, much closer this time, and then a voice that was almost as sweet as sunshine in that dark, low place.

      “None of that now,” Ambrose growled, his voice more annoyed than angry. “It was your fool idea to have it go down this way. If you wanted to play that game, you should have made sure everyone knew the rules.”

      “It was supposed to be alone,” another shadow voice hissed, this one tighter and shriller but no less unsettling, “and we had as much cause for secrecy as you.”

      “The risk is as great for our tribe as it is for your petty kingdom,” Milo’s shadow snarled as the voices moved closer. “What we are doing is without precedent in the history of our kind or any of the other shayati. There are many who would punish us for such blasphemous congress with meat like that one.”

      “’That one’s’ name is Magus,” Ambrose rumbled. Milo was fairly certain they were on the level patch just a few steps behind him. “Now, move it before I take another hand.”

      How was Ambrose, who seemed to be herding the two creatures, able to see in the dark? Milo saw no torch.

      He had retrieved another match, but the sound of that unholy dialect made him shudder, and he paused before breaking it. He only had a few left.

      “You are fortunate her maiming is not permanent, or this alliance would have ended before it began,” Milo’s shadow warned, so close he might have been able to twist back and touch it. “She is the get of our Bashlek.”

      “And I’m the son of a shepherdess,” Ambrose replied flatly. “You all right, Magus?”

      Milo shuffled about, still on his knees with the match and matchbox still in hand.

      “I’m fine,” he lied, turning his head this way and that in a vain attempt to discern something other than utter blackness. “I see you are better at making friends than I am.”

      Ambrose chuckled, and Milo heard the soft tread of his boots before a broad mitt slid under his arm and gently raised him to his feet. Milo was happy to find that despite everything, his legs still worked, though he was grateful Ambrose didn’t let go until he’d found his footing on the cushioned floor.

      “Well, now that me and my charge are reunited, I suppose we can commence with introductions,” the bodyguard said in a genuinely jovial tone. “How about you two go first since we’re guests?”

      “Um,” Milo interrupted, turning toward his best estimation of Ambrose’s position. “I can’t see a thing, and I’ve only got about four more matches left. Do we really intend to have this entire conversation in the dark?”

      “I’m sorry, you’re right,” Ambrose said, and Milo heard his feet shuffle softly as he turned. “Perhaps our hosts can arrange to fix the situation. Seems only polite.”

      The two creatures spoke to each other in their language, which sounded more sinister in a huddled whisper, especially since Milo realized they’d noiselessly slid past where he stood in the tunnel. The conversation lasted long enough that Ambrose gave a huff of irritation, shortly after which he heard some strange sounds.

      There was a sound like rotten cloth tearing, then the rattle and clink of glass against glass. A second later, there was scratching like a dull knife rasping over bone. This was followed a heartbeat later by the distinctly unpleasant sound of snorting and hawking, then someone spat into something with a wet splat.

      “Here,” Milo’s shadow said, and Ambrose could be heard stepping forward to take something.

      Milo ached to ask his bodyguard how he was managing all this in the stygian tunnel, but interrogating his only ally in front of two monsters seemed ill-advised.

      “What good will this do him?” Ambrose asked in a bristly tone.

      “If he is what he claims he is, it should be a simple matter to catalyze the essence,” the other shadow replied curtly. “It is very fresh.”

      “He came here to learn magic, sweetie,” Ambrose drawled. “You have to teach him how.”

      Both creatures made a disgusted sound and then lapsed into a thickening silence.

      “Put the vessel in its hands,” Milo’s shadow instructed, and Milo found himself gripping something hard and smooth except for a fine layer of grit across part of its surface.

      Milo thought it didn’t feel like any container he’d handled before, but the texture of the surface was familiar, although he couldn’t place it. It seemed rounded and had two rough handles. As he held it, he heard small granules shifting within, and in a strange way, he detected a faint vibration or resonance coming from within. When he pressed his palms against the surface, he realized he was sensing the subtle movement, though it wasn’t through his fingers or palms. He knew it was there, as real as the dust beneath his digits, but it wasn’t physical.

      A tremor of excitement and delicious terror raced through him, and he fought to keep from visibly shaking.

      “Try to relax and do what they say,” Ambrose whispered. “And don’t drop it.”

      “Call to the essence,” the she-shadow said. “Whisper the command ‘Light,’ then breathe over it.”

      It seemed a strange, almost comical, instruction, but the thrumming presence between his hands beckoned him to try.

      “Light,” Milo said as confidently as he could, then he blew between his hands as though coaxing tinder to life.

      Like embers stirred by bellows, a soft viridian light spilled from three apertures in the vessel. The illumination filled the stony tunnel, for that was what they were in, and Milo nearly grinned like a babe after uttering its first word to doting parents.

      The smile was snatched away as he realized the openings through which the light poured were the cavities of a goat skull’s vacant eyes and nose sockets. The handles were the horns of the beast

      Willing himself to not drop the luminous skull, he looked up and saw his instructors. As he stared at the two nightmares given form, he wondered if perhaps he had been better off in the dark.
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      Milo’s first teachers were stooped, gaunt creatures, bent nearly double, so their knobby spines stood out along their backs, while their gangly arms hung to the floor. Their skin seemed like oil, dark but possessing a glimmering opalescent quality that made them seem like slimy creatures of the deep. Their outthrust heads on bowed necks were too elongated, narrow, and sharp to be anything but vaguely humanoid. Their eyes gleamed over a squashed snout of a nose and a nest of fangs.

      Milo, gaping in revulsion, looked from one to the other, noting that the larger of the two held one arm curled against a sunken chest, the wrist a ragged stump. His stomach turned when he saw the severed appendage in her other clawed hand.

      The smaller of the two, the one who must have been Milo’s abductor, stood a little in front of the wounded one, shielding her from the light.

      When their glinting black eyes faced the light, they squinted in distaste, but when they looked at Milo, there was an intensity, almost a hunger, that made him uneasy. It was hard not to stare at their hooked fangs and remember that they had called him meat more than once.

      “What are you?” Milo murmured, keeping the skull lamp steady in his hands.

      “We are ghuls,” Milo’s captor said as it inched forward, eyes locked on Milo’s face. “And you are the first humans to have seen our kind and lived for centuries, if human you are.”

      A defiant spark blossomed in Milo’s heart at the implication, and he stoked it until it rendered enough heat to drive back the grip fear had on the organ.

      “Why would I be anything but?” he demanded, and the light surged in sympathy that made the ghuls recoil.

      “We don’t know,” the wounded female snarled, her eyes narrowed to suspicious slits. “But no human has ever worked magic in the memory of our people or any of the shayati we have heard tell of. I would not have believed it to be true if I hadn’t seen it.”

      “You travel with one who looks human but is not, so it is not so strange to think there is some deception here,” Milo’s ghul said defensively, one gnarled finger leveled at Ambrose.

      Some part of Milo felt sure this was a trick, a distraction to draw his attention elsewhere so they could attack or flee, but a sinking sense of dread and curiosity drew his eyes to his bodyguard.

      Ambrose was glaring at the ghuls with an intensity that the monsters must have felt, and he refused to meet Milo’s eyes.

      “I’m half-human,” he said by way of explanation. “On my mother’s side. I wasn’t joking when I said she was a shepherdess.”

      The ghuls hissed and shrank against the wall of the cavern as one.

      “Jurhumidon!”

      “Son of Gamorrah!”

      Befuddled by the strength of their reaction, Milo’s gaze darted between Ambrose and the recoiling ghuls.

      “Simon, please help me out here?” Milo said, unable to keep the note of pleading from his voice. “What’s going on?”

      “We cannot take you to our Bashlek, not now!”

      “Ambrose?”

      “Treachery! Did you think we would let you deliver this assassin to the heart of our tribe?”

      “You can kill us now, Fallen One. We are ready to d—”

      “SILENCE!”

      The bellow came from Ambrose, but it was more than mere sound. Milo recognized it as being akin to the pressure he’d felt on the train when he’d met the big man’s stare. This was far more potent, a palpable battering force that drove Milo to one knee and sent the ghuls to huddling on the ground.

      Milo felt a heat that did not touch his skin but his soul radiating from Ambrose, and despite the terror that filled him, he turned and beheld his bodyguard.

      Ambrose stood in the tunnel the same as he would anywhere else, his jacket straining around his lumpy form, but he was more. Not just taller and broader, though the tunnel seemed to strain to contain him, he was suffused with an alien light that seemed to smother Milo’s pitiful skull lamp. He was a black sun bleeding enervating red light, a corona of crackling wrath surrounding his hands and head.

      Eyes that had become bloody stars turned to regard Milo, and he saw strange twisting symbols form amidst the dancing flames swaddling Ambrose’s hands and face. They were writing, words of living flame.

      Milo could read them if he wished.

      If he dared.

      Across gulfs of infinity, a voice whispered a promise.

      Milo’s heart seized in his chest and his hands flew to his face, unwilling and unable to bear what he saw. The skull lamp fell to the matted floor, and its light winked out. Mercifully, the world returned to darkness.

      It was some time before Milo found the strength to grope for the skull. To his uncomfortable surprise, he saw as the light returned that both his monstrous instructors and his terrible guardian remained. Ambrose was just Ambrose again and the ghuls were no longer cowering, but it was a long, strained moment before anyone said anything.

      “So,” Milo murmured, slowly meeting the eyes of all in attendance, “I believe we had somewhere to be and someone to meet, right? Perhaps we should just get going.”
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      It took a little more cajoling to get the ghuls to comply, and from the onset, Milo could tell it was a ruse. If Ambrose even sniffed, they twitched and cowered.

      On they went, down the woolly-floored tunnel, the two ghuls loping in front, just at the edge of the illumination cast by the skull lamp. Milo’s legs had begun to stiffen from the bruising treatment they’d received earlier, but he kept up well enough. An arm’s length behind him strode Ambrose, quiet and brooding.

      The passage wound slowly down into the earth until Milo was certain they had to be several stories deep. The thought of so much earth pressing down around them, not to mention the company he was keeping or their destination, had Milo feeling very small and very vulnerable as he walked through the dark. The tender yet venomous glow of the goat skull in his hands seemed a small comfort as they marched on.

      After a time, the ghuls began to whisper to each other so softly that Milo couldn’t tell if they were using their blasphemous language or not. He thought about demanding they speak words everyone could understand, but he reminded himself that he was going into someone else’s territory—their home, even.

      He decided it was probably wiser to be diplomatic.

      “Is it much farther?” he called, squinting at the ghuls’ dark, iridescent forms.

      They were inky puppets moving across a black curtain, distinguishable only by their movements.

      “We will come upon the first gate within the hour,” the female ghul, the one related to the Bashlek, called back. “Once he learns what walks with us, he will seek to stop us, but I think I can persuade him to let us pass.”

      “The court after that will be another matter entirely,” Milo’s ghul warned. “It is already a wonder they were convinced to allow a human, much less a celestial mutt.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t mention anything about my pedigree,” Ambrose called from the rear. “No need to waste our time and yours with arguments with some gatekeeper.”

      To Milo’s startled surprise, the two ghuls stopped dead in their tracks, turning as one to look first at Milo and then beyond at Ambrose, who came up behind his ward’s left shoulder. For five long seconds they stared at the big man, then made an awful bubbling sound like blood from a torn throat. Finally, they clacked their fangs together.

      It took Milo and Ambrose a moment to realize the awful noise was laughter.

      “There is no gatekeeper,” the royal ghul remarked as the mirth subsided. “Only the gate. You must remember that among the shayati, things do not work as they do among mortal men.”

      Milo and Ambrose exchanged concerned looks and might have asked more questions, but the ghuls had begun to move again.

      “I am not sure if that was meant to be a threat or not,” Ambrose whispered, addressing Milo directly for the first time since the revelation at the foot of the underground stairs. “Whatever is up ahead, you need to stay close to me. I don’t trust these troglodytes.”

      At the word “trust,” Milo couldn’t repress a bitter snort.

      Trust was growing scarcer.

      “What?” Ambrose asked, sensing something off in Milo’s manner. “What’s wrong?”

      Milo gave the big man an unimpressed deadpan stare.

      “Oh come on, just spit it out already,” Ambrose growled. “Are you a blushing lady I’ve been courting? Just tell me what’s going on in that magical brain of yours.”

      Milo ground his teeth together, shuffling the skull to one hand so he could knead between his eyes with a thumb.

      “You complaining about trust just strikes me as funny,” Milo said in an overly precise manner, his voice icy. “Especially considering that we’ve been working together for weeks, and you didn’t mention that you aren’t human.”

      Ambrose breathed out a long sigh behind Milo and muttered a few exasperated curses.

      “Technically, I am human, or at least part of me is,” the big man reminded him, keeping close to Milo’s shoulder. “If your mother was Russian and your father wasn’t but you lived among Russians all your life, wouldn’t you just call yourself Russian? It’s the same with me. Especially if you know nothing about your father except he isn’t Russian.”

      “I’m not sure it’s the same,” Milo muttered, but the parallels to his own story robbed some of his indignation. “But keep talking, and maybe I can find my way to seeing things your way. What’s your other half, then?”

      Ambrose fell silent, and Milo imagined him chewing his lip beneath his mustache as he’d seen him do before.

      “All right,” Ambrose said softly, his voice low and sullen. “I’ll tell you, but you have to remember that I know almost nothing. I’m a byproduct of this world, this darkling reality, not a guide through it.”

      “Fine,” Milo said with a nod. “You don’t know much, but you know more than me, and right now, that’s enough.”

      “My mother was a shepherdess near Toul in France,” Ambrose said, obviously making an effort to keep his tone level and calm. “My father is Oro’zion’Nrzim, former Keeper of the Tree, He of the Flaming Sword.”

      Milo threw Ambrose a sidelong look meant to convey his confusion, but the big man was walking with his eyes fixed on the ground.

      “Not to be rude,” Milo said, drawing Ambrose’s attention, ”but so far, the only part I understand is that you are half-French. That is ironic considering our current allegiance, but not particularly revealing.”

      Ambrose chuckled, but it was a shallow, mournful sound.

      “My father is an angel,” Ambrose said, his voice becoming as hard and flat as ice. “A fallen warrior of Heaven who took my mother on May 22nd, 1813. Same day Wagner was born, if you can believe it. I think Napoleon also won one of his great battles around then too.”

      Another chuckle, this one even more hollow, passed the big man’s lips.

      “Busy time in the world, I suppose.”

      Milo gaped at his bodyguard, his pacing slowing so much the ghuls noticed and hissed for them to keep up.

      “So, you are a century-old half-angel,” Milo breathed, the words coming out of his mouth feeling strange, almost wrong. “I suppose if there are things like magic and ghuls that live in the bowels of the earth, why couldn’t there be angels?”

      Ambrose nodded, the two now walking side by side.

      “The term used in the Bible and other Christian works is ‘Nephilim,’” he offered. “Though I’m not sure if that referred just to the ones in Genesis. You know, a specific breed of half-angels, or all half-angels. The ghuls have their own name for us, and obviously, they know enough to be scared.”

      Milo looked ahead and saw the ghuls throwing sharp glances over their stooped shoulders. Whether it was fear or hatred or both on their faces was impossible to tell in the gloom, but there was no denying they’d heard what had been said, and they weren’t arguing.

      “So, there’s a lot of you then?”

      Ambrose raised his head and cocked an eyebrow.

      “You’d figure one would be enough, wouldn't you?” he said with a grimace that couldn’t quite bring itself to be a smile. “There are obviously some of us from ancient times, but otherwise, no, there are not many of us. In the century of traveling and warring I’ve put in, I’ve heard about half a dozen others like me and only met two face to face. One seemed like the real thing up to the end, and the other could have been, but somehow he seemed so different I wasn’t ever sure.”

      It was Milo’s turn to raise an eyebrow.

      “In the end, does that mean what I think it means?”

      Ambrose looked ahead, pretending to scrutinize the ghuls.

      “So, you’re the only one left?”

      The big man shrugged and gnawed his lip for a moment.

      “I suppose I am until the next time some godling decides a mortal is worth going to Hell for.” He gave Milo a sidelong look. “We’re a rare breed, true enough, but as long as there are pretty women, we’ll never go extinct.”

      Milo gave a nervous laugh, but it was half-hearted, and not just because of the implications of angels and Hell and therefore Heaven and a God to rule it began to weigh on him. He knew many of the boys at the orphanage had been dogmatically orthodox by dint of their dead parents, while others had been violently atheist, again by dint of their dead parents. Milo, with no memory of his parents, had never picked a side. The truth was that given what he’d seen, when the chips were down, both types were the same. Like any outcast cynic, he’d taken to quietly mocking, but now, walking in the dark with ghuls and something like Simon Ambrose, his flippancy seemed more than a little cavalier.

      They both fell silent as they trudged along, the ghuls’ voices ahead so soft they could barely hear them over their own scuffing footfalls on the turfed tunnel floor.

      The weight of Milo’s thoughts along with the oppressive darkness might have engulfed him in melancholic black musings, but a curious spark flared as he brooded. He looked at Ambrose, hope suddenly burgeoning inside him.

      “So, you’ve been around for a long time?” he asked tentatively.

      “As some would measure it, sure.” The bodyguard grunted with a nod. “But the longer you’re around, the more you come to understand that what little time you’ve been around, it never seems like very long.”

      The curious spark flared and ignited a flood of questions that Milo only barely managed to contain.

      “You’ve seen quite a bit then?” Milo probed as gently as he could.

      “Are you about to ask me if I was there at some big event or met some great historical figure?” The big man snorted as he shook his head. “I promise you the answer will probably be no, and if it isn’t...well, let’s just say you're bound to be disappointed.”

      Milo drew up short at that, pondering for a second why that thought hadn’t occurred to him. After all, it was the most natural thing in the world, but his interest wasn’t in anything so mundane.

      “I was more thinking about the other things,” Milo said, finding himself at a loss for a word to use that didn’t sound silly. “You know things that are, uh, magical?”

      Ambrose gave a little head-bob of understanding and adjusted his rifle on his shoulder.

      “You hoping I’m kind of a field guide to the dark and mysterious world behind the curtain?”

      Milo studied him carefully.

      “Are you telling me you’re not?” he asked, holding his breath with anxious excitement as he waited for the answer.

      Ambrose let out a deep sigh that turned into a resigned splutter.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to be a disappointment on that score, Magus,” he declared. “Jorge put me on this detail because I’m the most dangerous weapon that doesn’t require wheels, and I don’t spook easy. That’s it.”

      Milo couldn’t keep from frowning.

      “But you just said you’ve heard about other Neph, er, Nephilim, and even met some?”

      “Sorry, that’s it,” Ambrose growled, ready to bristle but thinking better of it when he saw Milo’s downcast expression. “Sure I’ve seen strange things, any man on campaign has, but almost all of them could be chalked up to the madness and strangeness that comes with war. I’ve heard rumors and witnessed what I couldn’t explain, and I’ve met at least two of my kind, but otherwise…”

      His voice trailed off, and he shook his head before giving a derisive snort.

      “Funny thing is that Jorge had hoped for that too when he brought me on after learning what I was. You and he must be cut from the same cloth because his face looked a lot like that, too.”

      Milo attempted to reset his face to neutral, but it was harder than he thought. Suddenly having something to care about was a reality he was still adjusting as well.

      “Quiet now,” the she-ghul called from up ahead. “Silence as we approach the gate, and do not speak unless spoken to.”

      Ambrose nudged Milo in the arm, and it was all he could do not to lose his grip on the skull lamp.

      “See, you’re about to be up to your eyes in this magic business,” the bodyguard whispered. “You’ll be sick of wonders and mysteries soon enough.”

      Milo wanted to tell him it was unlikely, but he shoved the thoughts aside as his body began to tingle with a heady combination of fear and excitement. His chest tightened as his steps quickened, and a voice in the back of his mind warned that he was rushing to his doom.

      Nerves caused Milo to breathe heavily as his viridian light played across the surface of the gate.

      When the gate looked up and regarded him, Milo found he couldn’t take in air.
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      It was a wall of bone, or more precisely, it was a wall of bones.

      Columns of vertebrae formed curving pillars that reached from floor to ceiling, and between them, a veritable thicket of ribs intertwined into a woven osseous mesh. Situated at seemingly random intervals along the assemblage of spines and ribs jutted skeletal arms, their joints held together by scraps of flesh that glistened black in the lamp’s green-hued light. At the center of the gate was a ring of eight bare skulls without their lower jaws. Milo would have assumed the skulls were all from humans, except on closer inspection, he saw that the teeth lining the remaining mandible were long and curved like fangs. The skulls revealed a cavity in the wall that seemed to be little more than a dark pit where the jagged edges of broken bones could just be seen.

      Each skull was mounted on a stump of the spine, and every one of those stumps had their skulls pointed directly at Milo.

      He tried to tell himself it was just a trick of the light and the nature of their empty staring sockets, but as he crept closer, he realized the gate was intent on him, just him.

      The ghul princess stepped forward and performed a vulturous curtsy before raising her voice in her wicked language.

      “Do you know what she's saying?” Milo whispered as quietly as he could to Ambrose.

      Ambrose gave a quick shake of his head, adjusting his grip on his rifle sling.

      “This is all new to me, Magus,” he murmured back. “Allies or no, I say be on your guard, no matter what happens.”

      “Silence,” the other ghul growled.

      Ambrose bristled, but Milo leaned forward and watched intently.

      After she finished her baleful whispers, which Milo now guessed was some sort of ritual, he couldn’t suppress a shudder when he heard the bones rattle against each other and then slither this way and that.

      The skulls that had been watching Milo turned as one and regarded the ghul in front of them with hollow stares. The troglodyte princess muttered one more declaration, then the skulls began to slide around the cavity until four were lining the top and four the bottom. Above them, skeletal limbs spasmed to life and reached over, gripping each other to form ovoid hoops. The bones inside them whined and hissed as black vapors rose before congealing within the hoops.

      There was a titanic rasping breath from within the skull-framed cavity, and Milo felt air drawn across his face toward the awakening gate.

      The skulls flexed like scaled horny lips around the yawning mouth of the cavity, while above, the churning pools narrowed to scowl at the ghul before the gate. With a spasm in his mind to make up for the momentarily frozen organ in his chest, Milo realized the entire gate had become the vast simulacrum of a face.

      “IMRAH MARID, DAUGHTER OF BASHLEK MARID, YOU ARE KNOWN TO US,” the gate announced in a deep, cavernous voice. “FAZIHR JUBAL, SON OF HAMOTH, YOU ARE ALSO KNOWN TO US.”

      The gate then directed its gaze to Milo and Ambrose, turning from one to the other.

      “YOU ARE NOT KNOWN TO US,” it declared, cold breath hissing between the fangs of the arrayed skulls. “HOLD FAST, OR YOU SHALL BE CONSUMED.”

      Milo and Ambrose exchanged concerned glances, but neither moved.

      More skeletal limbs extended from the gate, some emerging from the layers of ribs and vertebrae. They gripped the walls, floor, and ceiling of the tunnel, and with a sound like a thousand splintered fingers raking stone, the gate dragged itself forward. By reflex, both men tensed, and Milo prepared to run, Ambrose unlimbered his rifle. The dark, liquid eyes fixed both of them with a cautionary glance but did not repeat its warning. It didn’t need to.

      The ghuls shuffled back to make way for the gate, sliding around Ambrose and Milo.

      “If this is some sort of trap,” the bodyguard said in a soft, deadly whisper even as he stood perfectly still, “I will make certain you both are sent to Hell screaming.”

      “Peace, Jurhumidon.” Imrah’s words were sharp, but her tone was strikingly sincere. “Rousing the gate’s anger could kill us all.”

      Milo didn’t kid himself that he could read ghul body language after having learned of their existence only hours ago, but he did notice that both Imrah and Fazihr seemed to be watching everything with rapt, almost anxious attention. Whether that was because they feared the gate or they feared that the gate would kill them remained to be seen.

      It crawled forward until Milo could have stuck his hand into the skull-ringed orifice the gate spoke through. This close, the light showed a space lined with spurs of jagged bone stretching beyond the reach of the lamp. The thought of being drawn into that barbed throat to be pierced and torn filled Milo with a horror so potent he almost broke and ran right then.

      “BE STILL,” the gate instructed, and the mass of bones began to writhe and undulate. Skeletal hands composed of bones so long and thick they couldn’t be human reached out of the rattling corpus. Fingers as thick as Milo’s wrist reached up and dipped into the stygian pools that served as eyes. As slowly and solemnly as at any christening, the gate bent its limbs downward and touched Milo and Ambrose gently upon their scalps.

      Milo’s entire body shrank as cold the likes of which he’d never known stole over him. Goose flesh covered him, and he felt as though his organs were retracting. A blast of air slipped between his numb lips, coming out a plume of condensing vapor. Desperate, futile shivering wracked his body, and he lost his grip on the horns of the skull lamp.

      For the second time that day the light vanished, and for a heartbeat, everything was swallowed by blackness and obliterating cold.

      But as suddenly as it had come, the cold left, and a second later, Milo had the horns of the lamp pressed into his hands.

      “Thanks,” he muttered as the light rekindled, expecting to see Ambrose’s grin.

      Instead, a skeletal hand retracted back into the gate, disappearing with a series of dull clicks.

      “MORTAL MAN AND CHILD OF THE FALLEN,” the gate intoned. “NOW YOU ARE KNOWN TO ME. BASHLEK MARID AWAITS YOU.”

      The huge skeletal arms reached for the cavernous mouth, gripped its edge, and pulled. There were more awful sounds of bones rasping and scraping, then the cavity widened into a portal just tall enough to accommodate Milo and wide enough to allow Ambrose.

      Milo looked at Ambrose.

      “It says that we are awaited.” He had done his level best but failed to sound cheerful.

      Ambrose grunted and stepped forward, moving through the shadow of the gate with chin thrust forward and eyes roving.

      “Somehow, that doesn’t make me feel much better.”

      Milo tended to agree, but he felt that saying as much in front of Bashlek Marid’s daughter might not be the best idea. Swallowing as he tucked the skull lamp under his arm, he followed his bodyguard through the tunnel within a tunnel, trying not to think about the thousand needles of bone mere inches from impaling him from hundreds of different angles. The air in the tunnel smelled of dust and old blood.

      After emerging out the other side of the gate unscathed, he stood with Ambrose and waited for the ghuls to emerge.

      “The gate wasn’t so hard to convince after all,” Ambrose noted, his mustache twitching. “Almost like it knew what was coming before she revealed my identity.”

      “Perhaps Imrah has more authority than she understands,” Milo offered with a shrug. He turned to see the glint of the ghuls’ eyes coming through the tunnel.

      “Maybe,” the big man conceded, his face expressing anything but concession on the point. “Or maybe our escorts weren’t privy to information their leader has. My point is, careful what you say. Our host might not thank you for being too honest.”

      Milo nodded his understanding as Imrah and Fazihr emerged from the gate’s shadow.

      “See?” Ambrose called jauntily. “Not nearly as much trouble as you thought it would be, eh?”

      The ghuls exchanged glances, then stared blankly at the bodyguard. Milo wondered how a species could look so sinister just standing silently, but then he looked back as he heard the gate close with a wince-inducing chorus. The magical construction of bone returned to its original shape, the back of the gate looking identical to the front when they first came upon it.

      “So, that,” Milo said to the ghuls while pointing at the gate. “That’s the kind of magic your people will be teaching me?”

      The ghuls exchanged looks again, and Fazihr gave a blood-chilling laugh, his head wagging.

      “The creation of a bone homunculus of that order is a matter for the masters,” Imrah explained, her voice curdled with scornful amusement. “You’ve lit a spectral lamp so far. Don’t get ahead of yourself, meat.”

      Milo was surprised when he found himself in well-trodden territory with these ghuls. They, and no doubt most of their kind, thought little of Milo and his abilities. He had been underestimated and devalued and was expected to prove himself. The reality of the situation and his familiarity with it awoke an old defiant flame.

      “Whatever you’ve got to teach, I’m here to learn,” he declared, crossing his arms. “Just need to give me a chance.”

      Imrah stared at Milo, her predatory gaze needling him, but he glared back with cool, practiced indifference. Fazihr was the first to crack as a stalemate set in.

      “We'll see,” he hissed, placing a clawed hand gingerly on Imrah’s shoulder. “Right now we are awaited at court, and we’re very late.”

      “Story of my life.” Milo sighed and stepped to the side to allow the ghuls to pass. “Please, lead on.”
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      The tunnel changed quickly as they moved away from the gate.

      The rough-hewn walls gave way to panels of stone worked meticulously to form bas reliefs. Depicted in the carvings was an unsettling combination of language and art where what were clearly symbols and signs of a language looped and twisted to form pictures of creatures and scenes foreign to Milo’s eyes and mind. It was impossible to say what it was about the depictions set into the walls that bothered him, but the more Milo stared at them, the deeper his sense of wrongness became. Eventually, he decided to ignore the subversive artwork.

      The ceiling became a vault that Milo appreciated much more than the alien carvings on the wall. The shaped stone arches made the weight of the earth above them not seem so oppressive. Once after passing beneath one, Milo reached upward, just able to brush a finger over a crenelated buttress. Before the gate, the tunnel had been low enough that he had feared standing on his tiptoes lest he scrape his head.

      Soon branches in the tunnels, which now resembled a hall more than anything else, began to appear, and they were at the mercy of the two ghuls once more.

      Passages branched off and wound every which way, but like hounds to the scent, Imrah and Fazihr led them on without pause. Once or twice as they neared an intersection, Milo caught sight of other ghuls retreating from the light. They ducked back the way they had come, or darted across intersections, often alone but sometimes in groups of two or three.

      “Do you all dwell in one structure?” Milo called to the ghuls. “Like a hive or nest.”

      Imrah cocked her head to one side, looking over her hunched shoulder at Milo.

      “Do we look like vermin to you, meat?” she asked, with a grimace that displayed all her teeth. “Do you think we live underground because we are some breed of rodent or insect?”

      Milo felt it would be rude to say that sometimes the way they moved and looked around did make him think of a hideous amalgam of rat and spider. Instead, he ducked his head apologetically and answered in a contrite tone, “No, I’m sorry that my words have offended you.”

      He spoke as calmly and clearly as he could, mindful of the revelation after passing the gate. “There’s just so much about your people that I don’t understand.”

      It was hard to win people’s respect if they thought you were picking a fight, even when you had a point. In fact, Milo thought, especially when you had a point.

      Again Imrah regarded him with an expression he could not read, but when she replied, the long-toothed sneer was gone, and she seemed to be making some effort to soften her tone.

      “It is understandable that this all seems strange to you,” she rasped before turning back to the winding corridor. “Maybe now that you are here to learn, you will one day understand the great debt the world owes us, and how even as you war over our heads, you stamp upon the homes of a great and mighty people. And no, we do not dwell in a single nest or hive.”

      Milo had been with her until her declaration about a great and mighty people.

      Ghuls were sinister creatures, and that was before one considered their magical abilities, but so far, all he had seen was one bone homunculus and some barren corridors filled with carvings that were probably hundreds if not thousands of years old. Milo guessed the ghuls might have been something great before, but not anymore. He imagined they were like many lingering peoples, clinging to the bones of their ancestors−in this case, literally. The Bashlek Marid’s court was probably a ragged assemblage of his dwindling tribe.

      They passed through a small round antechamber whose passages led off like spokes in a wheel. Imrah and Fazihr headed doggedly for the fourth spoke from the portal they had entered, and Milo passed beneath a very ornate arch without noticing.

      They stepped out onto the landing that led down to a wider plaza, which was filled with the sights and sound of creatures busy about their commerce. From it sprang a great stone causeway leading to a massive, tiered city that glowed like a poisoned gem over a yawning abyss.

      “Behold Ifreedahm,” Fazihr declared with obvious pride. “Jewel of the Stygian Realm.”

      That was when Milo realized exactly how wrong he had been.
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      “Are we under a mountain or something?” Ambrose muttered as they shuffled toward the central citadel. “We have to be under a mountain, right?”

      The structure rose like a serrated spike of black tourmaline in the middle of the city, reaching toward the cavernous roof. The azure glow of the vast braziers that kept the city in perpetual cold twilight danced along the jagged edges of the towering structure so that it almost seemed to breathe. The idea of such a vast structure hidden in the depths of the world, much less the city that surrounded it, strained the edges of Milo’s understanding. From the moment his foot struck the causeway, he’d felt like a man caught in a drunkard’s mad dream.

      A dream that teetered toward a nightmare.

      Flowing up and down the causeway were rivers of ghuls, often with some form of magically animated corpse acting as a porter or a beast of burden. Here and there Milo saw spectral entities, some bearing the shapes they had worn in life, while others were little more than fractured images or vague clouds of darkness or phosphorescence.

      Milo felt a shudder of disgust when he looked at the specters, remembering his first encounter with a shade in Room 7. He knew he’d have to contend with the incorporeal eventually, but for the moment, he decided to study the living denizens of Ifreedahm.

      Many of the ghuls were similar in form and appearance to Imrah and Fazihr, but there were variations−what might have been deviant strains of the creatures. Some were shrunken, spindly things that looked like pictures Milo had seen of the monkeys and lesser apes that dwelt in southern jungles. A cart whose wheels were rounded blocks of granite drawn by a team of animated ox bones hosted what looked like a family of the goblin-sized ghuls. The smallest of their number peeked over the edge of the cart, staring at Milo with pale, bulbous eyes.

      Another deviation was hulking brutes, built along similar lines as Ambrose but the height of giants. Even stooped with their knuckles dragging the ground, Milo would have had trouble touching the monsters’ craggy chins. A pair of the immense horrors stomped by, heads swaying from side to side on their thick necks, and up close, Milo saw they had no eyes. Above their tusk-festooned mouths and snuffling snouts were bony wrinkles where eyes ought to have been.

      As they passed, one snorted and swung its barbarous head around to glare sightlessly in Milo’s direction. He wondered what they would do, trapped as they were on the causeway, if the monster took offense at the scent of their party. Milo had a pistol and Ambrose a rifle and a bayonet, but looking at the malformed muscular bulk of the huge ghuls, Milo wasn’t sure those would be enough to stop them. As he felt the weight of their tread shake the causeway, he wasn’t certain an artillery shell could stop them.

      Thankfully, the pair went on their way, and the escorted humans continued into the city. In truth, though they received many questioning glances, Milo was amazed that they were not accosted by any of the traveling ghuls. Given that Imrah and Fazihr had said no human had ever been here, it seemed strange that the denizens were so sanguine about their presence.

      When he raised this question as they neared the city, Fazihr had twisted his neck back to answer as he continued to follow Imrah’s lead.

      “Imrah is known to many,” he stated simply. Seeing the humans' furrowed brows, he added, “And it is unwise to hinder the daughter of Bashlek Marid.”

      They entered the city by passing through a wide arch, where ranks of unliving people and beasts stood in burnished baroque armor as silent, unflinching sentinels.

      They came to a harbor of sorts among the tall, narrow buildings that comprised most of the city. In this broad space, a sort of market or bazaar had been built. Stalls and blankets and tents littered the area in sporadic rows, creating twisting avenues and alleys between the various merchants hawking their wares. All of them called out in the ghul tongue in a chorus of viperish rasps that set Milo’s teeth on edge. It was just as well that he couldn’t understand them because the assortment of objects they hoisted into the air or displayed for inspection seemed only to have being bizarre and grisly in common.

      “Dear God,” Ambrose whispered. He elbowed Milo before pointing at a wide red and black domino blanket. “Would you look at that?”

      Spools of what might have been glistening entrails or perhaps immense veiny worms sat on red squares, while assortments of small bones with jewel inlays lay on black squares. The ghul proprietor sat cross-legged, smile proudly displaying gem-studded fangs. Just past that, corroded bells and keys on strings of knotted hair jangled in one stall across from a pavilion where smokeless green flames burned and a chorus of whispers could be heard every time someone moved within the shadowy canvas.

      “The markets of Ifreedahm offer goods and services to rival any in the world,” Fazihr remarked after noticing their gaping. “An absolute necessity when you think about how many ghuls there are, and all the supplies and alchemical reagents they require.”

      “Naturally,” Milo commented as they shuffled past a huge ghul looming over several tables, where skins of varying shapes, sizes, and colors were stretched on racks. All were liberally decorated with more of that bizarre writing that made uncomfortable pictures. Milo wasn’t sure which was more disconcerting, the images formed by the script or that some of the skins still bore recognizable features, confirming that they came from humanoids.

      Following their ghul guides as close as they dared, Milo and Ambrose passed through the market and into another part of the city. Here buildings lined the broad streets, though all were open-faced so that they resembled roofed stages more than shops. One glance said that these places offered trinkets, materials, and products as strange and macabre as those in the market.

      It was here that Milo and Ambrose saw other living humans, or at least some near cousin to their species.

      They were on a broad platform under a sharply pitched roof with rows of barbed chains stretched between stony pillars that formed the front of the establishment. Ashen-skinned, bent, and stout rows of them stood in a line with heads drooping so their lank, colorless hair hung over their thick features. A common ghul stood behind them with a whip composed of a spine and red sinew coiled around one hand, while in front of them, one of the smaller simian ghuls cavorted and gestured just inside the chains to other ghuls and stranger creatures who stood pointing and inspecting.

      Milo stopped dead in his tracks and called to their escorts, one finger stabbing at the offending shop.

      “What is happening there?”

      An anger he could not quite put into words coated the back of his throat and burned all the way down his gullet.

      Ambrose gave him a confused look but slid to his side in silent support as the ghuls turned and shuffled back to address him.

      “We are late,” Imrah informed him curtly. “If you wish to peruse the shops, you will have time once you have your audience with—”

      “I don’t want to shop, I want to get answers,” Milo snarled. “Is that a slave market?”

      Milo had of course heard of such things, degenerate places in savage lands where people were traded like livestock. To see something that resembled such barbarism, only with the purchasers being fanged and gloam-eyed horrors like the ghuls made something rebel inside of him. He couldn’t say why this was the bridge too far, not with all the horrible and alien sights they’d seen already, but he found his feet planted in the middle of the broad street, and he would not be moved.

      Imrah looked at where Milo was pointing, then glanced at Fazihr, who nodded in a most vulture-like fashion as he stepped forward.

      “It is no slave market,” Fazihr said, uncurling his claws. “Though what it is will not in truth make you any happier. If it helps, I will tell you that those creatures, the goyisch, though they resemble your kind, are little more than animals.”

      Milo felt a tremor inside him, somehow certain of the answer before he asked it.

      “If it isn’t a slave market,” he said, tasting bile at the back of his throat, “what is it?”

      Fazihr looked at Imrah, who nodded.

      “It is a meat market,” he said, hands splayed apologetically. “Something like the butcher shops you humans frequent.”

      Milo felt the lead weight in his stomach plummet toward the ground. He wasn’t sure if he was about to be sick, storm the abominable place, or attack Fazihr. For a long heartbeat, he stood rooted to the spot as the triptych of choices spun in his head.

      You wanted more, his own voice whispered in his head. No one ever said you’d like it.

      “Magus. Milo,” Ambrose whispered at his shoulder. “It sours my stomach too, but let’s not do anything rash. We just got here, and we both still have a lot to learn, you even more than me. Before we start overturning tables, let’s make sure we know which temple we’re in.”

      The full effect of the biblical analogy was wasted on the religiously illiterate Milo, but the big man’s calm voice broke the back of his anger. It slunk into a dark corner of his heart to fester, but Milo felt its stranglehold loosen.

      “This isn’t how I expected things to turn out,” he confessed to his bodyguard, not caring that Fazihr could hear. “This is not the kind of place I thought I would…”

      Ambrose rested one strong paw on Milo’s shoulder and gave an affectionate if painful squeeze.

      “I know,” he said. “Things rarely turn out the way we hope. But you have one advantage most people don’t.”

      Milo let out a sigh and rolled his eyes.

      “I’m a witch,” he muttered as they followed Fazihr, who had turned without comment to walk with Imrah again.

      “Not much of one yet,” Ambrose chuckled. “Besides, that’s not what I was talking about.”

      “Do tell,” Milo remarked dryly, exercising all his will not to look back at the downcast creatures, the goyisch, one last time.

      “At least you were told that you’d be learning from monsters,” the big man said with a sweep of his arm at Ifreedahm. “Most folks don’t find out how awful their mentors are until it's far too late for it to matter.”

      Milo’s shoulders sagged as he pulled out a desperately needed cigarette and the requisite match. The honest flame of the lucifer seemed a pale, puny thing before the unnatural light that bathed the city.

      “Sometimes, Simon,” he said, taking a deep drag as he shook out the match, “it feels like my whole life is a study in too little, too late.”

      It was Ambrose’s turn to roll his eyes.

      “Young people,” he sputtered, shaking his head. “Always so dramatic.”
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      Milo had a sneaking suspicion that their travel through the rest of Ifreedahm had been modified to make certain the two humans didn’t see anything that might spark more delays.

      With Imrah leading the way, they soon left the wide thoroughfares and slid among the alleys and side streets until they came to a broad stair that descended to a lower level of the city.

      “It will be quicker, and there will be fewer chances for interruptions,” Fazihr explained as Milo and Ambrose paused at the top of the stairs. “Truly, we should have traveled this way upon first entering the city, but I would have thought you’d appreciate being spared more darkness. I understand it is uncomfortable for your kind.”

      The steps descended into shadow, and Milo had to admit that as bizarre and awful as the city was, he didn’t relish more tunnels with their smothering darkness.

      Still, getting to the Bashlek’s court quickly was just fine with him. A growing desire to learn what he had to, rather than all he could, had been growing in Milo, and the quicker he got things started, the sooner he could leave.

      “Let’s just get this over with.” He grunted as he shifted the lamp so he had a hand on each horn and its green light shone down the steps into the dark passageway.

      “Quickly,” Imrah urged from just beyond the light, and Milo followed, feeling as though they were traveling down the moss-floored tunnel again.

      He quickly learned the Underpassage of Ifreedahm was far less peaceful than the quiet, steady seclusion of the tunnels that led to the ghul realm. The skull lamp shone on worn walls and floors, their surfaces pitted and scored, and a few times, he spied great, many-fingered cracks on the floor. Occasionally these uneven places nearly turned his feet underneath him, and only Ambrose’s steady hand kept him from pitching forward.

      In the untouched blackness beyond the lamp’s light, the impression of many creatures moving swiftly and quietly nearby could not be ignored. Ghuls seemed naturally cat-footed, but there were so many of them that they could not be completely silent. There were other noises of movement as well, rustlings and flutterings that Milo would not dwell on. At irregular intervals, there was an eruption of ghul speech, sometimes soft and insistent, other times sharp and combative, but it always set Milo’s teeth on edge. Once he felt something pass within inches of his arm, moving so quickly it was only a dark, spindly blur. He heard the awful torn-jugular sound of ghul laughter echoing behind him, growing fainter with maddening slowness.

      His nerves deadened to the terror of the Underpassage as time dragged on, but Milo was becoming more and more aware of his discomfort. Since the interruption of his sleep and the abductive introduction by the ghuls, they had been walking for several hours, and he was tired and sore. After taking no fewer than three twisting turns that led deeper under the city, Milo began to wonder if Imrah really did intend for them to see her father.

      He was just about to raise the question when they rounded a bend in the upcoming passage and stood before a baroque door made of worked bronze and set in a wall of the same dark, gemlike stone as the central citadel. In front of the door stood two ogrish ghuls, their blind heads crowned with glowing ridged helms that nearly scraped the ceiling. Their huge hands were encased in scalloped gauntlets, and around their necks hung thick chains from which several glass orbs dangled. In the light of the skull lamp, something noxious and hungry seethed within the glass.

      Both guards, nostrils flaring, bowed deeply to Imrah.

      “The Bashlek’s guest has arrived,” she stated in a voice that presumed attention and obedience. “He had word sent that he and his consort were to be taken to the southern antechamber of the court in preparation for their audience.”

      Both creatures bowed again, then in unison, they slapped their metal-shod hands to the gate and rumbled a single bass note.

      The door swung inward with a groan on heavy hinges.

      “Consort, eh?” Ambrose chuckled as they moved toward the yawning portal. “You’ll have to let me know if that’s a promotion or demotion after this is all done.”
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        * * *

      

      The interior of the ghul citadel was a strange combination of bleak and alien that left Milo vacillating between shock and near boredom until they reached the antechamber.

      They moved through labyrinthine corridors that all seemed very much the same, little more than passages of dark stone smoothed and shaped to inhuman aesthetics. Their odd, slanted design was at first unsettling, but as his mind accepted the foreign geometries, they blurred one into the other. Even the pale-blue witchlight that illuminated the place could be accepted as commonplace.

      That lasted until they came to a gallery of bas reliefs full of strange and sometimes animated art or passed a room where an unliving servitor was busying itself with a menial task. Then the reality of where he was came crashing back in, and Milo was torn between disgust and dread fascination.

      By the time they arrived at the antechamber, a circular room with several low couches and tables, Milo was thankful for a place to sit and compose himself before meeting the ruler of the city. One of the goblin ghuls was waiting for them when they arrived, and it displayed a maddening combination of excitement and irritation at seeing them. It rubbed its knobby hands together as it eyed Milo and his lamp before pulling a puckered look at Imrah.

      “Mysuchastate,” it gibbered in a breathless string of sound. “Maimedandsmellingofthesurfacewhatwillyourfatherthink.”

      Imrah held out her stump of a wrist and examined it as though just remembering what had happened to her hand.

      “If he notices, I will be shocked,” she replied tartly. “But I have a regenerating salve and all the necessities. Go let him know we are about to be announced, and I’ll get things sorted.”

      The simian ghul gave an irritated little prance as it made its way to a door opposite the one they’d entered.

      “Notlikelynotlikelyatall,” it sing-songed as it capered. “Andyou’llstillstinkofthesurfacenomatterwhatyoudo.”

      Imrah’s jaws clacked in irritation, and the shrunken ghul gave a shriller rendition of a ghul laugh before tugging the door ajar just enough for it to slip through. In the room beyond, voices echoing in a great hall could be heard.

      “This will take a minute,” Imrah explained almost apologetically, then paused to look Milo up and down thoughtfully. “Actually, you might want to watch this.”

      Milo looked at Ambrose, who shrugged, and together, they stepped over to the ghul princess.

      “Perhaps you will learn this someday,” she said, then, reaching her clawed finger to her collarbone, she dragged a line that split her inky skin and tugged away a loose flap.

      Milo and Ambrose swore in shock and horror, drawing Imrah’s startled eye. Seeing the faces of the two humans staring at the flap of hide she’d sheared from her body, she gave a derisive snort.

      “Be silent and learn,” she hissed irritably, then pulled hard on the flap.

      Milo heard a familiar rending sound akin to what he’d heard in Room 7 with the shade, but instead of a crawling nest of darkness, there was a gray-skinned body beneath. In truth, the exposed flesh was nearly identical to what he’d already seen, only a different color and less slimy-looking.

      With a start, Milo realized the skin of ghuls was some kind of shell, a skin-tight coating, and what he was now seeing was Imrah’s naked flesh. The revelation sparked what was left of his underdeveloped decorum, and Milo wondered if he should look away.

      When Imrah reached inside her skinsuit, he was glad he hadn’t.

      There was a clink of glass, then she drew out two vials with wax stoppers, one containing what looked like pale splinters, while the other was a deep bronze color. The vials were small enough they both fit in her hand, but Milo found it hard to believe there was enough room in her snug garment for such items to fit unnoticed. His disbelief was compounded when after looking over what lay in her hand, she palmed the glass containers and fished out another vial full of what looked like ink.

      Imrah, her skin suit flapping open, turned to Milo as she shuffled the vials into her other hand.

      “Each of these is part of a formula for a regeneration ritual,” she stated, holding them up for Milo to get a good look at. “How much and what combinations, you will learn with time. Initially, you will need to follow strict recipes to avoid...accidents. However, once you understand the basic principles, there will be some variations and improvisations available.”

      Milo, realizing he was being taught magic on the fly, nodded to show he was paying attention and not wondering about ghul conceptions of nudity, and more troublingly, sexuality.

      “This is not your mortal chemistry,” she said as she gave the vials a shake. “All the reagents in the Underworld will do you no good if they are not commanded to obey, bound by will and intent.”

      She raised the vials to her mouth, and with one practiced motion, tore all three wax seals free.

      “Necromantic alchemy uses the essence left by once-living things to interact with magically-charged ingredients,” she explained, passing the open vials beneath her nose with a sniff. “It is art and science, as well as conquest. The finest ingredients can be wasted without essence to fuel their transformation, and even with the essence, an unfocused mind will not be able to control their reactions.”

      She displayed her teeth in a Ghulish grin.

      “For the weak or timid, what should heal could turn to poison in an instant,” she explained, then threw back her head and emptied all three vials into her open mouth.

      As Milo watched her shudder, he heard her utter a word in the ghul tongue, and he felt...something. Some internal pressure from Imrah thrumming against his mind. For the briefest of seconds, he experienced, not sensations, but impressions of sensations. A thrill, then yearning, and then pain. It was almost dizzying how quickly one bled into the next, and as he wrestled with them, he lost his sense of time and location for a moment.

      As such, when he heard Ambrose’s voice, he woke as though from a deep sleep, struggling to remember where he was and how long he had been there.

      “Well, that’s quite the trick and no mistake.”

      Milo started and saw that Imrah’s mutilated arm now boasted a skeletal hand that smoked and hissed. Before he could recover from the shock of the new appendage, before his very eyes, the vapors began to contract and congeal into her ash-colored flesh. In the time it took to utter a profane exclamation, Imrah possessed a complete hand.

      As if to show off, she raised that newly formed hand to her mouth and licked her thumb with her black, wormy tongue, then drew the flap of her skinsuit back into place. The new moistened thumb pressed the torn corner into place, and there was a soft cracking like flesh over a fire. When she drew her hand away, her black suit was whole, and within a blink of an eye, it had crawled over her regenerated hand.

      “This is what lies within your grasp, Magus,” Imrah said as she curled and uncurled her hands in a demonstration.

      The door to the Bashlek’s court swung open, and the shrunken attendant thrust his head in.

      “Youraudienceisbeingannounced,” it chirped. “Bestgetoutthere.”

      Milo had stumbled halfway to the door before claws closed around his arm.

      “Take this.”

      Milo turned around and felt the skull lamp pressed into his hands.

      “You might need it,” Fazihr said, sharing the least reassuring smile Milo had ever seen.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome, Magus,” Bashlek Marid rasped from his throne. “I trust your introduction to my realm was a tender one.”

      Despite sitting high upon a throne on an elevated dais, the ghul monarch’s gravelly whisper carried down so that it felt as though Milo was within arm’s reach of the old predator.

      That was exactly what Marid was: a predator.

      Years in the Dresden war orphanage had honed Milo’s instincts about such things. Even as a young child, those who survived in such environs learned very quickly to distinguish between predator and prey. This understanding grew very quickly to the realization that these roles were fluid for most, with the average individual acting as predator or prey as events unfolded and they were given or denied opportunity. Anyone could fall upon the broken or be fallen upon, but the true predators and true prey never changed, one always hunting and the other always running scared.

      One look at the venerable monster−the tilt of his head, the flex of his claws−told Milo everything he needed to know.

      “Yes, thank you, uh, sir.” Milo fumbled. “On behalf of my commander and the, uh, German Empire, I would like to extend my thanks.”

      “Your gratitude and that of your people is noted,” the Bashlek replied as he leaned back on his throne, smoothing the crimson mantle and stole he wore. “We are glad to be the first to extend a hand of friendship in your kind’s first steps onto the path of true civilization.”

      Voices rustled around the hall, ghuls whispering and scheming in the tiered galleries lining the audience chamber. The braziers hanging in a row from the high vaulted ceiling did not spill their cool light far beyond the center of the room, so Milo could only guess at the expressions of hundreds of eyes watching him. A quick flutter of panic stirred in his stomach to have so many eyes on him, but he squashed it ruthlessly.

      There was only one set of eyes he needed to worry about right now, and that set scrutinized him minutely after tossing out a barb tucked into his magnanimity.

      Milo nodded, allowing himself half a smile so the Bashlek knew he was in on the game.

      “Great Bashlek, I am eager to begin learning,” he declared, pitching his voice so it was clearly heard by everyone present. “Knowing that humans cover the whole of the earth, yet we still have so much to learn fills me with...excitement for the days to come.”

      Marid inclined his head slightly as he sank deeper into his throne, acknowledging Milo’s riposte even as he displayed unconcern.

      “Truly, I can only imagine the eagerness you must feel,” the wizened ghul said and offered a telltale smile that made Milo very nervous all of a sudden. “In fact, I was told you displayed some of your talents on your road to join us today.”

      Milo became aware of the skull with its glowing sockets tucked under his arm.

      “A trifle, I am sure.” Milo shrugged, hoping he sounded modest and not rudely dismissive. “It wouldn’t have been possible without some impromptu education by Imrah and Fazihr.”

      Milo heard more whispers, many of them angrier and more urgent than before. He wondered if perhaps he had said something wrong, and he couldn’t help himself; he tried to peer into the shadows beyond the spheres of light. A low, drowning chuckle passed between Marid’s emaciated lips, snapping Milo’s attention back to the monster he could see.

      “I am well pleased that those I sent offered you such assistance,” Marid said, leaning forward fractionally on his throne. “Indeed, I would love an opportunity to see your abilities, for my own edification and that of my court.”

      Milo smelled something funny in the request, but it seemed clear that refusal at this stage would be unwise.

      “I am at your disposal,” Milo said with a short bow and was glad for a chance to hide a wince. Given what ghuls seemed to do with humanlike creatures, he suddenly wondered to what extent these creatures might take such an offer.

      “Excellent,” Marid said, though his tone had become deadly serious. “Taking the lamp in your hands, I would ask you to command it to shine brighter. Strong enough that none here may doubt that you are what you claim, my dear Magus.”

      Milo drew the lamp in front of him, hands gripping the bases of the horns, feeling the trembling auras there still, though they were a touch thinner and more strained than when he'd first encountered them in the tunnel. All around him, he heard the unsettling sibilance of the court whispering, prognosticating, and simmering with suspicion. Milo was sure how it was to be done, but taking what he’d learned from Imrah moments before and the initial ritual, he guessed it was a matter of will at this point.

      “BRIGHT,” he said and breathed across the dome of the skull.

      The skull’s illumination flared for a second but settled back to its original level as though it was too tired to answer to his instruction.

      Marid said nothing, only watched through narrowed eyes as the susurrating sea of whispers grew louder.

      Command it, he told himself angrily. Predator or prey, Milo. Which is it going to be?

      The words shot through him, reviving deeply buried memories−hard, ugly things. Milo drew on that anger and repugnance like a flame drawing breath from a bellows.

      “BRIGHT!” he demanded, blowing over the skull, then thrusting it up over his head.

      Brilliant rays of light, stabbing out in shades of emerald, lanced from the skull’s open sockets. Milo could feel the alchemical ingredients within thrumming, a trembling force caught between his hands. Turning in a slow circle for all to see, he watched, gratified, as the now-silent courtiers recoiled from the stabbing light as it played across their hunched forms.

      His display done, Milo lowered the skull in front of him, noting that the light shone so bright he could see it slipping through the hairline seams in the skull, a spiderweb of illumination. It was warm in his hands too. Not uncomfortably so, but he nonetheless sensed the change.

      Milo looked up at Marid, who was studying him intently; the predator was scheming and assessing. Milo could hardly guess his aims, but the consideration was enough. It seemed whatever happened, Marid could not dismiss him.

      While thinking about dismissal, Milo wondered how he could still feel the magic thrumming through the skull, but he found that explainable enough. No sooner did he feel the desire growing in him than the light within began to dim. Soon it was only a faint glow, less than it had been before.

      The reality of magic responding intuitively to his desires set off a distant alarm in Milo’s mind, but before he could examine it, his attention was drawn back to the throne.

      “Exceptional,” Bashlek Marid declared, his tone implying both regard and what might have been warmth. “I confess I was doubtful about your leader’s message that one of your kind possessed the gift, but I see now my suspicions were unfounded. With such a display, none can doubt—”

      “That he should be destroyed!”

      The declaration came from the back lowest gallery to Milo’s right, and the eyes of man and ghul swung around to search for the speaker.

      Emerging from the shadows, a tall, whip-thin ghul strutted into the light, an ivory mantle upon its narrow shoulders, complete with stole. It didn’t move with the customary hunched skulk of its kind, instead stepping forth with sure strides, head held high. Upon its pointed brow was a thin band of barbed iron and bone on which an assortment of crystals hung from thin fob-like chains. With each defiant step, the crystals swung and set up a sound like shards of glass falling.

      “Welcome, my Lady Ubhalla Dazk,” the Bashlek said in a tone that conveyed no hint of welcome. “I am glad to see you have returned to our court at last.”

      “Not for any love of it, I can assure you,” the strident she-ghul replied, continuing to advance with slow, measured steps. “I have come only to do my part to preserve our people from this blasphemous endeavor.”

      Milo was so focused on the exchange between the monarch and the noble that he hadn’t realized Ambrose had moved to his side, which turned out to be just as well. From behind Lady Dazk, a pair of ghuls with clubs made from sigil-marked femurs appeared, and behind them was one of the ogrish ghuls, wielding what looked very much like a very ornate and very filthy meat cleaver.

      Milo searched the room, expecting guards, either armed ghuls, or maybe some of the animated dead in their baroque armor, to emerge, but none did. For the moment, it seemed Milo and Ambrose were lethally exposed.

      “Blasphemy is a serious charge, my lady,” Marid remarked dryly, clearly unimpressed. “But if you hold it to be so, why not test this Magus and his consort? Let us see if the Powers Beneath bear out your charge.”

      “Don’t play games with me, Marid,” the she-ghul snarled as she came to a stop a few strides away from where Milo and Ambrose stood. “Swear the Contest of Abjuration here and now before all if you are so confident. It should be a simple matter. Otherwise, the human should be brought to the temple for sanctification by excruciation.”

      Milo only understood part of what was flying back and forth between the ghuls, but what he did understand had him drawing his pistol. Ambrose already had his rifle to his shoulder.

      ”One word, Magus,” he murmured, his voice icily calm. “One word and I make the front end look like the back end. Topsy-turvy, simple as that.”

      Milo almost gave the order, content to go down fighting since whatever their rituals, he didn’t imagine the ghuls would take kindly to gunplay at court. Still, he wasn’t about to be handed over to some monster’s priest to be tortured for whatever mad reason the devil had. Thankfully for all involved, Marid spoke before Milo could give his answer.

      “A very inhospitable way to conduct court, my lady,” he chided, stroking the length of his crimson stole thoughtfully. “But I suppose you have your rights, here most of all. However, before we commence, please let me explain the situation to the poor things since they seem terribly confused. The portly one looks ready to shoot you if you hadn’t noticed.”

      “Topsy-turvy?” Ambrose muttered hopefully from the side of his mouth.

      “No tricks, Marid,” Lady Dazk warned, then turned sharply and skulked back to her brutish entourage.

      Milo, careful to let his pistol hang down at his side, glanced at the Bashlek.

      Ambrose didn’t move a muscle.

      “Some clarity?” Milo asked.

      The Bashlek turned from the lady and looked down at Milo before giving a slightly distracted wave of his claws.

      “A minor inconvenience.” He sighed. “She’s drawing on ancient traditions to try to embarrass me. Dispose of the minor annoyances she’s about to throw at you, and we can get you settled into your...educational schedule.”

      Milo looked at the hulking ghul looming across the hall.

      Minor annoyances were apparently larger in the Underworld.
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      When the violence happened, Milo was almost caught unawares.

      The ceremony for the Contest of Abjuration seemed lengthy and convoluted, and it was conducted entirely in the Ghulish tongue. Several successive advances and retreats by the Lady Dazk and her retainers had seen Milo and Ambrose nearly start shooting, convinced this was when the fight began. Each time they’d barely held back, which was just as well because it was soon revealed it was just another part of the ceremony.

      “When we finally get this thing started,” Ambrose had whispered to Milo, rifle still at his shoulder, “I’ll take the big one. Pretty sure that little Luger will just make him angry.”

      Milo looked at the pistol and agreed with the bodyguard, though given the size of the beast they faced, he wasn’t sure the Nephilim’s rifle would do much better.

      “How can you tell the males from the females?” Milo asked.

      Despite the skintight garments every ghul was wearing, Milo had been unable to determine obvious indicators of sex among the creatures. It was an odd thing to be vexed about at the moment, but he had nothing better to do.

      “I can’t,” Ambrose confessed, one side of his face hitching up in a lopsided smile. “But I’m hoping something that big and ugly is male. Otherwise I might have to pity her…uh, it… Damnation, see what questions get you? Him!”

      Milo chuckled a little at that. He didn’t feel braver or more hopeful, but if he had to face death, he’d be glad to do it beside someone like Simon Ambrose.

      The glow of camaraderie vanished the second Lady Dazk, standing clear of her chosen champions, gave a final shriek and stabbed a condemning claw in their direction. With an inhuman bellow, the huge ghul bounded forward, the smaller ghul loping along behind it, femur clubs in its knobby fists.

      “Finally!” Ambrose cried, a wild, joyful sound.

      His Gewehr 98 roared, the sound the very bellow of war in that stony hall.

      First blood was theirs as the heavy round punched into the bulging deltoid muscles beside the brute’s head, exiting in a gout of blue-black ichor. The beast’s roar grew louder, but it did not go down or even miss a step.

      Ambrose had already worked the bolt on his rifle, a thoughtlessly fluid motion that chambered another round. He corrected his aim and fired again, sending this one glancing off the creature's skull and then, as smoothly as a well-oiled machine, he sank another shot into the massive chest. The big man was chambering another when Milo realized he too was armed and should probably be shooting.

      One of the ghuls was behind the bulk of the charging ogre, but the other was swinging wide, like a wolf encircling prey.

      “Brighter!” Milo bellowed to the skull cupped in one hand, and a trio of intense green beams shot forth.

      The ghul hissed and recoiled under the light, one hand still holding the club while the other covered its eyes. Its steps stuttered and slowed as it wilted in the lamp’s brilliance. It called out to its companions in its sinister language and pointed with its club as it staggered to almost a complete stop, pinned by the stabbing illumination.

      Milo knew he wasn’t going to get a better shot, so he leveled his Luger.

      The cracking pop of the weapon seemed almost effeminate next to the roar of the Gewehr, but all three rounds found their mark in the ghul’s narrow chest. Thick dark blood bubbled out of its wounds, glistening on its breast, and with a wet gasp, the ghul pitched over.

      The thrill of success lasted until Milo saw that the huge ghul had reached Ambrose.

      Despite nearly a half-dozen bloody wounds, the monster moved with frightening speed and power, bearing down unerringly on Milo’s bodyguard despite its lack of eyes. Its arms swept wide, it leapt forward even as Ambrose dove to the side to escape the fatal embrace. He was still bowled over by the sheer mass of the beast.

      Ambrose rolled one direction across the floor and his Gewehr clattered in another, the man and his rifle separated by a roaring monster. By the time he sprang to his feet, he’d drawn a knife, a butcher-bladed Seitengewehr with a saw-edged spine. Ambrose didn’t wait for the larger opponent to come for him but leapt forward, dagger flashing.

      For all his bodyguard’s ferocity, Milo wasn’t sure what a third of a meter of steel could do against something so massive, but he was spared the consideration because in the spectacle, he had forgotten about the other ghul.

      He swung his pistol around a fraction of a second too late and only managed to send a round whining off the stone floor as an engraved femur smashed across his shoulder. Milo staggered sideways, reeling from the blow and desperate to keep his grip on his Luger. Spinning, he tried to bring the blinding lamp and his sidearm to bear, but the knobby pommel of the bone cudgel crashed across his jaw.

      Milo was thrown back and landed hard on his rump. He tried to raise the pistol, but hard claws seized the weapon and gave a cruel twist. Milo fell back and screamed as his trigger finger gave a gristly pop, then the pistol was out of his hand and skittering across the floor. Throbbing, thought-destroying pain surged from his mangled hand, and more by instinct than artifice, Milo kicked out, planting his foot in the belly of the ghul.

      Common ghuls seemed to be viciously fast, unnaturally strong, and grotesquely resilient, but for all that, they were stooped, thin creatures. With his back braced against the unyielding floor, Milo’s agony-fueled kick sent his attacker tumbling back and bought him a few precious seconds.

      As he forced himself to breathe, Milo knew he couldn’t even form a fist to punch with his right hand, and the ripples of pain were making it hard to think. Beneath them, he felt a bone-deep lethargy almost like a sickness threatening to well up and drag him into unconsciousness. Milo raged against the unnatural stupor, feeling a malign will press against his own before he finally shook it off like a clinging parasite.

      Gritting his teeth as he drew and expelled hissing breaths, Milo hefted the only thing left to him: the skull lamp. Unsure if he would try to blind his enemy like the last ghul or just smash it into the thing’s face, Milo gingerly gripped the horns with both hands.

      Milo’s gaze swung up, and he saw that the ghul was on its feet again and coming for him. He was doomed. He was a few bludgeoning strikes from that unholy bone smashing his face in.

      Then he felt the trembling powers within the skull and remembered another element of Imrah’s demonstration.

      “There are variations and improvisations available. What should heal could turn to poison in an instant.”

      Marshaling himself despite the pain of his broken finger, Milo called out to what lay within the skull.

      “BURN!” he commanded.

      The light vanished for a single heartbeat and the ghul sprang forward, club ready to deal the fatal blow.

      With a snarling rush, venomous jade flames rushed out of the outstretched skull. They struck the ghul in the chest and enfolded it like the tentacles of a hungry sea demon. The ghul staggered back, weaponized femur falling from its fingers, and threw its head back to scream. The greedy tentacles of flame enclosed its head and swam down its throat, drowning its shrieking in their crackle. Milo’s attacker staggered back one more step before sinking to its knees and pitching onto its side. The witchfire quickly lapped across the body, eagerly devouring it.

      Milo turned, skull still clutched in his throbbing grip, as he heard a bullish bellow behind him.

      Like an enraged bovine, the huge ghul twisted and bucked, sometimes on all fours, sometimes standing. Gelatinous strands of ichor flew, and for a second, Milo couldn’t tell what had possessed the brute. Then with a great crashing heave, the creature threw itself to the floor, and Ambrose flew off the monster’s back just in time to avoid being rolled on.

      The big man tumbled across the stone floor toward Milo and was on his feet in an instant. His bayonet blade was still in his hand, slick with the dark, stringy blood that also covered his hands and the sleeves of his coat up to the elbows. The strained buttons of the coat had finally failed, and it flapped open to reveal an undershirt smeared with ghul blood. The tectonic slabs of his powerful chest flexed as the coils of muscle banding his wide stomach rippled under the filthy, clinging cotton.

      “Where’s your pistol?” Ambrose huffed, keeping one eye on the floundering beast that had just realized Ambrose was not on its back.

      Milo shrugged, then held up the skull lamp.

      “And?” Ambrose asked, cocking an eyebrow as he started to tug off the coat. “What’s that going to do?”

      Milo smiled hungrily, and the big man gave him a sidelong glance before nodding at the huge ghul that was struggling to its feet.

      “Watch and learn,” Milo instructed. He stepped toward the ogre ghul, quietly and desperately hoping he wasn’t being fatally arrogant.

      The vibrations within the skull were even more strained than before, but Milo believed, or at least very badly wanted to, that it would be enough. Besides, the creature was bleeding profusely, and supporting itself on tree-trunk legs, its whole body trembled.

      “Surrender or die,” Milo called as he stood his ground, the horned lamp held out before him.

      The ghul growled something deep in its chest, punching down with one huge fist to shiver the floor in front of it. As chips of stone flew out, Milo suddenly felt far less confident. One blow like that could take his head clean off or ram his sternum into his spine. The skull suddenly felt heavy and yet was so small, a lead weight that he’d been foolish enough to jump into deep waters with. Now he was in over his head.

      Command! Milo screamed inside his head. Will it so, or you will be dead!

      He saw the immense muscles bunching across the ghul’s legs, back, and shoulders and knew this was it. Digging deep into every pain, injustice, and fear that had shaped him, Milo gripped the skull tight, snarling through the pain from his broken finger. Teeth bared, he gathered breath along with his will as the brute launched its charge.

      “BURN!” Milo howled, and to his relief, the skull replied.

      Once again, jets of verdant flame shot forth, climbing the huge creature. Pits began to gape across its massive frame as the flames gnawed down to the bone. It was horrible to see, but even more awful because it was getting closer to him. Although it was bleeding from a dozen wounds and swaddled in ravaging flames, the ogre came on, its arms raised, huge fingers curled into claws

      Realizing too late that his magic hadn’t stopped the creature, Milo barely had enough time to scramble back before flaming paws got hold of him. Talons scored the stone where Milo had stood, but the beast would not be deterred, even as it sank to one knee. One side of its eyeless face had kindled, the flesh running like wax or curling in on itself, but on it came, snarling and bellowing as its blood smoked and sizzled.

      Milo tried to reorder his thoughts, fighting to command the skull, but the reagents within were spent, nothing more than a few stray fragments rattling around within.

      The beast lunged again. Milo evaded the swipe by falling backward, but the dying brute loomed over him. The skull had fallen from his failing grip to split open with a crack on the stone floor. The ghul reared back for the final stroke.

      The Gewehr spoke in its bellicose voice, once, twice, thrice, each bringing a fresh jet of sizzling blood.

      The beast’s furious expression went slack and its arm fell as its jaw hung loose, then it toppled forward. With a crablike skitter, Milo barely managed to avoid being trapped under the burning giant as it collapsed. The beast lay still as the flames continued to feast.

      The Contest of Abjuration was over.

      “You might be a proper witch after all,” Ambrose called over the charring corpse, tucking his rifle under his arm like a safari hunter after the big kill. “But maybe we ought to leave the killing to the professionals, eh?”

      Milo snorted and jerked his thumb toward the corpse and the ashes of his two ghuls.

      “Unless we’re going by weight,” he replied with an outthrust chin. “I think I’ve got you beat two to one.”

      Ambrose put a hand on his hip and opened his mouth to argue, then gave an equine splutter.

      “Fine, fine,” he said, stepping clear of the burning corpse to stand at Milo’s side. “First round goes to you, Magus, but remember that I’m just a consort now. I’m working from a handicap.”

      “Excuses, excuses.” Milo chuckled.
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        * * *

      

      “Well,” Bashlek Marid burbled as he spread his claws expansively, “who can doubt you now, good Magus?”

      There was a rustling reply from the gathered court that sounded more like surrender than acceptance, but Milo would take it all the same. He just wanted to sit down and get his finger tended to. It was swollen to twice its size, and the throbbing was miserably distracting.

      “You really don’t expect me to believe you have had no instruction in our ways?”

      Milo squeezed his eyes together tightly, then forced them open wide, trying to keep his focus.

      “I,” he began, then paused to steady himself, hollow weariness weighing down his body. “Uh, that is, I have had no instruction apart from what your daughter Imrah gave me.”

      The chorus of evil whispers that sprang up was nearly deafening, and combined with the pounding that raced from his hand to his head, Milo wobbled. Ambrose’s strong hand slid under Milo’s arm to prop him up.

      “Steady,” the bodyguard murmured.

      Marid noticed but said nothing. He was still reclining on his throne, stroking his crimson stole thoughtfully as though it were a favorite pet. He seemed to be in no hurry.

      Milo wondered if he was supposed to say something, maybe offer further explanation or a self-deprecating remark. He knew he couldn’t explain further because his success had only been a matter of Fazihr’s and Imrah’s limited instruction and some intuitive leaps. He supposed he could just go with self-deprecation, but the pulsing ache in his hand seemed to have spread to his whole body like a fever, and his thoughts were turning soft and sluggish. He was afraid that in a few seconds, the only thing keeping him upright would be Ambrose’s grip on his arm.

      As surreptitiously as he could, Milo looked around the room and spied Imrah standing at the edge of the gallery nearest the throne. He expected her to be glaring at him while waiting for a response, or maybe even trying to subtly prompt him, but she wasn’t even looking at him. Her eyes were turned upward, fixed on her father. Milo was still struggling with how ghuls emoted, but as he watched, her expression tightening into something hard and angry.

      What was she mad about?

      Milo found out a second later when the Bashlek stirred from his thoughts, the room still filled with whispers.

      “Very well,” Marid said, sighing though there was a gleam in his eyes Milo didn’t like. “It seems clear to me what needs to happen.”

      “It does?” Milo asked, his voice sounding loose and drunken to his ears. Dear God, he needed to lie down.

      “Of course.” Marid beamed and his gaze swung toward his daughter, who glared back in open defiance. “My daughter has shown an aptitude for instruction. It only seems right that you should begin your tutelage under her instruction.”

      A series of sharp sounds in Ghulish that Milo needed no interpretation for came from Imrah’s spot on the gallery.

      “Simply overwhelmed with excitement, I’m sure,” the Bashlek said with a forced chuckle to his court, who obliged with Ghulish laughs that sounded even viler when forced.

      “I’m h…uh, honored, your majuzty.” Milo slurred as his eyes grew heavier and he leaned harder on Ambrose’s hand. “But I don-don’t want to be any tr’uhble.”

      The big man’s fingers tightened, probably more than they needed to, but Milo was past caring. He’d never been this tired in his entire life, and the thought of falling asleep in a room of man-eating monsters didn’t seem such a bad prospect as long as they didn’t wake him up as they devoured him.

      “No trouble at all, Magus,” Marid cooed, sounding quite pleased with himself. “I’m afraid you are under a lethargy vex from that ensorcelled club. Have no fear, we’ll see you put right. You can begin your tutelage tomorrow after you’ve recovered. I’m sure my daughter is eager to begin your instr...u...c…”

      Milo plunged into a welcoming darkness, a place where nothing hurt and the monsters lurking in the dark were content to prowl silently. It wasn’t precisely peaceful because somewhere deep in his slumbering mind, he knew the monsters both outside and inside his head were still there, but for the moment, they were content to let him be.

      Right now, Milo would take that gladly.
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      “We need to get some things straight,” Imrah said. “Think of it as the cultural part of your instruction.”

      Milo crossed his arms and nodded slowly. His sleep had been unnaturally deep from the lethargy vex, not to mention the busy day he’d had before. When he’d woken, so weary just lifting his eyelids was a work of herculean strength, Ambrose had ladled curatives down his throat. They were putrid-tasting concoctions, but unfortunately, he had been too feeble to vomit them back up. Even with those, he still felt worn out and hungover, but his new teacher had been insistent, so he’d gone to attend her upon a wide platform of crenelated stone at the rear of the citadel. Below the granite-toothed rim of the platform was a black pool like a miniature underground lake that nestled against the citadel’s wall and was surrounded by smaller manors on all sides.

      Milo had a brief impulse to throw himself into the pool to escape his throbbing head and Imrah’s grating voice, but he decided against it. He was too slow, and he was confident that if he tried it, Ambrose would drag him back to start the whole business over.

      “I did not want this honor my father has bestowed upon me,” Imrah practically snarled as she paced in front of a series of stone tables. “This is clearly a punishment, or maybe some sort of gambit of his, but you don’t have to worry about that. All you have to worry about are the rules.”

      “If they’re so important, why don’t you tell me what they are?” Milo muttered, not particularly caring if she heard.

      “What was that?” she snapped, rounding on him.

      Milo repeated himself as clear as day, too out of sorts to worry about sparing her feelings.

      Imrah stood, shaking with rage, claws flexing as her thin lips peeled back from her fangs. Milo thought she might pounce on him like he thought he recalled her and Fazihr doing yesterday, which now seemed very far in the past. Thinking about it hurt his head, so he settled for staring mildly at her.

      She drew in a long, snorting breath and let it out slowly, whistling through her teeth. Slowly she held up her alchemically repaired hand and raised a single sharp digit.

      “Rule one,” she began, her voice strained but level. “When we are on this platform, I am your lord and master. As far as you are concerned, I am god within this stony rim. What I say must be obeyed without fail, or you might kill us both.”

      Milo had heard instructive introductions like that before. In truth, the one by Training Sergeant Dubiki had been far more compelling and intimidating. Hardly taking a breath, he’d bellowed out a well-rehearsed speech about making soldiers out of scum, complete with enough profanity and vivid imagery that even those who didn’t speak Polish got the picture.

      Milo didn’t mention that, but something on his face must have irked Imrah because when her second digit rose, her hand trembled.

      “Rule two,” she intoned in a chilly voice a step above a whisper. “You are neither to perform nor research this magic without my express permission. As I’ve said, this is extremely sensitive and dangerous work, and careless action or even careless thought could result in disaster.”

      On this point, Milo did take notice.

      He remembered the skull lamp responding to his thought to dim without a command and how uneasy that had made him feel. Magic was a frightening enough prospect, but such an intuitive response meant controlling it would be precarious.

      Milo decided that perhaps Imrah’s introductory speech was more valuable than he’d given her credit for.

      “Rule three,” she said, her tone flatter. “Don’t trust anyone. Not in this house, not in this city, not in the Underworld. There are conspiracies and vendettas and secrets whose roots grew before your kind discovered fire. You have no friends here, and assuming you do will put you at risk, and therefore me.”

      Milo restrained the urge to point out the internal flaw in her logic, but smarminess aside, this seemed another fair point. If the audience with Bashlek Marid had proved anything, it was that those in Ifreedahm were not happy to see Milo and were willing to do terrible things in response.

      “Do you understand?” Imrah asked, three talons still raised in front of her.

      Milo nodded.

      Imrah’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Prove it,” she hissed.

      Milo heaved a sigh and straightened like a soldier bearing up under a tedious parade examination.

      “Rule one, you’re in charge. Rule two, don’t do anything magical without your say-so. Rule three, trust no one.”

      It was Imrah’s turn to nod.

      “Good,” she rasped, then turned toward the tables, her arms stretched out in a sweeping gesture.

      “What do you see there?” she asked, her back to him.

      The tables were covered with all manner of containers: bottles, chests, jugs, jars, sacks, pouches, and boxes. All were spread across the table in what seemed to be no particular order, and from the few he could see through and distinguish their contents, it seemed a wholly macabre collection. A number of misshapen eyes floated in yellowish brine, while hanks of hair threatened to spill out of an open-topped sack. Others were less recognizable but no less unnerving. A blood-red concoction that seemed to be swirling of its own volition frothed in a jar, while one crate sported a collection of fist-sized segmented body parts Milo could not begin to identify.

      “I’m praying it’s not breakfast,” he quipped, looking away a second too late as one of the hanks of hair twitched and fidgeted at the top of the sack.

      “That will depend entirely on your performance today,” she warned, flashing him another toothy grin. “If you don’t want to make do with the scalps of the murdered and pickled frog’s eyes, you best pay attention.”

      Ambrose, who was standing at the edge of the platform fastidiously cleaning his Gewehr, raised his head and gave a commending nod.

      “Now that’s a lady who understands motivation,” the big man called.

      Imrah’s eyes narrowed at Milo’s bodyguard.

      “And you best not distract him,” she warned icily. “Food only comes when I say the lesson is finished.”

      Ambrose nodded gravely and snapped off a jaunty salute.

      “This is power,” Imrah said, turning back to the tables and her lesson. “These are the secrets of the cosmos wrapped in chaos, frozen by death, and waiting for the worthy to seize them. I can give you the tools to claim them, but only you will be able to determine if you have the will to wield them. Among our people, it is a birthright, a badge that we are the great Djinn’s children, but for you, a man born of mere flesh, it will be a path of pain and despair.”

      She reached toward a small chest and flipped the latch open with one flick of her claw. Within, bones were piled on top of each other like a child’s haphazard collection of pebbles, delicate and beautiful. She snatched up a tiny ribcage fit for a young swallow or starlet.

      “So tell me, Magus,” Imrah whispered as she crushed the ribcage in her palm, grinding until she held out a hand full of dust, “are you ready?”
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        * * *

      

      Milo was spared having to answer the thankfully rhetorical question. The truth was that he wasn’t sure he was ready, but he saw no path other than forward.

      Imrah spent most of that first day going over the principles of alchemical necromancy, or what might just be called necromancy by the uninitiated. Necromancy in its truest sense, she explained, was communication with shades of the deceased, which she explained were not the souls of the dead or anything so theological.

      “Just as a footprint fills with water,” Imrah had explained after whispering over the crumbled ribcage and set the fragments to form a cloud a few centimeters over her hand, “so living things create cavities for mystical energies to pool.”

      With another whispered command, the cloud spun out into a dancing ribbon of bone particles, looping and coiling in on itself like an eel.

      “When the life is gone, those energies remain, trapped in what they touched but most potently in the corpse. Sometimes those energies hold echoes or ripples of what once was, some of them strong enough to use for shape and voice. They aren’t a true part of the dead. Only the foolish, the desperate, or the very greatest spend their time on such unreliable sources of information.”

      “The greatest at manipulating essence, the true virtuosos, can feel the imprint of the dead more clearly and precisely, and so can force the essence to a truer shape. Such experts can question these shades and receive truths the living might have forgotten before their deaths.”

      Milo’s head snapped to her from the ribbon of bone dust.

      “Masters?”

      Imrah nodded with a strange, hungry light in her eyes.

      “So, what happens to the true part, the soul?”

      Imrah shrugged as though the question was insignificant.

      From there, she’d gone on to explain that most of ghul magic involved taking the energy provided by the dead, the essence, and using it to fuel magical reactions. That was where alchemy came into play.

      She diverged slightly to explain the difference between ghul and human concepts of alchemy and chemistry.

      “These reactions require ingredients that have little to do with their physical properties, but instead are connected to the magical energies that have infused them.”

      She noted that for whatever reason, most magic seemed to be tied to life, whether directly or indirectly, with a few exceptions. As such, a piece of quartz dug from the earth had limited applications. That same quartz made into a pendant for a youth’s lover was infinitely more potent and valuable.

      “Even more so if that pendant was bathed in her tears when he abandoned her for another.” The she-ghul grinned, seeming to take pleasure in the thought. “Why, if the quartz was splashed with the blood of the gift-giver after she discovered his infidelity, you could name your price in the markets of Ifreedahm.”

      She went on to explain that deciphering the nature of the ingredients he worked with was going to be the first step. She illustrated by taking two small bones from a crate and wrapping them in strands of hair, one strand from a pouch, the other from a small chest. Holding them up in front Milo, they looked almost indistinguishable, bare bone wrapped in wiry hair.

      She placed one in his hands and asked him to tell her what he felt.

      “The bone is light and the hair is wiry—” he began, but she cut him off with a sharp shake of her head.

      “No, no,” she interjected, her tone as sharp as her teeth. “Those are physical properties, crude information pumped to your brain by imprecise organs. Tell me what you sense beyond that.”

      Milo swallowed, confused. He expected nothing but more crude data as he closed his hand around the hair-wrapped bone. Pushing aside the information of his eyes and gripping hand, he tried to see if there was something, anything else. For a second there was nothing, only the distraction of the physical, but just for an instant, he felt a tremble, almost a flash of something...unpleasantly warm and rough against his soul. Was it anger?

      Feeling more than foolish, he confessed what he’d experienced and waited for a reprimand. Instead he was treated to a Ghulish smile.

      “Good,” Imrah replied and swapped the bones out. “And this?”

      That one was harder, and it took him longer to push his mind past the physical. Finally, like an icy river current touching the edge of his soul, he felt fear that would drag him into raving paranoia if he let it.

      “Fear,” Mil said with a shiver, ridding himself of the offending bone. “Very strong fear.”

      “Very good,” she said, then walked a few steps away and placed both bones on the ground.

      “Watch,” she instructed and whistled, drawing the writhing bone-powder ribbon to her.

      She breathed a command in Ghulish, and as swiftly as a well-trained falcon, the ribbon dove down on the hair-wrapped bones. Particles of bone coated both. He watched as the bone he’d named as feeling angry turned into a cloud of smoke where cinders danced. The other bone frosted over, and a second later, ice crystals bloomed outward, daggers arcing several inches from the bone in all directions.

      “Knowing the nature of the ingredients is paramount,” Imrah said, nodding thoughtfully at her handiwork. “Even great members of our kind have fallen prey to arrogance and imprudence when they did not check ingredients that were mislabeled or tampered with. Knowing to verify is as important as knowing what each does.”

      Milo nodded, trying to ignore that there seemed to be a face in the cinders that was watching him.

      “Got it: safety first.”

      Imrah laughed, and Milo found that her laughter was paradoxically the best and worst of all the ghul laughs he’d heard. It didn’t have the thick, viscous quality of most ghuls’, and if he didn’t think too hard about it, it could almost have passed for human. That similarity, knowing she was most certainly not his kind, left him torn and uncomfortable.

      If she noticed, she didn’t think it worth expressing, and the lesson continued. The rest of the day was spent having him handle various ingredients and seeing if he could sense their “composition,” which was always a potent emotional reaction. He often couldn’t tell, and if he stood there too long, Imrah would pluck the ingredient out of his hand without explanation and replace it with something else. Before they ended for the day, he’d held the contents of nearly every container, from burnt slivers of wood and dented spoons to the brined eyes and several varieties of shriveled organs.

      Milo realized more than ever that this sort of work was not for the squeamish or the faint of heart. More than once, the “resonance” he experienced left him trembling and sapped of both physical and emotional strength. He was ready for a meal and more rest.

      After Imrah relieved him of what seemed to be a petrified horse hoof or a very peculiar rock he could get no read on, she dismissed him for the day. Milo was glad to leave, but the distress that so many of the ingredients had eluded him refused to let him leave just yet.

      “Am I doing something wrong?” he asked as Imrah began sealing containers.

      She turned back, her expression inscrutable.

      “What I mean is,” Milo continued when she offered no immediate response, “is there something I could be doing differently? You know, so I could feel all of them?”

      Imrah looked over her shoulder at the ingredients and then back at Milo, her brows knitting over her unsettling eyes.

      “Can you teach an eye to see a color or an ear to hear a sound?”

      Milo pondered the question for a moment before answering.

      “In a way, yes. You can help someone to look for specific things or pay attention to certain sounds.”

      Imrah shook her head.

      “That is teaching them to understand what they are hearing or seeing. To differentiate between the stimuli that are already present.”

      Milo wanted to argue, mostly because the implication was far from encouraging if she was saying what he thought she was. In the back of his mind, he wondered if there had been more in the artifacts than he had detected, and his anxiety about his calculations grew.

      “So, I’m never going to be able to use those ingredients, then?” he asked, frustration making his voice sharp.

      He knew it was petulant to be angry at her for his inability, but the sense of being robbed persisted. After everything he’d gone through, it felt like doors were closing to him before he knew they were there.

      She gave what struck Milo as a very delicate response. “Not necessarily. Just because your sensitivity is lacking, it doesn’t render the ingredients inert. It will just make them harder to control and certain formulas more difficult.”

      “Great,” Milo spat, hating himself for how childish he sounded. “Already starting off at a disadvantage, and now this?”

      Imrah stared at him for a second, then took a step forward. Her eyes searched his face, and she slapped him. The bony knuckles along the back of her hand split his lip and had him staggering back a step in shock. Blood and curses flew, and Milo’s hands balled into fists as he glared at the ghul.

      Arms trembling with anger, he took a step forward, ready to vent−by word or fist, he wasn’t sure. Before he could say or do anything else, he was brought up short when Imrah let loose leopard-like snarl and launched into him with cutting words.

      “I thought your people sent a man, not a child.” She scoffed. “You are the first human in the annals of your fecund species to have both the opportunity and ability to learn magic. To stand upon the shoulders of sorcerers and alchemists throughout the ages to pluck a fruit long denied even the greatest among you.”

      Milo’s hands remained knotted, but he couldn’t muster the will to keep his anger burning.

      “I show you how to bend death and matter to your will, and you whine?” she hissed. “No, Magus, this will not be easy, and you will have limitations. The cosmos does not bow to anyone, not even the ghuls, but with patience and determination, you have it within you to bend it to your will.”

      Milo’s hand uncurled and he swiped the smear of blood from his lip, silent in the face of her rebuke. Imrah turned away and walked back to the table, where she stood for a long heartbeat.

      “Don’t ever waste my time like that again,” she whispered.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Milo said softly, then, straightening, he added: “Thank you.”

      Imrah didn’t so much as twitch in response, and they stood in silence before she finally spoke in her familiar rasp.

      “Go. Fazihr will have arranged for food and reading material for tomorrow.”

      Milo replied in the affirmative and joined Ambrose at the edge of the platform.

      “What was that about?” the bodyguard asked quietly, nodding at Milo’s lip and shooting a look toward Imrah. “You picking fights on your first day of school?”

      Milo sucked his lip, appreciating the sting and the taste of blood on his tongue.

      “Just learning my first lesson,” he answered, then gave the big man a sly look. “More importantly, she told us to go find Fazihr and get some food.”

      Ambrose grinned and adjusted his rifle on his shoulder.

      “Now, there’s an assignment I’ll take to like a fish to water.”
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        * * *

      

      “Your reading material will be sparse, especially at first,” Fazihr, who had turned out to be Imrah’s personal retainer, explained. “Most of these texts are not written in anything resembling your modern languages, so I’ve employed a scrivener to translate the bare bones of the information.”

      Despite that statement, the leaves of parchment, which were packed with tightly scrawled German translations, were more than sufficient to keep Milo reading the rest of the day. In the orphanage, he’d learned that he enjoyed reading and possessed considerable retention, but he was not a fast reader. As such, despite the pounding in his head, he took the codices offered and dove into them before they’d even received their lunch. The food, which turned out to not be a prepared meal but rather bulk supplies to provide for several meals over several days, was delivered by a pair of shuffling skeleton porters shortly after Fazihr left their quarters.

      The apartment they’d been given in the citadel was a small suite of rooms, with a large bedroom for Milo with an attached lavatory, a common room, a second water closet, and a small cell-like room for Ambrose. Milo had cleaned off his lip at his sink and then come out to peruse the first text Fazihr had given him.

      “The dead lads brought lunch,” Ambrose said, waving a hand at a pile of sacks and waxed leather parcels.

      “Huh?” Milo responded, only partially listening.

      The codex was compiled from the text Awakening Moro: An Introduction to the Necromist’s Trade and acted as a primer for understanding the basics of practical necromantic alchemy. The reading was dense, sometimes relying on assumed knowledge Milo simply didn’t have, but through contextual clues and by referring back to earlier paragraphs, he was piecing things together.

      “Are you much of a chef?” Ambrose asked hopefully as he hefted a few sacks onto his shoulder and leveraged a crate against his hip.

      “What?” Milo muttered, looking up from his parchment and blinking. “No, not much.”

      “Figures.” The big man sighed and moved toward the corner of the common room. “I suppose it's up to me then, huh? Some form of soup work for the busy Magus?”

      “Uh, yeah,” Milo murmured, diving back into his book as he sank onto a low couch in the center of the common room. “I suppose.”

      Ambrose looked at him and shook his head as he laid his burden on a smooth granite counter in the corner. This part of the room seemed dedicated to meal preparation since there was a small but feisty hearth where a pale green fire crackled on one wall. A small fountain set into the other wall provided perpetual cool water. Around the sources of heat and liquid were stone countertops, above which bronze cookware hung from iron pegs.

      As Ambrose brought the rest of the supplies to his “kitchen” and took stock of things, Milo was piecing together the basic differences between various kinds of magic.

      Milo had deciphered that ghuls, as opposed to other shayati, were magical beings who created magic that was bound up in physical objects. The text made reference to how fey worked their sorcery spontaneously and the Hiisani used ritual invocations. That information was lost on Milo, but the text then stated how ghul magic—the superior magic, it insisted—was not just in alchemical reactions but in objects created or treated with such reactions. It went on to say that the only ones who came close were the Dwarrow, and its brief thoughts on those creatures and their works were dismissively bitter and scornful.

      Milo made a mental note that ghuls didn’t mind letting others know how they felt about the Dwarrow and their works.

      “Most of this seems edible,” Ambrose said mostly to himself. “Rice, beans, some dried meats, though I won’t ask what animal it came from.”

      Milo ignored the bodyguard’s dark chuckles as the text laid out the most common categories of ghul magic.

      There were elixirs that were ingredients and sources of essence. These were meant to be ingested or injected into the body, and Milo supposed the regenerative draught Imrah had made was an example. It went on to describe fetishes, which were pieces of dead beings, beast or otherwise, “treated” with alchemical ingredients and then used through commands to create magical effects. The skull lamp sprang to mind as he read the description, and despite himself, Milo felt a small surge of pride. Before he’d even known what they were, he’d created his first fetish.

      “Some of these bits have me stumped,” Ambrose called, his rustling among the crates obnoxious to the engrossed Milo. “And you’ve got to remember I’ve been a lot of places and eaten a lot of strange things. Hello, what’s this?”

      Milo grunted irritably, turning his back so he could not see what Ambrose held−an ovoid shape with a glossy nightshade shell.

      “Maybe an egg?” Ambrose muttered as he set it down on the counter and fished out two more from a small sack. “Had some soup with eggs in it in the Orient when I was fighting for Tsar Nikki in the Aughts. Willing to give it a try?”

      “That’s just fine,” Milo answered peevishly as he set to reading about animates both corporeal and incorporeal.

      Corporeal animates were broken down into two categories: the Qareen, which were animated corpses like the skeletal porters, and the Homunculi, which were fabricated from multiple bodies or even inorganic material, like the Gate that had let them pass into the Underworld. The incorporeal animates had their own divisions as well, with the Hatif and Si’lats. Hatif were shades that were incapable of interacting with the physical world, apart from being seen and heard when they wished. Si’lats, on the other hand, were…

      The crash of pans and an oath in a language Milo didn’t recognize came from across the room, jarring Milo from his reading. With a frustrated growl, he slapped his papers down and sprang from the couch toward the kitchenette.

      “Not to be ungrateful,” he snarled, “but could you please—”

      The words died in his mouth as he saw Ambrose scrambling over crates and sacks, trying to fence with a flying horror with only a small bronze paring knife. The intruder in their kitchen was black and granular, as though its body was made from glistening black sand condensed into a shape that was part scorpion, part bat. Erratic wingbeats sprayed black grit at the bodyguard’s face, while a stinging tail jabbed at his chest.

      By reflex, Milo groped at his waist. He found his belt and pistol weren’t there, having been left lying on the bed after his trip to the lavatory.

      Cursing with each breath, he vaulted over the couches and low tables as Ambrose frantically parried stab after stab. Milo snatched the pistol, drew and cocked it fluidly, and spun.

      The monster had chased Ambrose into the common room, and with his door hanging open, Milo could draw a bead on it.

      “Drop!” Milo shouted, hoping to God that he’d been heard as he started snapping off shots.

      Ambrose dove and flattened as much as his lumpy frame would allow as bullet after bullet ripped through the apartment with echoing cracks. The bullets struck home, launching jets of black grit behind the abomination with each strike. Milo’s ears were ringing so loudly by the time he reached the end of the magazine that he didn’t hear the customary twang. He managed a useless pull of the trigger before he noted the open mechanism on top.

      The flapping fiend turned its malformed face toward Milo, mouth opening to reveal gnashing mandibles. Its tail, arching beneath its punctured form, it launched toward Milo as he spun to grab his belt and the extra magazine that hung from it.

      Seeing the speed of the demonic creature and the lack of effect of all eight shots, Milo knew in his heart he was doomed, but he threw himself on the bed and rolled as he snatched at the belt. The bat-thing zipped by overhead, its raking stinger missing by centimeters. It swung around and made for a dive bomb as Milo rolled off the bed onto the unforgiving floor.

      Milo fought to pry the magazine clear of its sleeve as he saw his death descending upon him.

      An intervening sack saved his life. Ambrose deftly scooped the sandy construct into an empty sack. The creature launched into wild spasms and stabbed with mandibles and stinger, but swinging the sack like a sling, Ambrose raced back into the common room. The stinger had just punched through the sack in two places when the bodyguard reached the kitchenette and hurled the monster-laden sack into the fire. Before the fiend could spring free, he snatched a large bronze platter and slapped it over the opening of the hearth. There was a strange hiss like a kettle about to boil over, along with fierce scrabbling against the platter.

      With a piercing screech like metal being torn, black grit sprayed out around the edges of the platter. Milo felt something shift in the space beyond reality, a previously unnoticed pressure dissipating.

      Ambrose still held his ground, even as the sound of his flesh cooking on the heated bronze platter filled the room.

      “You can let it go,” Milo called much louder than he needed to because of his damaged eardrums. “I think I felt the essence leave.”

      Ambrose didn’t need to be told twice.

      Hissing and spitting profanity, Ambrose let the smoking platter fall from his seared fingers, and more inert black sand slid across the floor in a small pile. When he held his hands in front of him, they were in far better shape than they had sounded seconds ago. He stumped over to the fountain and gingerly lowered them into it.

      Even as a small sigh of relief passed the bodyguard’s lips, he twisted around and glared at the entrance to their apartments.

      “Best get that peashooter loaded,” he called in a pain-roughened voice. “Whoever sent that thing might be coming by to finish the job.”

      Milo nodded, finished loading his pistol, and went to check that the door was latched and locked.

      He made it halfway across the common room when the door burst open and a contingent of ghuls led by Fazihr stormed in. They staggered to a halt when they saw Milo leveling his pistol and Ambrose, hands still dripping, holding a heavy bronze jug ready to throw.

      “What is going on?” Fazihr hissed, his eyes darting between the two humans before settling on Milo. “Are you hurt?”

      Milo didn’t lower the pistol as his eyes took in the troop of ghuls at a glance. All were armed with one esoteric weapon or another, which went from clubs made from femurs to whips made from sinew and vertebra, along with other stranger things. His eyes locked with Fazihr’s.

      “Someone sent us a little surprise in the food your skeletons delivered,” Milo said, his voice hard and flat. “A creature made of black sand that tried to kill us both.”

      “Stowed away as a couple of black eggs,” Ambrose put in, wearing a fierce smile below wild, roving eyes. “Thought you’d sent us a tasty treat, but it turned out to be inedible.”

      Fazihr’s eyes widened at the implication, and after a short hiss in Ghulish, his entourage lowered their weapons.

      “My sincerest apologies, Magus,” Fazihr said with a low bow his fellow ghuls imitated. “I was told to provide for your needs, including security, and I clearly failed. When we heard the sounds of violence, my guards and I rushed up here, but we were not fast enough. We will arrange for a pair of guards to be present at all times.”

      Ambrose gave a derisive snort and might have thrown the jug at Fazihr right then if Milo hadn’t spoken up.

      “Don’t bother,” Milo said as he lowered his pistol slowly. “We handled things.”

      A strange look, fear and outrage twisted together, passed over his face. Milo wasn’t sure he was reading the ghul correctly, but he was more determined than ever not to trust him.

      “I am afraid I must insist,” the ghul retainer began in a strained, wheedling tone. “If not for your sake, then for mine. The Bashlek will have me flayed and restitched many times over if any harm comes to you on my watch.”

      Milo shook his head as he stepped closer to glare down at the stooped creature.

      “I’m afraid I must insistently refuse,” Milo said coolly, raising an open hand toward the door. “Now, please leave so we can clean this mess up and make some lunch.”

      A look of undisguised loathing squirmed across the Fazihr’s face, but he bowed and put on his best Ghulish smile.

      “I understand,” he burbled wetly, then hissed another command that saw his guards file out. “Just remember, we are only just down the hall from here should you need us.”

      Milo fixed the ghul with a stare, a challenge shining in his pale eyes.

      “Oh, don’t worry, Fazihr. I’ll remember just where you are.”

      The ghul turned sharply on his heel, and the door latched behind him as he left.

      “Interesting,” Ambrose mused after setting the bronze jug on the counter behind him.

      “What?” Milo frowned, still glaring at the door. “That we’ve been here less than two days and these creatures have already tried to kill us twice?”

      “Well, there’s that.” Ambrose nodded before looking at Milo with twinkling eyes. “I was more pondering you saying ‘we’ were going to clean this place up.”

      Milo turned from contemplating the door to the chaos that had claimed most of the common room: spilled food, upturned crates, scattered cookware, and of course the black sand that seemed to be on everything.

      “You’ve an ear for detail, Ambrose.” Milo sighed as he bent down and scooped up a wayward tuber from the floor.

      “All part of the job, Magus,” Ambrose said with an officious sniff. “All part of the job.”
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      “For the next time,” Imrah said the next day as she handed him a black cane topped with a raptor’s skull. Milo didn’t know which bird of prey it was, but judging by the size, it would have been an impressive creature.

      As soon as Milo’s hand closed around the smooth shaft, he felt the energies thrumming within. When Imrah released her hold on the cane, he felt the sudden weight and realized it was not made from lacquered wood, but from polished black rock. It was not as unwieldy as it seemed at first blush, but Milo did expect that if he failed to use magic effectively in the next attack, he could just beat his assailant to a pulp.

      “So, you just had a skull cane lying around?” Milo asked, lowering it to give the floor a good tap. It was a little tall for a traditional cane, but he found he liked it more the longer he held it. It had heft physically and magically, and it felt reassuring in his hand.

      “It was a gift for my late brother,” Imrah said, looking at the staff. “He never had a chance to use it because he tried to depose my father before he was ready. I thought you could put it to use.”

      Stunned by her bald statement about family matters, Milo felt strange for so jauntily inspecting the item earlier. He told himself ghuls must think differently about such things because Imrah didn’t seem any more sour than usual, but he was still eager to change the subject.

      “So, this would be classified as a fetish, correct?” Milo asked.

      “Are you asking me or trying to show me that you did the reading?” Imrah replied as she led him toward the center of the platform they’d used the day before. The stone tables had been rearranged and the assembly of items on them had been reduced to a few orderly collections of containers.

      “More of the last, I guess,” Milo admitted. “But I suppose it never hurts to ask.”

      “If only that were true,” Imrah said, and Milo noted the tremor as she laid her hand on the table in front of her.

      “Is everything all right?” Milo inquired, shuffling up next to her right-hand side but not looking directly at her.

      Imrah frowned, and her lower fangs slid free of her thin lips with the gesture, but then an angry light sprang into her eyes, and she turned to him with a scowl.

      “No, it’s not,” she answered tartly. “My pupil was attacked yesterday by regressive reprobates, and when he was assaulted, rather than using magic to defend himself, he fired a gun like an ignorant human.”

      What had first seemed like an expression of affectionate anger on his behalf had transformed so quickly into a rebuke that Milo felt his head might start spinning.

      “How was I supposed to use magic?” he replied, doing his level best to sound curious and not irritated. “I had nothing to do it with. The only magic I’ve ever consciously done has been with the skull lamp, and that was spent from that Contest thing.”

      Milo near cried out when Imrah snatched his arm and raised it in front of his face. One barbed nail plucked at a vein, causing a tiny red jewel to bloom on his skin.

      “As long as you have this,” she hissed, dabbing the end of her claw in the blood, “you have something to do magic with.”

      Milo twisted his arm away, but Imrah had already let him go and turned back to the table.

      “You wanted me to bleed on the thing?” he asked, incredulity curdling his tone.

      “A few drops of blood on the Si’lat would have catalyzed it,” Imrah growled impatiently. “A creation as simple as the one that attacked you might have been disapparated like a minor shade or even usurped so we could learn who sent it.”

      Milo stood, trying to master his anger, but also, as much he hated it, seeing her frustration. Besides any embarrassment Milo had caused her by emptying a clip into a Si’lat, she’d missed out on the chance to discover who was trying to kill Milo.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, the words coming out limp and hollow, but not angry. “I didn’t know or at least didn’t think about it that way.”

      “Of course you didn’t!” Imrah snarled, and Milo braced himself for more of her spleen. “How could you? You are the first of your kind, and I didn’t teach you that.”

      Stunned by what sounded like a confession, Milo missed a beat before recovering enough to speak.

      “Wait, you aren’t mad at me?”

      Imrah looked at him and made a disgusted noise.

      “Did I say I was?” she asked, scornful of the suggestion.

      Milo let out a bemused, spluttering breath.

      “I just thought,” he began as he crossed his arms, and then stopped as he fought for words. “I mean, you seemed, uh...angry about um...something.”

      Imrah nodded and reached over to a small chest in the left-hand table.

      “I am angry,” she said, flipping open the chest to draw out a fistful of gray sand. “But not at you. Your ignorance of life among our people is excusable, but mine is not.”

      “What do you mean?” Milo asked as she let the powder spill into a small stone mortar, beside which lay a bone-handled pestle. Though this was far finer and lighter-colored stuff than the black grit from last night, Milo couldn’t pretend he wasn’t anxious at the sight.

      “I mean, for a long time, too long, Ifreedahm and all the other outlying ghul communities of the Underworld have been embroiled in petty rivalries and wasteful acts of assassination and sabotage. My father set me to this task, and I should have expected this and planned accordingly.”

      The she-ghul selected a few delicate bones and deposited them in the mortar. She began grinding the brown remains with one hand while with the other, she drew a thin dried plant stem from an open jar.

      “So, what can we do now?” Milo asked, feeling a strange sense of responsibility to shake Imrah out of her melancholic self-deprecation. He told himself it was because she needed to stop moping and teach him, but as he stood watching her prepare this new formula, he admitted he was beginning to like her.

      “Prepare you,” she replied staunchly before holding up the bowl of crushed amalgam in front of him. Milo could feel the barest tingle of magical potential coming from the bowl.

      “Spit,” Imrah instructed, and after inspecting Milo’s reluctant offering, raised the bowl again. “More.”

      After providing enough saliva to make his mouth feel dry, Milo watched her mix the spittle and ground dust into a grainy paste.

      After that, she dabbed a claw in the mixture and turned toward Milo.

      “Where is that going?” he asked, leaning back as her hand strayed toward his face.

      “On the lids of your eyes,” she muttered distractedly as she strained upward. “Now, bend your head down and hold still.”

      Milo took a deep breath and forced himself to hunch forward and hold very still. Willing himself not to even breathe as it was applied, he waited as she dabbed a thin layer of the gunk across his eyelid. Then, with her cold carrion breath sliding across his face, she intoned something in magically charged Ghulish. A prickling sensation spread across his eyelids and then his eyes, making him wince, but he kept his hands from pawing his face. A second later, the prickling subsided and he couldn’t feel anything on his eyes.

      “Open your eyes,” Imrah said, and when Milo did, a breathless curse of amazement tumbled out of his open mouth.

      The world had been reborn in brilliant shades of darkness and twilight.

      Ever since coming to Ifreedahm, the smokeless fire of the azure braziers and green hearths had kept the darkness at bay, but only enough so that everything was in perpetual dusk. Milo could see well enough to move around, but everything was cast in stark lines, and the shadows were deep, almost solid barriers. Now, though the colors had not changed, Milo could decipher between the shades of unlight, a nameless palette of blacks and grays so fine and yet so definite that he could decipher everything as clearly as though it were broad daylight, or perhaps even better.

      Turning this way and that, he beheld the towering spires of the citadel and then the manors in the city below. It was like he was seeing the capital of the Underworld for the first time.

      “Is this how you see the world?” he asked, marveling at the fierce but beautiful architecture of the citadel again.

      “More or less,” Imrah said, and though he wasn’t looking at her, Milo could almost hear the satisfied smile tugging at her mouth. “At least it should keep you from groping for so much ugly light.”

      Milo nodded and then noticed that the lights did seem a touch harsher. Not painful, just unpleasant to look at.

      “Why have the lights at all?” he asked, turning back to his teacher. “And is this permanent?”

      Imrah had set the mortar and pestle aside and was busying herself with combining several ingredients on a bronze tray.

      “Because ghuls are not the only beings to frequent the city,” she answered absently. “Even now, my father is meeting with fey envoys who will see him by those lights, though admittedly, the pix don’t need such accommodations.”

      Her assembly done, she turned back to Milo.

      “And no, it is not permanent, but you will learn to make your own soon enough. First, though, we need to go about waking up the rest of you. Don’t worry, none of this should be too painful.”
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      By the end of that second lesson, Milo was not sure human and ghul tolerances for pain were comparable, but he was sure that it was worth it.

      It was like he’d been sleepwalking through the Underworld since he’d been dragged down those steps, but now for the first time, he was awake. The paste for his eyes−a combination of candle-wick ash, moonflower stalks, spit, and bone meal, he reminded himself−had only been the beginning. There was a salve for his ears that rendered him able to understand any language, even Ghulish, and a wafer that, once dissolved, allowed his speech to be understood by any creature, even the undead and beasts. After that had come a fetish worn as a pendant that when anointed with a drop of his blood and worn around his wrist, let him sense magical energies that were within arm’s reach more quickly.

      “If there is magic in your food or drink and you didn’t put it there, it would be wise to abstain,” Imrah had warned.

      She showed him the ingredients necessary for all she had done or made for him, having him transcribe the formulas onto parchment and then repeat them to her. She told him that once he began to make these things on his own, he would detect the resonances in them and should be able to supplement them with his own tailored ingredients. Just as some of the ingredients were not responsive to Milo’s intuitive probing earlier, he would learn that some responded much more powerfully or precisely than others.

      Why that was, Imrah wasn’t sure.

      “There are theories that it has something to do with a combination of fate and celestial alignments.” She shrugged as though the subject didn’t interest her. “Others suggest it is personal experiences and the Magus’ psychological reactions to them. For example, you seemed quickest to detect those that were charged with the emotions resulting from fear and direct tragedy. The theory would be you’ve been shaped by tragedy and fear, so that is what responds to you.”

      “Fear and tragedy,” Milo mused, subconsciously letting his hand slide to the folded tarot card in his pocket. “I think that’s not too far off.”

      “In the end, it doesn’t matter.” Imrah sighed, not seeming to notice Milo had even spoken. “Things are the way they are, and they don’t seem likely to change.”

      Despite being drained mentally and physically by the magic experienced and formulas learned, the last part of the lesson had been Milo’s favorite. Imrah had instructed him to take up his new skull-topped cane, and in a process that was uncomfortable at first and intuitive afterward, she had him place his hand on the avian skull and then placed her sharp grip over his. She reached inside the skull and down into the rod of stone it was mounted on, prodding the alchemical agents preserved within with little pulses of her will.

      She showed him what could be called on to produce light, what could be coaxed to produce flame, and what would provide the strength and speed to wield the weighty fetish as a weapon. After that, she had him try, still with her hand over his, to more precisely feel what his will and magical ability were doing. He was clumsy and weak by comparison, but with guidance and coaxing, he managed to quicken each of the alchemical processes.

      “In time, you may find new uses, new variations, but for now, these should serve you for facing future assassination attempts. Now, let’s try you out.”

      From there, she had stalked to the center of the circular platform, where a small black circle was inscribed. Crouching, she pricked her tongue between two fangs and spat the blood onto the stone.

      “RISE, MOVE,” she commanded in magic-compelling tones that hours ago would have just been more Ghulish hissing.

      In response, there was a shudder throughout the platform, and four blocks of stone rose from the floor, forming square pillars. Those pillars, nearly twelve feet in height, began to move slowly around the perimeter of the platform. Standing as he was toward the center, it was like being in the midst of a giant machine, like an engine or a watch.

      “Are they on tracks or something?” Milo asked, marveling at how they moved so smoothly and without the sounds of grating stone.

      “They move because I tell them to,” Imrah answered, giving him a disgusted shake of her head. “And now you will too.”

      The simple exercise was then explained: she would point at a pillar and tell him light, burn, or strike, and it was his task to do so.

      “Sounds simple enough,” he said and instantly regretted it as a wicked smile spread over Imrah’s face.

      Within a minute, he was wiping sweat out of his eyes.

      Producing light was the easiest, of course, but even that required focus since Imrah was not satisfied unless the light struck the pillar squarely. The pressure of her insistent commands and the moving pillars threatening to slide away before he could bring his faculties to bear was very frustrating, and that frustration was the enemy of focus.

      From there, things only became more complicated and dangerous with the burning and the striking.

      Despite what he had thought, channeling the necessary essence to ignite flames from the skull was more difficult than it had been during the Contest. Not being fueled by mortal danger was part of it, he was sure, but also the construction of the skull and the ingredients’ reactions within the leering cane topper played into it. Tightly channeled twin bolts of flame could be launched from the eye sockets, streaking out with blinding speed and force to strike and score stone. Driven with blunt force, the beak of the skull would open and a torrent of fire would emerge, like those Flammenwerfers he’d seen some of the Federated regiments using to clear trenches. The first time he discovered this, he’d missed twice with the flame bolts against his chosen pillar. In his anger, he bore down with his will, then nearly fell over in shock as an inferno emerged from the end of the cane.

      “Control,” was all Imrah had said before repeating which pillar she wanted to be burned.

      Activating the physical enhancements of the fetish was even more terrifying.

      First, it was a very different feeling than light or fire, coaxing the essence inward instead of outward, and second, the sensation of it working was very distracting, complicating things further. When he called on the alchemy within the cane to share its power, it rushed in with a burning chill that made his skin feel as though he was suffering a terrible fever across his entire body. It was not the empowering sensation he’d expected, and the first few times, he was so struck by the nauseous, shivering sensation he’d almost fallen over and adopted the fetal position.

      For all that, when he finally moved, his body responded with amazing alacrity, and he sprang half a dozen feet in one stride to deliver a blow that powdered a hunk of stone the size of his fist. Despite the heavy blow, the polished stone shaft didn’t show a single sign of distress or damage.

      By the time he finished, he was puffing and blowing, but also grinning from ear to ear. This was just scratching the surface of what he had to learn, and it was incredible. True, a firearm could do much the same without nearly as much mental effort, but that wasn’t the point. With a little bit of stone, bone, and whatever dwelt inside the skull cane, he’d conjured fire and given himself the ability to move with inhuman quickness and might. He could appear utterly harmless before springing into lethal action in the space of a thought...as long as he kept his focus, of course.

      He imagined Colonel Jorge could find something useful for an agent like him to do.

      As they walked back to their apartment, Ambrose muttered about his plans for the meal and whined about his dwindling supply of alcohol, but Milo’s thoughts were elsewhere.

      In his mind’s eye, he imagined himself stalking through the dark, misty streets of Paris or London. No longer the ragged, lanky product of a war orphanage and rebellious criminality; he saw himself as an agent provocateur, dangerous and dapper. With utter confidence and a suave wardrobe to match, he would move through enemy territory, sowing chaos and disruption. Skull-topped cane tapping across the pavement in challenge, he’d busy himself befuddling enemy agents and dispatching threats to the German Army. By the time the Federated and Colonial regiments arrived, he’d be waiting to hand them the keys to victory before setting off on another daring adventure.

      He’d return to Berlin every now and again, donning his crisp black greatcoat to meet with Colonel Jorge and receive secret medals for his discreet service to the Empire. After tucking such medals into his hidden sanctum, he would prowl the fine parties and balls of the great and good of the conquering Empire. He would drink and dance and gallivant with the best of them before duty and danger called once more. He’d plant a farewell kiss on his latest darling’s lips before slipping into the night with a dashing flourish and a mystic flash from his eyes.

      Milo the Magus, Humanity’s First Wizard, Mystical Agent of the German Empire, the man who would bring victory and eventually the end to the Great War. He would be celebrated, loved, and...

      Ambrose’s heavy arm slammed into Milo, knocking him out of his reverie and flat against the wall of the corridor.

      He winced, and a curse slipped from Milo’s lips as his head knocked against the stone, but Ambrose’s arm held him fast.

      “What’s going on?” Milo hissed, raising a hand to rub the back of his smarting head.

      Ambrose turned toward him, a finger on his lips.

      “Company,” the bodyguard mouthed, and twitched his shoulder.

      Just ahead was the branch of passages that led to their apartment, and urgent voices could be heard. The words were in Ghulish, which Milo realized with a smile he now understood. Raising a finger to his own lips, he craned his neck to listen.

      “I don’t care if you’ve a missive signed by Azazel himself,” he heard one voice replying with unmasked belligerence. “The orders are that only those chosen by the Bashlek may see the Magus, and that is a shortlist you aren’t on.”

      That must have been one of the guards Fazihr had posted. The ghul retainer had respected their wish for no guards in the apartments, but one was stationed in the corridor right outside their door.

      “You fool,” the second voice said in a lofty tone Milo took a dislike to instantly. “This isn’t an idle request to gawk at the humans. This is a call to appear before the Nether Council immediately.”

      The first voice gave a vicious laugh.

      “Last I checked, the Nether Council advises the Bashlek, not the other way around. You want to guess which one I’m more worried about?”

      The second voice snarled in frustration, its tone growing more frantic.

      “Do you understand who came to court today, cretin?”

      Milo could imagine the shrug in the intervening silence. It was followed by a disgusted sound in the back of the throat of the haughty voice. Ambrose began to lean over to peek around the corner, but Milo grabbed his shoulder. When the big man turned to him, bemused, Milo again pressed a finger to his lips and then tapped his ear.

      “A troupe of the meddling fey,” the second voice hissed. “For all their long-nosing about, the pix are good for something, and that is news. They shared a tidbit that requires the Nether Council to question the human.”

      “Question, is it?” The guard snorted. “First an appearance, now questions. If we send the Magus down, do you think he’ll make it before the questions become an interrogation, or will you just skip the whole business and make it an execution?”

      Milo found himself liking this guard despite himself. He could appreciate the ghul’s sarcasm, even if it was delivered in a tongue as vile as Ghulish.

      “If an army of humans is marching over our heads mere days after a human arrives in Ifreedahm, don’t you think the council should ask questions?”

      The silence that followed was wrenchingly potent.

      “A human army?” the ghul guard burbled less certainly. “When? How many?”

      “Am I going to see the Magus?”

      There was a low hiss, then the clack of teeth snapping irritably.

      “The Magus is still in training with Lady Imrah,” the guard said quickly, as though the words were hot on his tongue.

      “Fine,” the second ghul said with obvious strain. “Do you know when it will return?”

      Not sure what he was doing but determined to figure things out, he slid free of Ambrose’s arm and bid the man follow him.

      “It has just arrived,” he declared sharply as he rounded the corner. “Now, tell me what you fine gentleghuls want with a humble man such as me.”

      He finished with a flourishing bow, one hand extended and clutching his skull cane.

      Both ghuls gaped at him as though he were a demon summoned by their conversation. Milo wondered if they’d have been less surprised if he was a fiend. Shock and what looked suspiciously like hunger shone in their wide eyes.

      “Laying it on a bit thick,” Ambrose grumbled under his breath. He stepped forward to address the unblinking stares of the ghuls.

      “All right, fellas,” Ambrose called, giving his hands a clap before rubbing them together. “What’s your business here?”

      “The Magus must attend the Nether Council,” the guard ghul answered, his claws picking nervously across the knobs of his vertebrae whip. “They’ve some questions to ask.”

      “Do they now?” Milo asked and fixed the ghul with a steady glare as he moved to stand shoulder to shoulder with his bodyguard.

      The ghul gulped and looked away.

      “Indubitably,” the second ghul replied, straightening his bone-white mantle on his narrow shoulders. “There have been developments that require immediate consideration.”

      Milo looked at Ambrose, who wore a wary scowl.

      “You’re a popular fellow, it seems,” the big man muttered.

      “It does seem that way.” Milo shrugged, wishing he felt like the dapper operative he’d imagined only moments ago. “Fine, take us to the Nether Council.”

      The mantled ghul nodded and swept past them to lead them down the citadel’s winding corridors.

      “Hope you know what you’re doing,” Ambrose murmured at Milo’s shoulder.

      “They were talking about a human army being near Ifreedahm,” Milo whispered. “Do you suppose there are some of ours?”

      “Haven’t a clue.”

      “Well, this is how we find out, isn’t it?”

      Ambrose’s frown remained fixed, and he shook his head.

      “I suppose, but I don’t like it,” he grumbled, adjusting the rifle on his shoulder. “The only thing more useless than one bureaucrat is a council full of ‘em. And that’s before you get anyone’s nethers involved.”
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      Seeing fey for the first time would have been memorable enough, but seeing them in the gloomy halls of the ghul citadel was a moment Milo would never forget.

      They shone like jewels filled with beautiful light, their very skin giving off a soft illumination that defied the twilight of the audience chamber. They wore heavy gray cloaks and gloves that hid most of their bodies, no doubt a consideration to the ghuls, who winced whenever they looked at the lovely creatures. Beneath their hoods, they shone. Even more striking than their height and features, providing an uncanny combination of feral vitality with inescapable courtliness, was the variety displayed between the three. Each was different from the others, yet some aesthetic marked them as one species.

      One's skin was the color of grass shoots, and from neck to temple, delicate vines curled and swayed in an internal wind. Another, tall and regal beyond human proportions, bore a perpetual smirk and had skin of polished bronze as his ruby eyes took in the world with a fiery stare. The last, the shortest of the company at eye level with Milo, was a creature of moonlight and lilac who seemed perpetually uninterested yet keenly aware.

      All three magnificent creatures, living gods as Milo saw them, stood in a court of monsters who seemed to be working themselves into a frenzy.

      “Let’s see what the meat has to say for itself,” his newly awakened ears caught as the white-mantled go-fer led him across the floor.

      “Did they really think they would get away with this?” another voice hissed from somewhere in the gathering beneath the galleries. “The arrogance!”

      “Now we’ll touch the bottom of this swamp,” a ghul behind Milo croaked in a deep voice. “The council will wring the truth from them, just you watch.”

      “I hope it refuses to speak and the council must...encourage it.”

      “To think it took the fey to bring us this news.”

      “Let’s hope they make an example of him.”

      “Filthy humans!”

      Milo felt the muscles in his neck coil like springs, and soon, his hands were aching as he gripped his new cane. A potent mixture of anger, fear, and unease roiled in his chest, and Milo soon found his wonder at the fey eclipsed by the reality of the ghuls around him. He could practically feel the pulsing, suspicious energy of Ambrose at his side.

      “This isn’t good,” the bodyguard muttered. “We might’ve come with news, but we might have to stay for a trial.”

      Milo grunted in agreement, then, seeing past the trio of fey for the first time, he nodded so Ambrose could see.

      “And that jury doesn’t seem likely to give us a fair one.”

      Beyond the fey, a group of nine ghuls sat in high back chairs that were practically thrones, wearing ivory mantles and stoles, before the empty throne of the Bashlek. With gimlet eyes, the Nether Council watched Milo draw closer. It was impossible to escape the feeling that they were ready to pounce. Milo knew next to nothing about ghul development from womb to tomb, if the wicked things were born or died in the first place, but something about each member of the Nether Council struck him as a very old kind of evil. Not decrepit or frail, but old in the sense that ancient trees will become twisted against the wind, growing gnarled and hard.

      “Stand here and wait to be addressed by the Nether Council,” the go-fer instructed as they came level with the fey envoys.

      Milo planted his feet and then let the cane tap the stone in front of him as his hands sat upon the skull. He hoped he struck the audience as confident, even untouchable, as their vitriolic whispers slithered around him.

      Nonchalantly, he glanced at the fey and saw that all three of them were looking at him. He nodded at them and then listened in dismay as the verdant one with the vines giggled softly, the sound as soft and pure as wind through the trees. Feeling his cheeks burn, he fought to keep his face expressionless as she whispered behind her hand up to the bronze colossus. The towering fey’s smirk broke into a broad smile, and a laugh like thunder rumbled out of his chest. It was a chuckle of such power and grandeur that Milo wanted to join in even though he knew he was the butt of the joke.

      For a moment, the whispers quieted to a low susurration, the ghuls in the dark glaring with envious, glinting eyes.

      “That’s enough,” came a soft whisper from the smallest fey, her face turning toward the Council before Milo could get a good look at her.

      The huge fey shrugged, and his face returned to its knowing smirk. The emerald fey flared her eyebrows teasingly at Milo and gave him a wink before joining her two companions in facing the council. The whispers began to encroach again.

      Now that he was no longer under the fey’s direct scrutiny, Milo felt like a weight had been lifted off his chest. He could breathe deeper, and as he did, he was thankful for the tall cane he leaned on.

      “Making friends everywhere we go,” Ambrose muttered, eyeing the fey with open suspicion. “Just everywhere.”

      “The Nether Council is called to order once more,” croaked a ghul whose wide mouth and thick, wattled throat made him seem like someone had bred a ghul with a toad.

      The whispers subsided again, and the toad-ghul nodded toward another ghul who looked remarkably like the one who had sent her cronies to die in the Contest of Abjuration.

      “Thank you, Lord Speaker,” said Lady Dazk. “We are also thankful for the patience of our honored guests.”

      With one hand sweeping toward the fey, she dipped her head in a shallow bow. They nodded in silent acknowledgment.

      “Now to business,” she said, turning to Milo with a triumphant smile that displayed her jagged teeth. “It seems you have a good deal of explaining to do, Magus.”

      The title came with a sneer that made Milo wonder if it was kosher to challenge a member of the Nether Council to a Contest of Abjuration. The thought had Milo smiling coldly into the leering face of the ghul aristocrat.

      Just a thinner, uglier Jules, Milo told himself. Upon consideration, he thought, Well, not that much uglier.

      “Do you think to defy this council with your silence?” she asked in her shrill voice as the whispers began to climb in volume. “Is human arrogance so great that even now, with your treachery exposed, you think this august council beneath you?”

      The whispers began to buzz angrily once more.

      “Lady Dazk,” Milo said as steadily as he could manage, “if I knew what treachery I’d supposedly committed, I might know what to say. I don’t know if the ghuls have magical ways of reading minds, but I haven’t been taught them yet, so it would be helpful if someone started explaining things.”

      The only thing louder than the eruption of Ghulish growls was the verdant fey’s laughter. Milo felt good about himself then and made to wink at the giggling fey, but Ambrose surreptitiously bumped Milo’s elbow and nodded at Lady Dazk as he cleared his throat.

      The ghul’s claws dug into the arms of her chair as she quivered with rage. The ornaments hanging from her circlet audibly jangled.

      “You cover your sins with levity,” she said in a low, vicious whisper that sliced through the whispers and stilled their owners. “You would bring annihilation to our doorstep, even as we embraced you like one of our own! We’ve come to expect very little from your kind, Magus, but even for your duplicitous ilk, this is treachery most foul. Was the world above not enough for you?”

      “Again, Lady Dazk,” Milo pressed with forced patience, “if you could tell me what you think I’ve done, maybe I could give an answer to the council.”

      He looked at the other council members pleadingly.

      “Will someone please tell me what wrong I’ve supposedly done?”

      Milo had gotten a clear picture of the accusation from what he’d overheard outside their apartments and Dazk’s ravings, but he’d be damned if he’d start justifying and denying before anyone had leveled an accusation.

      Lady Dazk made to continue her tirade, but another ghul spoke up, ignoring the needle-tipped glares received from Dazk and several other council members.

      “These envoys bring word that on their way through the mountains, they spotted human airships,” the ghul said, her voice as thin and brittle as ancient papyrus. “It is the belief of many on this council that they are here as part of a forward force by a human army to secure the mountain because of intelligence you have passed to them.”

      “Knew it was a mountain,” Ambrose muttered to himself before Dazk drowned him out with her sharp cry.

      “They will not stop there, Lady Hrawn. They will invade our city!” the excitable council ghul cried, turning to look first at the right gallery and then the left. “They seek to pluck the heart out of the ghul people and the Underworld with one decisive strike, a strike that would not be possible without the magus’ treachery!”

      Whispers rose again like angry vipers hissing, and Milo wondered how long he had before they fell upon him in a rending mob. His eyes wandered to Marid’s empty throne, and his heart froze as he realized Dazk had followed his gaze. She turned back to him, teeth glistening in a huge, murderous grin.

      “The Bashlek is away on business,” she declared with mock solemnity. “It falls to the Nether Council to see to the defense of Ifreedahm in his absence.”

      The smugness in her voice might have driven Milo to spit and curse, but the loaded galleries seemed ready to explode at any second. He had no intention of tempting that hair-trigger.

      “Lady Hrawn,” Milo nearly shouted to be heard over the angry noise enfolding him, “I assume the airships that you are talking about are zeppelins, which are indeed used by the armies of the nation I serve, though they are not the only ones.”

      Though odds are nine to ten it was the Germans, Milo thought to himself. He remembered the many times the skies over Dresden had seemed clogged with the trundling airborne behemoths.

      “See, he does not deny it!” Dazk crowed even as Milo’s voice swam against the tidal surge of frothing ghuls.

      “I am sure the Nether Council is aware there is a war, what my people call ‘the Great War,’ being waged on the surface, and the land above is no exception. Since I have not contacted anyone since being invited by the Bashlek, I imagine the zeppelins are reconnoitering enemy positions.”

      “Our position is what he is talking about, no doubt,” Dazk persisted, her words flecked with venom.

      “Ifreedahm is deep underground,” Milo snapped, his temper flaring as he turned to her. “What good would it do to bring large and expensive machines like zeppelins to scout out an area that you need to explore from the dirt down and not from the sky?”

      Dazk let out a disgusted hacking sound.

      “Again, such arrogance,” she hissed. “You think that just because we dwell underground, we know nothing of how humanity wages war, crawling across the surface like a ravening swarm? No doubt, they are plotting the routes for your forces to envelop the entire countryside. We may not wage war as wastefully as your kind, but we understand strategy well enough to know an invasion when we see it! ”

      Milo had to admit that it was possible, but in his estimation, it was extremely unlikely.

      First, not only was the Empire largely ignorant of the nation underground, but one of its secretive elements had gone to serious effort to ally with the ghuls. It seemed unlikely that such subterfuge and brokering would be wasted if the army blundered in with an invading force. It seemed far more plausible that they would try to extract as much information and sorcery from the ghuls as they could before attacking them.

      Second, and perhaps far more importantly, was that the German Empire, even with the windfall of fresh men and materials from Eastern Europe, was stretched thin. Germany had been on the brink of surrender just before the Red Rebellions shattered the Russian Empire. So many desperate countries, preferring German autocracy to the mad bloodbath of the conflicting Russian claims, had been the infusion needed to forestall defeat. Yet, even with those reinforcements, even a lowly conscript like Milo had known that victory or even an armistice was a distant, foolish hope. With such an insecure position, why would the Empire make an enemy of those who, up to this point, had been a relative non-factor?

      No, Milo decided with a shake of his head. This had to be something to do with the conventional war being fought above.

      “Do you have anything more to say, Magus?” Lady Hrawn asked, sounding tired or perhaps very bored.

      Milo realized that as he’d been weighing things in his mind, the Nether Council had sat stewing in the roiling whispers of the galleries. If the looks among the Council had been hungry before, they were ravenous now.

      “My word might not mean much to you,” he began, provoking the first affirmative response from the ghuls in the gallery, “but I’ll tell you the truth as far as I know it, with my promise that it is the truth.”

      The audience hall seethed, then seemed to hold its breath as Lady Hrawn nodded.

      “I was sent here to learn the ways of magic from your people,” Milo said, feeling much smaller in the sudden, smothering stillness. “It cost my bosses a lot of money and the lives of many good men to get me here. The men I work for aren’t nice people, or even probably as good as the men who died so I could come here in secret, but they’re not wasteful or stupid.”

      At least, Milo thought, not most of them.

      “They’re at war right now with a lot of enemies, and those are just other humans,” he continued. “Why go to all the expense in blood and resources just to find another enemy to fight? They’ve already got enough of those. They aren’t going to go around looking for fresh fights, especially not with a people they know almost nothing about.”

      The whispers had begun to creep back in, but either delusion or hope convinced him they weren’t as hostile as before.

      “So whatever those zeppelins are for, I don’t think it’s to wage war on you and your people. When you’re fighting a war like they are, you don’t spend what you can’t spare to make new enemies. You spend it to make new friends.”

      Lady Hrawn, the amphibian-faced speaker, and a few other members of the council nodded and exchanged meaningful looks. The crashing wave of whispers descended again, but in the little snippets he caught, there seemed to be as many who were leaning his way as those calling for him to be drawn and quartered.

      The speaker, at a slight inclination of Lady Hrawn’s head, shifted ponderously forward and raised his deep amphibian voice.

      “The council will take these points into consideration and compose a proper initiative to propose to the Bashlek,” he intoned, then swung his heavy gaze to those in front of him. “Our thanks and appreciation to Contessa Rihyani and the magus for their willingness to testify before the Nether Council—”

      A piercing shriek rang from Lady Dazk’s seat, and when Milo swung toward it, he saw that it was empty. She was advancing toward Milo, gesticulating wildly as she ranted.

      “You bring the enemy to our gates, and still you stand and smile at us! You talk about friendship and good lives lost while you plot our destruction! Does your swollen pride have no limits?”

      “Get behind me,” Ambrose rumbled, thrusting himself in front of Milo. The rifle was still slung over his shoulder, but the bodyguard radiated a primal willingness for violence. While tall for a ghul, Dazk wasn’t eye to eye with the big man, and one of his beefy arms probably weighed more than her.

      Milo knew her physical prowess was not the threat. With her denouncing screams, he felt the temperature in the room change again.

      “Ah, the mighty magus cowers behind his slave when faced with the truth,” she screamed. “See the heart of those who would be your conquerors, Ifreedahm! See and know that if we strike now, strike first and strike hard, we can break their spirits and safeguard our homes.”

      A few of the other council members made to speak, some in dismay, some in support, but it didn’t matter. Lady Dazk’s indignant rage was carrying the day, infectious and empowering.

      “And if we are to strike,” she snarled, coming to within arm's length of Ambrose as ghuls great and small from the gallery began to slink forward, “I know just where to start.”

      Milo’s eyes searched the audience chamber, and he saw only a mob of monsters creeping toward him. His hand tightened on the cane, feeling the energy thrumming within it in time with his pounding heart. He searched the crowd for a thin spot, a place where, with a torrent of flame, they might be able to break through.

      It would be a futile move since he and Ambrose were still in the belly of the beast, but he wasn’t going to become someone’s meat without knocking a few teeth out first.

      The magic quickened within the skull, witchfire gleaming in the empty eyes of the dead raptor.

      His eyes still roving, he spied the fey, islands of light and beauty amidst horrors. The colossus still wore his smirk, while the green one looked bored with the entire proceeding. The smaller one, the one who shone silver and shades of violet, was looking at him, her dark-golden-pupiled eyes smiling.

      Seeing he returned her gaze, she inclined her head to Milo across the sea of gnashing teeth and hateful stares and gave him a wink.

      Surprised to say the least, Milo’s witchfire guttered and then was blown out completely as the main entrance to the audience chamber burst open with a tremendous boom.

      All froze as, resplendent upon a palanquin born by four ogre-sized ghuls, Bashlek Marid was borne into the chamber, followed by ranks of the baroquely armored Qareen. The animated corpses moved in perfect unison, bearing spears whose points dripped icy fog. Without a word, the battalion of corpses formed up behind the Bashlek in an unliving wall that stretched across the chamber and stood three deep.

      Atop his lofty conveyance, the Bashlek looked across the room, thoughtfully stroking the crimson length of his stole. His wily and wicked gaze roved over the entire assembly before, with a heavy sigh, he addressed the chamber.

      “My, my this does seem rather serious,” he remarked, let his gaze play across any who would meet his eye. “Was I gone so long that you deemed it fitting to assemble a celebration to welcome me back? Oh, you shouldn’t have, really.”

      Everyone stared at him, silent and stunned, though both Ambrose and Milo had expressions of such intense relief on their faces that they seemed ready to faint.

      Marid’s eyes wandered over to the fey, and his gnarled hands thumped together in a sound too ugly to be clap.

      “You brought entertainment. How grand!” Marid cooed, smiling broadly as all but the silvery fey stiffened. “I must learn who is responsible for this grand affair and reward them handsomely for it. So tell me, who do I have to thank?”

      The chamber remained miraculously silent, not a single whisper to be heard.

      “Come now, humility only gets you so far.”

      “Bashlek Marid,” Lady Dazk began, trying to muster the fiery vitriol she’d had moments before, “the Nether Council was called—”

      “The entire Nether Council is here?” Marid asked with grotesquely exaggerated excitement. “My dear Lady Dazk, you’ve truly outdone yourself. I’ll have to arrange something very...special to repay you for such a gracious return to my city.”

      Milo didn’t bother to hide his smile as he watched the firebrand she-ghul return to her seat in a miserable, skulking cringe. Turning back to see the wickedly gleaming eyes of the ghul monarch, Milo could almost find it in himself to feel bad for the wretched aristocrat.

      Almost.

      “Well, as merry a meeting as this is, I’m afraid I must bid it disband,” Marid declared with a lazy sweep of his claws. “Your Bashlek understands and appreciates your adulation, but I’m afraid more pressing matters require my attention.”

      Before the host of ghuls could skitter into the darkness, their proverbial tails between their legs, Marid pointed a claw at the fey and then Milo.

      “If both sets of my esteemed guests would attend me, I believe there are a few things we must discuss.”
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      After the excitement of the audience chamber, the private gardens of Bashlek Marid might have seemed tame to the point of dull if not for the alien flora that was tended there.

      Luminescent fungal blooms the size of small trees sprouted from clusters of stone or clung in cultured patterns across free-standing walls. Flitting among them here and there were tiny creatures that resembled airborne squids or octopi. Their moist skin was nearly translucent, and Milo spied the hair-thin filaments of their internal structure glittering in ever-shifting shades as they sprang from one growth to another, sometimes snaking in floating motes with their outstretched tendrils.

      Across the floor of the chamber, Milo was treading across the same woolly base that had covered the floor of the tunnel. His eyes now enhanced, it resembled coarse gray hair.

      They followed the Bashlek to one corner of the garden, past a central mushroom as tall as any tree Milo had seen, to a place where the hairy carpet did not reach. In this bald patch, stone stools were arranged haphazardly around a little pool in whose center was a pile of stones. Shimmering and shifting shades of yellow, orange, crimson, and magenta glowed in the spring that rippled up within the pile of stones to spill down into the pool.

      The Bashlek took the seat in the far corner of the garden wall, emitting a groan of relief as he settled against the mossy buds that coated the two walls.

      “Please.” He sighed, gesturing to the stools. “Have a seat, and have no fear. We need only be ourselves here.”

      To illustrate the point, the Bashlek leaned to one side and released a tremendous fart. The air filled with the smell of rotting flesh and something that might have been an abrasive chemical cleaner. Milo fought not to gag as his eyes watered. He glanced at the fey, who unfairly seemed immune to the stench or the grotesque display. Ambrose swore in a few different languages and stepped back a step.

      “Go on and have a seat, Magus,” Ambrose grunted, eying the malodorous monarch warily. “I’m just going to enjoy the scenery, such as it is.”

      The stools were low and sized for ghuls, a fact Milo was convinced was not lost on the ghul monarch as he squatted to perch uncomfortably. Looking to the side, he saw the moonlit fey who must have been Contessa Rihyani slide gracefully onto the seat. A strange impression, a ripple almost across his sense of the unseen, flitted by. Milo noticed he was staring, and she was staring back.

      Milo coughed and cleared his throat, which made it more noticeable when he turned away. To his great discomfort, he found that Marid was also staring at him, his shriveled lips having slid up just enough to show his tangle of fangs.

      “You’ve turned out to be a lot more work than I bargained for,” the ghul said after a lengthy foot-shuffling pause. “More helpful than you know, but even so, it seems that every time I turn around, someone is trying to kill you.”

      Ambrose gave a not-so-subtle sniff that was as good as his “making friends” jibe.

      Milo opened his mouth to apologize, then shut it. A lifetime of monsters, whatever their species, warned him that an apology was not in order.

      “I was just thinking you should rename the audience chamber ‘the arena,’” Milo quipped, doing his best to seem at ease despite the precarious seating. “At least that way, guests have some idea of what they are getting into. You know, good sportsmanship.”

      The Bashlek chuckled and conceded the point with a nod as the contessa offered a brief smile.

      “You handled the situation better than most,” Rihyani said in a soft yet powerful voice. It was the kind of voice that didn’t need to be raised to get attention.

      “I’m not sure we were in the same room then, Contessa,” Milo replied, battering down a sheepish grin. “I’m pretty sure I was seconds away from Lady Dazk picking out bits of me from between her teeth.”

      Marid snorted a laugh at that, but the contessa just gave another cryptic smile as she tilted her head back.

      “Perhaps,” she said, eying him with a gaze that was both aloof and flensing. “But you provided solid reasons, if not evidence, for your innocence. The Nether Council’s more moderate members will be shaken by the Bashlek’s display of power, and the more conservative members will have your words to swing them over to their side.”

      Milo’s eyes wandered to the Bashlek, who’d closed his eyes as he nestled in the blooms like a dog enjoying a roll in the grass. Even so, he nodded slightly at Rihyani’s assessment.

      “Radicals like Dazk aren’t going anywhere,” she continued. “But they’ve played their hand, twice now if I hear correctly, and failed both times. They’ll have to consider other methods to challenge the Bashlek and get rid of you. Subtler ones, and if Dazk is any evidence, it is something they are ill-equipped to do.”

      Milo wondered if sending a Si’lat after him in the food delivery counted as subtle, but before he could say anything, Bashlek Marid cleared his throat as his eyelids rose to half-mast.

      “Yet for all that, there is still the matter of your army snooping around my mountain,” the old ghul said, his gaze sliding to Milo. “Which is why your tutelage will have to be adjusted. Now, just a moment. This is the good part.”

      “But I just started!” Milo blurted and instantly regretted it. He sounded petulant even to his ears. “I, uh, mean, my mission is to learn magic, and so I just can’t, you know, stop.”

      Marid brushed the protest aside with a flick of two claws, eyes sliding closed again.

      “No one said you’d stop,” he muttered distractedly, nestling a little deeper into the fungal fronds so that nearly half his face was concealed. A shiver ran through his wiry form, and there was a subtle spicy scent in the air. A light dusting of pink and white particles fell from the fungus-encrusted wall to land stark against the Bashlek’s inky skin suit.

      There was an awkward silence, and Milo, confused to the point of embarrassment, looked at the contessa, who was looking away discreetly. The silence continued, and Milo looked at the other fey, who just looked bored. He finally glanced at Ambrose, who shrugged helplessly.

      Another shiver ran through the Bashlek’s form and he straightened, opening bright, almost burning eyes. Milo fought the urge to recoil; he knew the eyes of an addict when he saw them.

      Subconsciously, he glanced at the fungal patterns on the wall.

      “Ohhh…ahhh, yesss, that’s better,” the ghul purred in a way that made Milo feel dirty as it brushed his ear. “I swear, it gets better every time.”

      “Nazahr, please,” Contessa Rihyani murmured, the words as soft and unhurried as ever, but Milo felt the subtle tonal shift. Was she embarrassed by the Bashlek?

      For his part, the Bashlek stared at both of them, mortal and fey, for a few seconds, blinking slowly. Then he looked at Rihyani, who still had her face turned away.

      “Oh, fine. I suppose you are right,” the ghul monarch groused, drumming his finger on his knee rapidly. “Business needs to be handled.”

      He suddenly looked around, seeming confused, and then with a stricken look, he turned to the contessa.

      “What were we talking about?”

      Milo would have laughed if this ghul hadn’t saved him from a mob of his enraged fellows less than an hour earlier and remained his best hope of holding those monsters at bay. The latter fact made this scene downright terrifying.

      “The adjustments to the magus’ education,” Rihyani replied in a long-suffering voice. “You were laying out your plans for how he could assist you and still maintain his studies.”

      Marid nodded, claws drumming on his knees even faster.

      “Yes, yes,” he hissed, running a tongue over his teeth and then grimacing. “I remember now. Yes, I had it all figured out before I sent you in to deliver the news about the airships. Yes, yes, yesss.”

      The Bashlek began to rock, his fevered gaze turning to the luminous fountain. The wrinkled folds of his eyelids rose farther then Milo would have thought possible, his face becoming a google-eyed mask fixed on the transition of colors.

      “Care to share, your M—” Milo never got to finish his sentence.

      “Contessa Rihyani will take you and an entourage of my daughter’s,” Marid declared in a distant voice to match his increasingly remote gaze. “Your education will continue on the road to your people’s camp, then they will establish a base of operations to continue the tutelage as you confer with your superiors. The situation requires your presence to secure our interests, and by extension, your mission. As per my arrangement with your superior, his intervention needs to be at specific times to be effective.”

      Milo absorbed the eruption of instruction with a scowl.

      It very much seemed there was a good deal to Jorge’s interaction with the monster that the colonel had not told Milo. Milo had almost assumed that was the case, but having the brunt of his ignorance bear down on him like this was a distinctly unpleasant experience.

      “I suppose,” he began, trying to keep his head above the surface of this pool in which he was scared to find the bottom. “It couldn’t hurt to reestablish contact with Nicht-KAT. That is, as long as Contessa Rihyani is okay with it. I mean, after all, she just got here. If she has other business to attend to, I wouldn’t want to make the lady feel rushed.”

      Milo looked at Rihyani and saw her smiling. An ugly snort and an uglier chuckle rose from Bashlek Marid.

      “The lady’s business was coming here to escort you,” the ghul said. “Do you really think those clumsy flying machines could wander through my domains without me knowing?”

      Milo met Marid’s hot stare, refusing to be cowed by the mad intensity he saw there.

      “It seems you know a good deal more about everyone’s business than I do, Your Majesty,” Milo replied flatly. “When you’re done playing your games, let me know.”

      The tension thickened, and the air seemed to seethe around the Bashlek.

      “Do you find my treatment of you less than hospitable, Magus?”

      “I think you’ve been using me to bait your political rivals since the second I got here,” Milo said, his voice sinking lower and growing harder. “And you don’t much seem to care what kind of danger that puts Ambrose or me in.”

      Marid sniffed, somehow managing to show more of his teeth.

      “It started before you came, actually,” Marid replied with practiced nonchalance. “From the second the rumors spread that I was going to bring a human to Ifreedahm to learn magic. I’ve been using your arrival like a lightning rod to gather all the dissidents under one burning roof.”

      “All right, glad to be of service,” Milo growled in his chest. “Now, how about you keep your political schemes to yourself from here on out?”

      “I have a better idea.” Marid leaned forward, giving Milo the coldest, nastiest grin he had ever seen. “You take what scraps you are given, little magus, and I’ll make sure all of ghuldom keeps forgetting you’re nothing but talking food.”

      Marid maintained the locked gaze, his upper lip twitching a wormy dance that showed his fangs with every spasm. Milo shifted in his seat, unsure if he wanted to be ready to spring up and run or beat the old monster to the pounce.

      Before he could decide, Marid slumped back and laughed uproariously.

      “Oh, Magus, you are nothing if not interesting,” he croaked between wracking fits of guffawing. “Imrah tells me you have the mind of a scholar, hungry and lusting for knowledge, but I see you also have the heart of a fighter. Now I know why she likes you so much.”

      Milo just stared at him, too wary of the mercurial king to acknowledge how shocked he was to hear that Imrah felt anything but loathing toward him.

      “Let me open your eyes a little more, my young scrapper,” Marid said, the laughter dying as his voice turned to ice.

      Marid snapped his fingers.

      Swirling and roiling around the ghul like a spectral storm, Milo saw an entire squadron of incorporeal animates. Some, revealed as they were swimming through the air, were little more than living cobwebs woven into ghostly visages—the Hatif, who were the unseen, unfelt eyes and ears of their master. Others, denser but still without true substance, were knit from shadows and spite and seemed ready to manifest as that black sand. With a word—probably just a thought—Bashlek Marid could summon a dozen Si’lat to descend on any who displeased on him. Circling like sharks scenting blood, the malevolent shades eyed Milo with hollow, hungering eyes.

      “Just remember how small you are, Magus.” Marid whispered the warning. “Before you start picking fights you can’t win.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, I could’ve throttled the little monster,” Milo snarled as he paced in the common room. “Every step of the way, he’s been dangling and using us!”

      Ambrose grunted his acknowledgment from the kitchen, where he watched over a boiling pot of rice. Milo had insisted he was too angry to eat, but the big man had insisted they have something after the excitement of the day.

      “And now, after only three days—three days!—he’s sending us off,” Milo continued. “How am I supposed to learn anything if I am being shoved right back into the fighting? Marid’s welching on his agreement with Jorge now that he’s done with me.”

      “Even if that might cost him his daughter?” Ambrose called, still stirring the simmering pot. “He did say he was sending her with us.”

      Milo paused in his pacing to consider the point but shook his head.

      “I think it’s pretty clear there is no love lost between those two.” He shrugged as he returned to stalking back and forth across the common room. “Besides, a creature like Marid wouldn’t care about things like that. Monsters like him never do.”

      Milo lapsed into brooding and nearly jumped when a sharp hiss filled the room. He whirled to see rice being drained. Ambrose looked up, his face reddening in the cloud of steam.

      “You seem to think you know quite a bit about the Bashlek,” Ambrose noted as he hefted the pot onto the stone countertop and began adding spices, minced vegetables, and diced meat.

      “Because Marid is like every other petty despot.” Milo huffed and threw himself down on a couch, which gave a loud creak of protest. “Call them Bashleks or Headmasters or Officers or Gang Bosses or Monsignors, they’re all the same—self-serving predators who have clawed their way to the top of their local garbage heap.”

      The flood of memories that came with the description dragged Milo’s hands to his head, and he kneaded at his temples. His fingers worked vigorously, as though they might squeeze away the invasive recollections.

      “Well, there’s a bit of baggage that screams for unpacking.” Ambrose chuckled grimly as he scraped what they both hoped were minced leeks into the steaming pot of rice. “So, you want to talk about your problems with authority figures in general or simply hop into exploring your issues with priests?”

      Milo looked out from under his hand to fix Ambrose with a scowl.

      “Is that slop you call food ready yet?”

      Ambrose raised his chin and looked down his crooked nose at Milo.

      “I thought you weren’t hungry, O mighty Magus,” he replied archly as he continued folding in ingredients.

      “I’m just hoping you’ll have something to shove into your mouth soon.” Milo grunted as he spied the two codices he’d received thus far. He scooped up both and deposited them in his lap.

      “It needs to stand for a few minutes,” Ambrose said, leaving the food to cool on the countertop as he ambled over to the couch across from Milo. “Which is just enough time for you to explain how someone who seems passably intelligent is being so very stupid.”

      Milo looked up from thumbing through Awakening Moro, brows knitting together.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m saying,” Ambrose grunted as he settled onto the couch that gave a sympathetic groan, “if you’re smart enough to know all about how types like Marid work, why are you trying to pick a fight with him? What makes you think that is a good idea?”

      “He picked the fight with me.” Milo snorted and let the codex flop on the couch. “Sneering about the contessa and rubbing our noses in how this was all part of his plan and he was using us like pawns.”

      Ambrose shook his head as he folded his hands over his belly.

      “That’s not picking a fight,” he said with a nod. “That’s bragging, which is what you should have expected from a—what did you call him?—‘petty despot.’”

      Milo’s jaw tightened, and his teeth ground together as he forced words between them.

      “He was being an ass.”

      Ambrose shrugged.

      “So?”

      “So?” Milo echoed incredulously. “So we just let him think he can keep pulling our strings, keep using us?”

      Ambrose tapped his feet thoughtfully, rocking slightly this way and that.

      “You think that getting in a staring contest and beating your chest will stop all that?”

      Milo forced a long breath through his nostrils and slowly unclenched his jaw.

      “It will at least show him I’m on to his game, and I’m not playing.”

      Ambrose groaned and raised a hand to mop his face and tug his sideburns in frustration.

      “No wonder you were a penal conscript!”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Milo bristled, fixing the big man with a withering glare.

      “It means stop doing this,” Ambrose explained, letting go of his sideburn and gestured at Milo with a flap of his hand. “This childish posturing and growling, like a cub trying to prove he’s not scared.”

      “I’m not scared,” Milo snapped back, flicking the other codex off his lap with one hand.

      “Then I take back everything I said about you being smart.” Ambrose gave a shake of his head. “We’re past the edge of the map here, Magus, and you’re being schooled in witchcraft by monsters! If you aren’t at least a little bit scared, you are stupid, and being that stupid will get you killed. Probably me too, thank you very much.”

      Ambrose’s words punched through the anger that was swelling inside him, leaving him deflated but unwilling to release his grip. He threw himself back against the couch and raised a fist to grind against his forehead.

      “What do you want me to do?” Milo fumed. “Cower and fawn over that parasite?”

      A smile twitched beneath Ambrose’s mustache.

      “I’m not sure you are capable of fawning over anything,” he said, failing to stifle his grin. “But if you could try to be a touch less confrontational, maybe learn to growl less and listen more, we both might last a bit longer.”

      Milo let off his forehead to look levelly at Ambrose.

      “I’ve heard you growl plenty.”

      Ambrose chuckled and then slapped both hands on his knees.

      “That’s my job,” he said before heaving himself to his feet and turning back to the kitchenette. “And the fact is that for what my job is, it works. But your job isn’t being the ruggedly handsome guardian of some upstart, pretty boy wizard. Your job is to be that upstart wizard, and that means you’ve got to try being more sagely and less of a street tough.”

      Ambrose retrieved two bowls and filled them with the rice mixture, then snatched up two spoons.

      “You really think I’m pretty?” Milo asked in his most delicate voice.

      “Without a doubt,” the big man said with a wink as he handed one bowl and spoon to Milo. “Just don’t tell your teacher. Don’t want the poor girl getting jealous.”

      Milo dug around the clumps of rice to find the seasoned meat, shaking his head as he remembered the Bashlek’s words.

      “I think that more than anything proves how mad Marid is.” He snorted, not wanting Ambrose to see how much he enjoyed the savory smell of the food. “Imrah wouldn’t put me out if I was on fire.”

      “I might think about it,” a voice called from the entrance to the apartment. “And isn’t that a human proverb? ‘It’s the thought that counts.’”

      Milo nearly gagged on his first bite as he spun on the couch to see a naked woman standing in the doorway.

      She was short and shapely, fuller-figured than might have been fashionable, but she would have been quite pleasant to look at had her appearance not been so sudden and she not so nude. After a single uncertain second, she closed the door behind her and strode into the room as Ambrose watched suspiciously. Milo was caught between choking and gawking.

      “Who are you?” Milo wheezed, then fought to clear his throat.

      Dark eyes turned toward Milo, framed by black, straight hair cut along a severe line. Even through his watering eyes, Milo couldn’t help noting something familiar glittering in her gaze. Something which, until very recently, he’d taken for barely suppressed loathing.

      “Imrah?” Milo croaked.

      The woman nodded, then frowned at Milo’s bemused expression.

      “What is wrong with you?” she snapped, glaring at his stunned expression and then turning to Ambrose. “What is wrong with him?”

      “You do look a little different, ma’am,” Ambrose offered. “He might be having a hard time adjusting.”

      She who was apparently Imrah gave an exasperated sigh and turned back to Milo, whose wandering eyes snapped back up to her face. His eyes looked ready to pop out of his head, and if they didn’t, his cheeks were burning hot enough to cook them inside his head.

      “How in Styx am I supposed to accompany you?” she demanded. “Humans are notoriously oblivious, but I’m fairly certain they will notice if a ghul is with you.”

      “I, uh, I guess, um, that makes sense,” Milo muttered. “So will you, uh, be traveling with us, um, like that?”

      Imrah raised a hand, and both men thought she was about to slap him until she reached over with her other hand to give the meat of her forearm a squeeze.

      “If you’d done your reading, you would know this kind of skin-shawl requires considerable time and resources to prepare. Once it’s put on, removing it will destroy it. So yes, Magus, I will be traveling in this meat suit, though Iblis only knows how I’ll manage.”

      “If I may, ma’am,” Ambrose interjected as he cleared his throat with a cough. “I think what the Magus meant was, do you plan to put on clothes before we rejoin the world above? A naked woman might not raise as many eyebrows as a ghul, but it would draw more attention than we’d want.”

      Imrah looked down at herself and then shot a glance to Milo, whose valiant efforts at discretion seemed doomed to failure.

      “As if this clinging flesh weren’t enough,” Imrah fumed, twisting on her heel and stomping over to the couch where Ambrose’s ruined jacket lay.

      With a good deal of fumbling that Milo told himself not to watch but somehow wasn’t able to look away from, Imrah managed to enfold herself in the big man’s coat, which looked like a blue tent draped around her small shoulders.

      “Happy?” She huffed.

      “Not to speak for the Magus,” Ambrose said, giving his ward a wink, “but I’d say we’re about halfway there.”
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      The next day, their party came together at the arched entrance to Ifreedahm: three fey, two humans, and two ghuls wearing convincing skin-shawls. To the relief of Milo, both ghuls had managed to acquire adequate if eclectic clothing. They insisted their garments were common dress for the area, but Milo was fairly certain the strange collection of drab essentials with brightly colored head coverings and fringed shawls were whatever was close at hand.

      Without fanfare and hardly a word shared between them, they’d crossed the causeway and were soon being led through the tunnels by the two disguised ghuls. The plan was for Imrah and Fazihr to lead them out to the foot of the mountain, which Milo had heard in passing was called Shah Fuladi by the human population. Fazihr, in the guise of a small man with dusky skin and a mop of curly dark hair that fell nearly to his shoulders, stated that there was an outpost of ghul sentries near the access to the surface who should have a report of any activity involving human ground forces. Assuming they had the all-clear from the sentries, they would proceed to the surface, where the fey, who were far more accustomed to traveling above ground and knew the area somewhat, would bring them along a forgotten road to Bamyan, where the German forces were supposed to be stationed.

      Everything after that point would be up to Milo and Ambrose to sort out.

      Every step they took in the tunnels leading away from Ifreedahm, Milo felt like his feet were getting heavier. He kept remembering his last glimpse of the venomous jewel that was the capital of ghuldom and wondered if he would ever see it again. He told himself it wasn’t that he’d forgotten how the city’s denizens had tried to kill him on multiple occasions, but that while he was there, magic was everywhere, and it was somehow easier to believe that he could become a wizard. If magic and wonder, even the most terrible kinds, were water, he felt like he was leaving the only oasis to head back into the desert, and he couldn’t say for certain that he would ever return.

      Milo tried to remind himself that his teacher was going with him and his pack was stuffed with tomes of magical lore, some translated but many still in the eye-searing Ghulish script. Imrah had promised to teach him how to make a fetish that would let him read any untranslated language so that he could read Ghulish. Then according to her, he would have the framework to become “a passable necromist.” Coming from his sour tutor, he supposed he should have taken that as a sign to be hopeful, but despite his best efforts, he couldn’t shake his melancholy at returning to the drab, dusty, and no doubt deadly world above—the world at war.

      Absorbed in such grim navel-gazing, Milo didn’t notice the faint silvery light suffusing the air around him until Contessa Rihyani was walking right beside him.

      “Magus,” she said softly, her eyes locked ahead where her two companions walked.

      “Contessa,” Milo replied, stifling his shock. “What can I do for you?”

      The fey gave him a sidelong glance, complete with a small smile.

      “How very genteel of you,” she said. “I’d heard that the age of manners and chivalry was gone among mankind, but I am glad to see that isn’t true.”

      Milo studied the elfin creature, certain she was mocking him but not wanting to be rude on the off-chance she wasn’t.

      “If my manners don’t offend you, you might be the first,” Milo said with a wry chuckle. “It seems that being abrasive is a singular talent of mine.”

      “I’ll second that,” Ambrose called from his place at the rear of the party.

      Lady Rihyani laughed, a sound that made Milo’s heart ache.

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit,” the contessa said, adjusting her muffling robes as they walked. “The fact is that things have been stacked against you since the Magpie sent you on your way. Unfortunately, much has been shaped by forces far outside your knowledge and control.”

      Milo wasn’t going to argue with that, but the mention of birds struck him as an odd interjection.

      “Did you say ‘magpie?’”

      Lady Rihyani nodded, and few silver strands fell free. She tucked them back behind the tapered ears within her hood.

      “Yes, forgive me.” She sighed, a gentle sound that Milo felt he could have bathed in. “For a long time, Colonel Jorge and I communicated using codenames and ciphers, each trying to measure the intentions and abilities of the other. I sometimes revert to old habits.”

      Milo looked at her, unable and unwilling to hide the surprise on his expression.

      “How do you know Colonel Jorge?”

      Rihyani smiled, and her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper.

      “I was the agent sent to contact him when he first began his explorations into our world. It was my job to assess him to resurrect the tradition of the Merry Fellows and reconnect our world and the world of men.”

      Milo eyed the contessa warily. What had first seemed like merely a wandering aristocrat had turned out to be in cooperation with the Bashlek, and she was now telling him she’d been part of the cloak and dagger games when Jorge was in military intelligence. Milo was not adept at games of subterfuge and covert operations, but he felt the conclusion to be drawn was clear.

      Contessa Rihyani was not someone to trifle with, and though she seemed friendly enough, he would be a fool to let his guard down around her.

      Fighting his natural urge to throw up a rough front, Milo only nodded, and in his most sincerely inquisitive tone, asked her, “What is the tradition of the Merry Fellows?”

      “It was once an informal but well-respected collaboration between certain humans and what we fey call the Folk, what you might call supernatural beings.”

      “What the ghuls call ‘shayati,’” Milo offered.

      “Precisely,” the contessa agreed, giving him a smile. He was embarrassed by how giddy it made him feel.

      “When one of the Folk finds an exceptional human,” the fey continued, “they determine if that human can be trusted with knowledge of our existence. If they can, a bargain will be struck for their mutual benefit. Rare even in the days before such dark times as these, it is a credit to your commanding officer that he was chosen, though I’m not so certain he feels the privilege outweighs the burden at this point.”

      Fazihr’s human voice called from up ahead, almost blasphemous in its volume, “We will be nearing the gate soon. After that, it will not be long to the sentry post, and then the surface.”

      “That’s a lot quicker than I expected,” Milo mused with a frown. “It seems like it's only been an hour or so if that.”

      “Ghul tunnels are enchanted to speed travel,” Rihyani replied with a shrug as if it were not particularly surprising. “Why else would they be carpeted in mort-scalp?”

      “Mort-scalp?” Milo breathed, feeling his mouth go dryer with each cushioned step.

      Ambrose muttered a string of profanity that involved multiple saints performing rude and anatomically unfeasible acts.

      “Every time I think ghuls can’t get worse,” the bodyguard growled at the end of his irreverent tirade.

      “My apologies,” Rihyani said, turning to look ahead once more. “I assumed your instructor had explained that.”

      “That must be part of day three’s lesson.” Milo sighed, trying not to wince with every step he took across the hairy floor.

      For a time, they lapsed into silence. When it seemed that the contessa was about to slide forward again to rejoin her own kind, a sudden thought struck Milo.

      “Why the ghuls?” he asked and realized with a cringe the question had been loud enough to echo up and down the tunnel.

      “What do you mean?” Rihyani asked, though one look at her face told Milo she knew exactly what he meant.

      “What I mean is,” Milo began, carefully modulating the tone and volume of his voice, “there are obviously other Folk. I’ve read about different kinds in one of the books Imrah gave me. My question is, why send me to the ghuls first?”

      Rihyani’s expression became fixed, a mask that betrayed nothing as she stared ahead in thought. When her golden pupils finally returned to him, he felt a quickening in his heart that was neither fear nor excitement, but something in between.

      “There were many reasons, some practical to the nature of the task and some to the reality of the world.”

      The answer informed him of nothing, and again Milo had to stow his inclination to become belligerent.

      “I am not sure I understand,” he said apologetically before pressing in. “It might help if you could be more specific.”

      Again the mask and again the penetrating look.

      “One factor is how ghuls exercise their magical nature,” she said, her words chosen with surgical precision. “Ghul magic is of a kind most closely related to common human concepts of science. Ingredients, formulas—those sorts of things. We who were willing to consider the possibility of a human capable of magic felt that their methods might be the best for you to learn.”

      “But that’s not the only reason,” Milo said, his certainty driving the question out of the statement.

      “That wasn’t the only reason,” Rihyani agreed, and without seeming to quicken her pace, she slid back in line with her fellow fey.
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        * * *

      

      They passed the gate, the massive bone creature letting them pass without comment, and made their way up a gradually sloping corridor. Then more silent trudging, until a quarter of an hour from the gate, something in the environment altered.

      Milo noticed it first as a change in the fey in front of him.

      The fey did not walk through the world, they strode in the way he thought kings and princes of bygone years might have. Yet not long after passing the gate, Milo saw their stride became a stalk, every ounce of their grace and poise becoming predatory. Even the bronze colossus, whose head seemed about to scrape the ceiling of the tunnel, moved with the coiling gait of a massive feline.

      Milo wasn’t the only one to notice it.

      “Something’s up,” Ambrose whispered at his shoulder, and a backward glance told Milo the big man was holding his Gewehr in both hands across his body.

      “What is it?” Milo murmured, one hand reaching for the pistol at his hip. He felt the tremor of magic in the hand gripping the skull cane.

      “Not sure,” Ambrose answered with a sniff and a twitch of his mustache. “But our fairy friends seem concerned, and there’s a smell on the air that I don’t like.”

      Taking his own sampling of the air, Milo noted that there was something decidedly caustic. It was nothing so distinct as a smell, more of an irritant or a tickle in his nostrils and at the back of his throat. A few minutes later, the smell had grown to a chemical stench on the air, like someone had set cleaning products on fire.

      If you could burn ammonia, Milo thought, it would smell like this.

      A prickle of terror rolled up Milo’s spine and he turned back toward Ambrose, not caring that he could practically feel the blood draining from his face.

      “Could this be some kind of chemical attack?” he whispered, fear sharpening his voice.

      Of all the horrors of the war he’d been braced for, the threat of horrors concocted by some sadist in a lab coat had always struck him as one of the most sinister. Bullets, bombs, and shells to rip, blast, and obliterate were more honest and acceptable. A caustic fog that ate your lungs out of your chest or a noxious mist that shriveled your eyes on its way to your brain…

      Milo’s chest tightened and his jaw popped as he waited for the celestial soldier’s assessment. The thought that he’d rather end up in a ghul’s belly than choke to death in some hole occurred to him. At least he might gag the monster that ate him.

      “A gas attack in tunnels like these only works if you don’t plan on taking the tunnels,” the bodyguard said after an evaluation. “Not enough ventilation to clear them out, and depending on what poison you’re putting down the chute, it could stay toxic for a good while. I’d say it’s unlikely.”

      Milo let out the breath he’d been holding, telling himself the air he was about to replace it with simply stank and was not going to condemn him to an agonizing death.

      Up ahead, the fey had come to a halt. Hearing sharp, hushed voices, he shuffled forward, Ambrose at his shoulder.

      “Regardless, the mort-scalp is gone, and that’s going to slow everything down,” Fazihr was explaining as he darted rodentlike glances up the tunnel. “Perhaps we should return to Ifreedahm and see—”

      “No,” Imrah interjected, making her retainer cringe. “The Bashlek has given us a task, and we will see it done, even if it will take a little longer.”

      Fazihr wrung his hands, staring at them as though cursing the blunt digits that hid his claws.

      “Loyalty is an admirable trait,” he said, clearing of his throat. “But of no use if it gets us all killed.”

      “So, you know what did this?” Contessa Rihyani asked, looking from Fazihr to Imrah and back.

      “Well, no,” the ghul retainer confessed, wilting under the glare of his mistress. “But the mort-scalp is fashioned to be extremely resilient. It is the corpus that provides the essence, so it needs to be robust, especially in stretches like these that must be ready to communicate a potential invasion. It would take a concerted effort to scour or uproot so much of it.”

      “Requiring substantial forces then,” Rihyani said, following his logic. “We could be heading into a large contingent of soldiers.”

      “Precisely,” Fazihr agreed, turning a pleading eye to Imrah. “Think of the damage it would do to Ifreedahm, to your father, if the Bashlek’s daughter was taken hostage by meatsacks.”

      Ambrose gave a dry cough, and all turned around to stare at the two humans.

      Milo stared back mutely until Ambrose surreptitiously dug an elbow into his back.

      “I—”

      The elbow dug again.

      “We don’t think it is a chemical attack.”

      The stares continued.

      The elbow dug again.

      “So...so, I don’t think this has anything to do with the Germans’ forces,” Milo continued, feeling squeezed between the stares of the inhuman party and Ambrose’s questing elbow. “So, uh, we should press on unless we have a good reason not to.”

      “Our reason,” Fazihr snarled, “is that we have no idea what lies ahead. We could be walking into a trap or something worse. The point is, we don’t know.”

      “But we do know that zeppelins are flying around this mountain,” Milo said, his voice unflinching but dispassionate. “Which means there is a better than good chance that there will be major movement in this area. If you get me—ugh, us, us!—to Bamyan, we can make sure a lot more of those meatsacks don’t start marching all over this mountain.”

      Fazihr bared his teeth, but a furtive look at Imrah stilled further protests.

      “Fine,” the retainer spat. “Then may I advise the humans to go first? It’s a straight march to the sentry post from here.”

      Milo looked at Ambrose, who nodded.

      “We’ll scout ahead then.” Milo sighed. “I mean, at this point, we’re practically experts at tunnels, right?”
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        * * *

      

      Creeping down the scoured stretch of tunnel was at once tedious and stressful in a manner that Milo imagined was akin to what men in the trenches felt.

      Every moment seemed to threaten them with a messy end, but as the moments stretched into minutes that stretched into hours, the sharp edges of the threat grew dull. Instead of a piercing trauma that awakened the body with adrenaline and sharpened every sense, there was the grating rasp of another advance, another step, another breath toward a death that wasn’t in any hurry to arrive. After three hours of the grinding experience, Milo found himself fantasizing about what would end his life. Would it be a bullet ripping from far up the tunnel? A mine or some other booby trap to rip him apart or jelly his guts? Maybe a tunnel rat commando springing from a black alcove to plunge a knife into his chest?

      The longer he dwelt on how his life would end, the longer and more fanciful his morbid daydreams became. Soon he was layering levels of plot and symbolism, like a ninepence rag’s attempt at a modern morality tale.

      Thus distracted, it was no surprise that he nearly planted his foot in a splatter of viscous goo four hours into the unaugmented trek to the surface. The only thing stopping him was Ambrose’s strong hand gripping his shoulder.

      “Hold on,” the bodyguard murmured, drawing Milo back a step and then hunkering down to frown at the glistening smear. “Perhaps a little of your light.”

      “LIGHT,” Milo obliged, and beams of green light shone from the sockets of his cane.

      The floor, as reported by the ghuls, had been stripped of the mort-scalp, leaving only bare stone whose surface was scoured clean. Milo was no spelunker, but even the dust or damp you might have expected was absent. This gelatinous splotch was the first interruption they’d seen in that sterile length of the tunnel.

      “Anything about this or something like it in those books?” Ambrose asked, flicking out a penknife from a pocket. The tiny blade was humorously small in his shovel-sized mitts. “Because this doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen.”

      Milo sank to his haunches, keeping the light fixed on the goo as Ambrose hooked his blade in the largest lump of the translucent sludge. The burnt ammonia smell was enough to sting the eyes, and Milo found himself blinking rapidly and rocking back.

      “Some new gel fuel?” Milo suggested as he shook his head to clear the noxious fumes clinging to it. “Something for flamethrowers, maybe? That could be what cleared out the mort-scalp.”

      Ambrose made a face as he raised the wobbling hunk, watching with dread fascination as it liquified and dripped on the floor.

      “Maybe,” he murmured, then made a face as though he could taste the vile blob. “But that means they used fire to scour the mort-scalp, but that seems unlikely on two scores. First, it would have filled the tunnels with smoke and eaten up the air inside. Any commander ordering his men down to scour tunnels like that would soon have the troops staggering out, smoke-blind and gagging, assuming the poor fools came out at all.”

      Milo nodded in understanding but was unwilling to let the theory go.

      “And the other score?”

      “The other bit is that it's a big and risky expenditure of men and material,” Ambrose explained, fumbling with his free hand for a match. “To scour so much tunnel with fire would mean teams of men taking shifts to make sure the weapons and men didn’t overheat, along with men bringing them water and fuel regularly. The only reason to do that is if you know the ghuls use it to work their magic, but that means not only knowing about the ghuls but their magic too, something no one is supposed to know about.”

      “Supposed to.” Milo grunted as though offended by the two words appearing next to each other.

      “Fair point,” Ambrose conceded, holding up his liberated match. “Which is why we light this little blob and see what happens. If it burns quick, you might be right. If not, we’re back to being clueless. Science, pure and simple.”

      Milo didn’t know if the big man’s grasp on the scientific method was up to scratch, but he had nothing better to suggest. He nodded in agreement, though he rose to shuffle backward as he did.

      “Fair enough,” he said, wondering just how big a mistake it would be to light up their position by setting off the fuel, if that was what it was. He comforted himself that given the sight-salve he’d applied first thing this morning, the pitch-dark of the tunnel had no secrets from him, even without beams stabbing out from the skull. It was nothing but a stretch of tunnel curving gently up and to the left as far as he could see. Nowhere for an enemy to hide unless they could pass through the stone walls, which, when he thought about his new reality, was not as comforting as he might have hoped.

      “Fire in the hole,” Ambrose muttered as he struck the match, sending up a flare-orange flame.

      The match advanced toward the blob, and for a second, Milo thought the jellied mass’s quivering was shivering away from the flame. The blob gave a small keening squeal as it jumped. It didn’t fall or wobble free, but leapt, gathering itself together in the bat of an eye and catapulting free of the penknife, arching as it strained for the floor.

      Ambrose was so surprised he dropped the match. It landed on the initial smear, which lit with a whoosh of sulfurous flame. The same piercing cry, almost a shriek, rose from the burning splotch, even as fingers of flame slime kindled the fleeing blob.

      Milo and Ambrose watched in horrified amazement as the filaments of fire caught up with the retreating lump, then both men covered their ears as an even more terrible sound stabbed through the air. Screaming and burning, the blob continued its lurching, squirming retreat as it fled, and even as they tried to plug their ears, Milo and Ambrose made to follow.

      “Doesn’t seem like fuel to me,” Ambrose shouted as they trotted after it. “Leastwise, I hope not.”

      Milo was too busy jogging, trying to cover his ears with one arm while the other kept the witchlight trained on the fleeing cohort before he realized how silly he was being. The tortured goo was providing more than enough light.

      “What do you think it is?” Milo called. They moved to keep it in sight as it followed the tunnel up and around.

      “Very uncomfortable at the moment, I’d say,” Ambrose called, laughing.

      Milo shook his head and jogged on.

      A minute longer, the blob started coming apart, even as it kept trying to escape, bigger and bigger pieces peeling off to curl and twist into puffs of ash. Its keening was now just a high, pitiable whine.

      “Where is it going?” Ambrose wondered.

      “It better get there fast,” Milo grunted. “It’s not going to last much longer.”

      Milo thought that was just as well because despite his fitness, he was struggling to catch his breath as they jogged along. The air seemed thicker, the chemical stench heavier, and something at the back of his throat tasted like metal.

      “Maybe we should put it out,” Ambrose said, pulling ahead and tugging a long rag from his back as he ran. “Need to have something to show the creepies.”

      The creature, if such a thing was possible, being so flammable made Milo doubtful, but before he could voice his thoughts, he saw something in the tunnel up ahead that turned his words into a cry of horror.

      Ambrose’s eyes swung upwards and both men stood, rooted to the tunnel floor.

      Seething forward like an undulating tide, Milo saw more of the gelatinous gunk surging down the tunnel toward them. In the vision granted him by the sight-salve, writhing layers of darkness filled the black frame of the tunnel, but as it neared the burning blob, Milo’s eyes saw it in the light of the tortured flames. It was gray and glistening, flecked with discolorations across its surfaces and darker shapes writhed in its murky folds. For all its liquid movement, there was a will to the advance, the leading tongue of the tide surging forward to lap up the burning blob.

      The tunnel was so heavy with the scorched stench that Milo wondered if he could choke to death on stink.

      There was a merciful hiss of flame extinguishing, as the blob was smothered by the mother jelly, but then, with more fury and contempt than anything so amorphous had a right to be, it turned upon Milo and Ambrose.

      Rearing back, a pseudopod of slime arched and then flicked a tentacle, hurling gobbets at Ambrose. The big man freed himself from fear’s paralyzing grip and dove out of the way, but one blob splashed across the back of his trouser leg. There was a hiss, and Ambrose gave a snarl of pain as white wisps of vapor rose from the congealing slime.

      Ambrose swore and kicked as he ran back toward Milo, flecks of goo flying free, along with bits of his trousers and the flesh beneath.

      “Run!” the bodyguard shouted, his booming voice battering Milo back to himself. They ran side by side through the tunnel.

      One terrified glance over his shoulder told him the huge, squirming horror was closing on them, and Milo knew there was no way they could outrun it. He felt the heavy cane in his hand, and for an instant, thought of throwing it aside but then the magic hummed against his soul as though begging him to remember.

      If the smaller blob had burned…

      Milo slowed and then spun around, forcing himself to remember the exercises he’d done with Imrah and the pillars. Only this time, he wanted the torrent of flames instead of bolts.

      “BUR—” he began, piling a blunt wedge of essence through the skull, but then he saw an avalanche of slime about to descend and his focus crumbled. Time seemed to slow as he watched the arching wave rushing down on him. Through the quavering layers of muddy flesh, he saw the black shapes, limbs twisting and bodies writhing.

      That’s about to be me, Milo realized numbly, just before a vice-like grip clamped over his shoulder and hauled him backward.

      His feet leaving the tunnel floor, Milo flew several feet down the tunnel before skidding to a skin-peeling stop on his back. Looking between his outward splayed legs he saw the living tide slam down on Ambrose. Milo tried to scream, but he was winded, and his efforts to climb to his feet were drunkenly clumsy.

      In mockery of Milo’s wheezing protests, the wrathful Mother Jelly lifted Ambrose in its smothering grip, twisting hard to the left and then to the right and smashing the big man against the walls of the tunnel. With each impact, there was a wet slap to accompany the bone-crunching thump, treating Ambrose like a slipper in a mutt’s jaws.

      Milo was on his unsteady feet, cane thrust out before him like he wanted the skull to bear witness.

      Will! he screamed internally. Bend it to your will!

      “BURN!”

      With a maniacal cackle, the skull’s jagged beak split to unleash a torrent of witchfire.

      The emerald flames worked their terrible power instantly, and the slime burst into flames. It recoiled with shocking speed, letting Ambrose’s limp body drop to the floor as it slithered backward. Like burning filth sucked down a drain, the mother jelly retreated up the tunnel, vanishing in less time than it had taken for it to appear. Tendrils of caustic white vapor rose from the walls, and a thin sheen of slime smoldered before shriveling into nothing.

      “Simon,” Milo gasped, limping forward in the wake of the horror’s retreat. “Ambrose!”

      The big man didn’t respond or move as Milo forced his way through the gagging stink to kneel beside him.

      Gently as he could with shaking hands, Milo rolled his bodyguard and friend over, only to fight back a sob as he beheld a face with features chewed down to the bone.
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      Simon Ambrose lay on the ground in front of Milo, motionless, unbreathing, dead.

      His limp body was pitted and gnawed, ragged holes dotting his flesh where the caustic grip of the gelatinous horror had found greater purchase. Even below the surface, his bones were splintered, forcing his body into odd, unnerving angles on the floor. His clothes were in tatters, hardly enough to cover the expanse of raw meat that glistened in the dark.

      The face, though, was the greatest blow to Milo. It rent his heart, yet he was unable to look away. The soft tissue and facial hair were gone except for a few knots that only highlighted the damage. The revealed bone was scarred by the vitriolic touch as well, moldering and pocked by discolored rings. It was a vision of nightmares, but it was all that was left of the only man who might ever have been a true friend to Milo.

      “Idiot,” Milo said half-heartedly, wishing he could muster the will for more. “Why did you do that?”

      Through the hard, bitter years of his short life, Milo had become proficient at hardening his heart, first in the Waisenhaus in avoiding deprivation and abuse, then in Roland’s gang to achieve status and therefore protection, and finally as a penal conscript, just to stay alive and sane. Experience had educated him extensively on the virtues of emotional distance, objectification, and hate. He’d understood early on that tears meant nothing when no one was there to dry them, so such weakening sympathies were throttled inside him.

      Or so he thought.

      A string of the curses and imprecations of the dead bodyguard dripped from Milo’s lips.

      “Damned fool,” he snarled, hoping anger could bludgeon the grief out. “Stupid, swollen, shuffling…”

      His throat ached, and his vision began to blur.

      “You-you fat moron,” he began again, forcing the words around the lump in his throat. “Now I’m alone with the monsters. Now...now…”

      Something wet and burning slid from his eyes to roll down his cheeks.

      “Idiot,” Milo bleated, batting his face before grinding the heel of his palm into his treacherous eyes. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!”

      He told himself he needed to stop blubbering over an empty pile of broken meat. He told himself he needed to report back to the others, who were even now creeping slowly up the tunnel. He even told himself the monstrous thing might return, but none of it seemed to matter.

      You promised not to care anymore! his heart wailed at him between the quiet sobs. You promised to never feel this. Never again.

      The tears fell, and Milo could not move until they had. He cursed himself, Ambrose, the ghuls, the German Empire, humanity, and God, but it didn’t matter.

      He knelt in the dark and cried for a fallen friend.

      Then light came to the dark.

      Burning, glaring, and hot.

      Milo, confused and revived by fresh terror, scrambled back, covering his eyes. Jerking to his feet, he pressed down the panic at the sudden heat and light and tried to get his bearings. Through his swimming senses, he realized the blinding light was coming from Ambrose’s body, a living radiance that drove Milo back with its intensity.

      It was red, but not the terrible crimson light that had crowned the guard in the tunnels days before. This was different—cleaner and brighter, yet no less terrifying than that previous alien glare.

      Milo’s back was against the sour-smelling tunnel wall, and despite the stink, he turned his face away and hid it against the stone. The light pulsed and Milo felt the heat of it cut through him. He screamed.

      Then the light left, passing beyond the gulfs between spheres, and Milo was in the dark tunnel once more.

      Shivering and swearing, he turned back toward Ambrose’s body and beheld a new horror.

      The corpse was sitting up, mangled face turned toward Milo, red stars glowing from its hollow sockets.

      “ויאמר יהוה לא־ידון רוחי באדם לעולם בשגם הוא בשר” came the declaration from a ruined throat.

      In Milo’s mind the words thundered, carried by the magic of the elixir Imrah had taught him to fashion to reveal all tongues to him.

      And the Lord hath not spoken of a man in everlasting flesh!

      Then the dead man rose and moved toward Milo, ruined hands outstretched.
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      Instinct took over, and Milo, gripping the heavy cane in both hands, swung out with a crushing blow.

      One ravaged hand caught the shaft of the cane and stopped it dead. The shock of the sudden stop jolted Milo’s arms, and he staggered forward and lost his grip on the cane.

      Off-balance, he stumbled into the corpse, rebounding off one sloped shoulder before sliding awkwardly to the ground. His former bodyguard and friend loomed over him, and Milo was certain the end had come. The hands descended toward him slowly, and as he watched them, Milo had time to curse himself.

      This is what you get for caring, you damn fool.

      The fingers closed around the front of his jacket, and Milo could feel the living heat coursing through them. That was strange. He would have laughed—his last thoughts were concerned with the temperature of an animated body before it murdered him. He’d heard that people’s lives were supposed to flash before their eyes, but since no such thing happened, Milo assumed his wretched life was simply not worth the trouble to remember.

      As the hands, still possessed of that terrible strength their former owner had in life, dragged him upward like a rag doll, Milo remembered the tarot card in his pocket. Suddenly desperate to see it one last time, he snaked his arm around to rummage in his breast pocket.

      His fingers had just brushed its worn surface when the grip on his jacket tightened, trapping his hand inside his coat.

      Hope is for the disappointed fool, Milo chided himself with what he was certain was his last thought.

      Whatever gripped him easily bore his weight as it reached for his throat.

      Milo thought about fighting, part of his mind telling him not to surrender, but black despair and powerlessness had sapped his strength. He would stare into the hellish glimmering sockets that had once belonged to his only friend and let the end come. In a perverse way, the cold certainty of it was a comfort, or at least an anesthetic.

      The fingers slid under his jaw.

      Then along the jawline to his ears.

      Then across his cheek, gliding to his nose, where forefinger and thumb traced the shape of it before moving to brush across his eyes and brow.

      The grip holding him upright was as hard as steel, but the fingers mapping the contours of his face were as gentle as any human hand that had ever touched him. Milo, whether in fear or surrender, had let his eyes slide out of focus as he waited for death, but in the face of such odd behavior, he looked at Ambrose’s ruined face in confusion.

      Raw, bloody lips twisted into something like a smile over pitted pink-smeared teeth.

      Milo gawked, but not at the horror of such a smile. Seconds before, there had been nothing to smile with.

      He stared for a few seconds longer as flesh filled the mutilated visage. It was like watching some gory flower bloom. Fractured bones set, sinews reattached, and after almost a minute, skin began to appear in bald pink patches.

      “Ambrose,” Milo said tentatively. “Ambrose, can you hear me?”

      The big man’s head bobbed, though he cocked his head to the side as though he struggled to hear. Milo could see why: even as they repaired themselves, Milo could see that where the man’s ears had been were ragged pits in the sides of his head. That he could hear anything was a miracle.

      And the miracle wasn’t done.

      The man was regenerating before his eyes, and not just his face. Looking down, Milo saw bones lurching back into alignment and the body straightening. Beneath his tattered clothes, the wounds in his flesh filled with fresh meat before sheathing themselves in bright new skin.

      Inch by inch, Ambrose was being made whole.
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      Less than three minutes from when he’d laid hands upon Milo, Ambrose was restored. His iron grip transformed into a crushing hug.

      “Ho-ho, it’s good to see you, boy!” he chortled as he squeezed Milo until he saw spots. “I knew you could do it! Knew down to my boots and back!”

      Milo frantically slapped his free hand on the big man’s back as the other hand, trapped between their bodies, gave a wet pop.

      Ambrose grunted and released his grip, and the two separated.

      Milo heaved in a deep breath and shook his head to try to dispel the bleary fireworks going off behind his eyes.

      “Must’ve gotten a little carried away,” the bodyguard muttered sheepishly, then reached out again. “Didn’t hurt your arm, did I?”

      Milo’s hand was still in his breast pocket, and with a start, he drew it out.

      The tarot card somehow caught on his retreating fingertips and sprang from his coat of its own accord. Milo lurched after it, but Ambrose’s reflexes were quicker. Sausage-thick fingers snagged the card on its fluttering path and held it up before his freshly regrown eyes. They had been one of the last things to regrow, and Milo could not say he was sad to be free of the red glow that had come from the sockets.

      “Damn you, Ambrose,” Milo snarled, an old fear driving away the warmth of the moment. “That’s mine, give it to me!”

      Ambrose looked up at Milo, hurt and confusion plainly written across his broad features.

      “Sure enough, Magus,” he said softly, holding up the folded card for Milo to snatch. “I was only keeping it from touching the filthy floor.”

      Milo swore and shoved the card back inside his coat, unable to meet the big man’s searching gaze.

      “So, when were you going to tell me you were immortal?” Milo asked as he straightened his coat, the question coming out sharper than he’d intended.

      Ambrose took a step back, looked around the dark tunnel, then shrugged.

      “Not sure immortal is the right word for it,” he said, letting his arms fall to his sides as he realized there wasn’t enough of his pants left for pockets. “I’m fairly certain I die every time.”

      “Every time?” Milo asked as he stepped around the big man to retrieve his cane.

      He still couldn’t meet Ambrose’s wounded stare.

      “I don’t make a habit of it,” he said, shrugging again. “But life is dangerous, especially in the environments I seem to find myself in. By my count, it’s happened four times, including this incident of course.”

      “Of course,” Milo remarked drily as he examined his cane.

      It seemed undamaged by its time on the tunnel floor, for which he was thankful as he straightened and looked up the tunnel the way the horror had gone.

      “So you knew,” Milo said, forcing himself to look at Ambrose. “You knew when you threw me back and stood in the way of that...thing. You knew you’d come back.”

      Ambrose's face scrunched, the expression odd without his mustache. Stubble and a few longer scraggles of hair dotted his face, but it seemed the healing powers the demi-human possessed did not include complete facial hair reconstruction.

      “Well, I’m not sure I even thought about that,” Ambrose said slowly, chewing things over as he spoke. “But I suppose on some level I might have known. Why?”

      It means I wasn’t worth dying for, not really.

      Anger, hot and bitter, shot through Milo’s mind like bile, but he choked it back. He hated himself for the realization as much as he hated himself for thinking it. The thought felt petty and low, but he couldn’t shake its hold on him even as he forced a small, disingenuous smile onto his face.

      “I’m a wizard, or at least one in training, right?” he replied with a hollow chuckle. “It’s my business to be curious about supernatural occurrences.”

      “I suppose so.” Ambrose nodded, though a quick glance confirmed that he wasn’t convinced. “But you can stop with all that ‘in training’ business if you ask me. Driving off that monster qualifies you for professional wizard chops in my utterly amateur opinion.”

      Down the tunnel they heard a commotion, the clear, perfect voices of the fey mingling with rougher human tones. The rest of the party was coming toward them, and from the sound of their feet and the words exchanged, they were coming quickly because of the sounds of the past several minutes.

      The thought of retelling everything sucked the life from Milo, and his shoulders slumped just before a big mitt slapped down on them.

      “Please, Magus,” Ambrose whispered hoarsely, stealing a quick glance down the tunnel. “Please don’t tell them about me dying and coming back.”

      “Why?” was all Milo could manage as he stared into his bodyguard’s pleading face.

      “Loads of reasons,” Ambrose said. “But most of all, because I am asking you.”

      Milo scowled, while down the length of the tunnel, he thought he saw the glimmer of the fey’s glowing skin reflecting off the stone walls.

      “Fine,” he hissed. “But you’re going to explain yourself when we get to Bamyan.”

      “Sure, sure.” Ambrose nodded vigorously as he stepped back and tried to rearrange his tatters to something a little more modest.

      Both saw that the fey and disguised ghuls were indeed jogging toward them.

      “And while we're at it,” Ambrose whispered, a second before the others were in earshot, “you can tell me why that card’s got you all in a tizzy.”
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      After explaining the events in the tunnel sans Ambrose’s death and revivification more than three times, neither the fey nor the ghuls had much of anything useful to say.

      “I have never heard of such a thing,” Imrah said, sounding almost offended at having to make the confession. The situation was the same for the fey, and as though determined to be even less helpful, Fazihr used the opportunity to express his previously dismissed opinion.

      “I told you this was foolish,” he spat, crossing his arms and throwing an eye toward Imrah, who only sniffed.

      “Last I checked,” Ambrose rumbled, “you weren’t the one that almost got eaten, so don’t go getting your snout out of sorts on my account.”

      Fazihr opened his mouth to object, but seeing nothing but unsympathetic gazes around him, he wisely decided to close it with a dull clack of teeth. He turned toward the surfaceward tunnel and kept a fretful watch, rocking from foot to foot.

      “The question is, what should be done now?” The contessa looked Ambrose over speculatively. “Not to be insensitive to your modesty Mr. Ambrose, but we’re remarkably lucky that the only damage done was to your clothing. Things could have been much worse.”

      “Not to argue, but it wasn’t just my clothes,” Ambrose explained, his eyes cutting almost imperceptibly to Milo before he continued. “That nasty jelly also ate my rifle, my knife, and my pack, which included my best tobacco tin.”

      The fey stared, their expressions inscrutable, while Imrah looked at the bodyguard as though he was being obtuse.

      “I’m sure there will be opportunities for you to outfit yourself appropriately once we get to the human camp,” the she-ghul said archly. “But there is still the matter of what to do next, and despite what just happened, I remain determined that we should push forward.”

      “I think what Ambrose is saying,” Milo cut in with a nod to the big man, “is that first of all, he is unarmed, second, that this thing can break down metal as well as flesh, and finally that when we do reach the German camp, we need to have a good explanation for why he is in such a state.”

      Imrah narrowed her eyes at Milo, then slid her glance to the nodding Ambrose and back.

      “Very well,” she said slowly, as though sensing something amiss. “The Jurhumidon can stay close to the contessa’s retainers for protection, and we can say he was the victim of a trap left by enemy forces, an incendiary of some kind. You did say your people were scouting the area to reach the enemy armies beyond.”

      Milo looked at Ambrose, who gave the slightest shrug.

      “That will do, I suppose,” Milo said. “Though we better hope it is not a long trek from the exit to Bamyan.”

      “In that, our luck holds out,” Rihyani said with a smile at Ambrose. “As I understand it, our exit from the mountains will bring us out very near Shahr-e Zuhak, an old ruin that is not much more than ten miles from Bamyan. I am glad to see your boots survived, though, because it is rough ground.”

      Ambrose wiggled his toes in a gnawed patch of the boot’s toe.

      “They’ll serve well enough, I suppose,” the bodyguard said, then blushed at Rihyani’s beatific smile. “Which means we should get on our way, eh?”

      “Suppose so,” Milo said, turning back toward the tunnel, gripping the cane so hard his knuckles popped.

      “This is insane,” Fazihr whined. “For all we know, that thing is waiting for us to stumble into it again, only this time, it will be ready.”

      “We’ll be ready too,” Milo said, raising the skull and compelling just enough magic to make the sockets flicker.

      “That’s far from comforting, Magus.” The retainer sneered and turned to his mistress. “Imrah, please! I know you are strong-willed, but this is beyond stubborn. We must turn back.”

      Imrah eyed the disguised ghul with an intensity at odds with her human form, and the force of her glare had Fazihr shrinking back.

      “Your cowardice is becoming obnoxious,” she growled, the sound no less predatory for her human throat. “If you are so determined to return to Ifreedahm, why don’t you scurry back?”

      “By myself?” Fazihr gulped, then, seeing the hard gaze of his mistress, looked at the fey. Contessa Rihyani and her companions stared back, faces so still they might have been phosphorescent statues.

      Impossibly and hilariously, the cringing ghul glanced at the two humans, his blunt teeth grinding as oily sweat sprang out on his brow.

      “Sorry, Fazihr,” Milo said flatly. “This Magus has business in Bamyan.”

      “Don’t look at me, friend. I’m naked,” Ambrose shrugged and nodded at Milo. “Besides, I go where he goes.”

      Seeing there was nothing for it, Fazihr swore bitterly under his breath and turned to the tunnel stretching back toward Ifreedahm.

      “I hope—” he began, but Imrah’s patience was at its end.

      “Start running!” she snarled, fingers curled so the tips began to bulge and distend with her hidden claws. “Run, or I will tear out your eyes so they can watch me eat the rest of your face!”

      Like he’d been scalded by a jet of boiling water, Fazihr yelped and tore down the passage in the direction from which they had just come. Only once he’d rounded a curve and the slap of his feet could no longer be heard did Imrah turn stiffly to the rest of the company.

      “I’ll take point with the magus,” Imrah said, her tone brooking no argument. “Now that we know the creature fears fire, we should be able to keep each other safe.”

      There was a rustle in the oversize jacket she wore, and she drew out a small parchment envelope. She took out a pinch of brick-red powder and snorted it up both nostrils, then drew in a heavy breath. A fiery glow shone from within the hollow of her throat. Curls of black smoke slid out of her nostrils, and as she spoke to Milo, tiny tongues of flame licked from her lips.

      “Shall we?”
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      The tunnel was as bare and noxious as the passage before, resulting in more of the grinding, expectant marching Milo loathed.

      For hours, with hardly a word between them, Milo and Imrah marched, peering between the shades of darkness granted them by the sight-salve. Nothing emerged to challenge them, and they didn’t see any more signs of the gelatinous monster, though its stench was ever-present throughout the corridor. The only thing noticeable was the utter lack of mort-scalp, and at this point, it just seemed an insult to Milo that the predatory slime had to not only threaten their lives but also complicate their travel plans. As the miles unfolded in their perpetual slog upward, Milo tried to remind himself that as a conscript in a line infantry regiment, he should have expected long marches to be the norm. He quieted the thought by deciding that expecting and accepting were two different things.

      Pressing into four hours since they’d moved away from Ambrose and the fey, they came upon a place where the tunnel opened into a wider, taller chamber. A few feet into the chamber, walls of packed stone were visible, connecting at off angles. A single narrow lane passed between two sections. Walkways and platforms festooned the tops of the walls a dozen feet above.

      “This is the sentry post,” Imrah breathed, throwing up more licks of flame. “Now, where are the sentries?”

      There wasn’t a sound except the scuff of their feet on stone and the occasional crackle of Imrah’s burning breath. The silence was so complete and Milo strained so hard to hear anything that soon he felt he had gone deaf to all but the scrape of his feet.

      “That slime creature,” Milo whispered, desperate to hear something. “Could it have killed them?”

      The sacrilege of the whispered words hung in the still air, but when nothing struck them down, Imrah shook her head and looked around.

      “I don’t know,” she murmured, her human face looking frightened despite her draconic countenance. “I’m not sure I know anything anymore.”

      Without warning, she headed down the lane, and Milo scrambled after her. Within five steps, they were among a labyrinthine series of twists, turns, and intersecting lanes between the looming stone walls.

      “It certainly smells like the thing was here,” Milo spat as the stink closed around them with the nearness of the walls. “Like someone started to clean a latrine and decided to burn it instead.”

      “It is peculiar, isn’t it,” Imrah said distractedly, pausing at a nexus where several lanes crossed. Without explanation, she took the leftmost lane, which led to another circuitous route between the fetid walls.

      “Please tell me this convoluted design is intentional,” Milo requested after losing track of how many turns they’d taken for the second time. “Is this a defensive measure to trap intruders?”

      “Trap? No,” Imrah said, pausing to sniff the air and wrinkle her nose. “It is a defensive measure, though. All these corridors lead into side tunnels to the surface. All except one.”

      Milo, having made the foolish mistake of trying to smell what the ghul had smelled on the air, bit back a retching cough after a noseful of the putrid air.

      “Oh,” he wheezed, finally mastering his gag reflex. “Not a trap, but a diversion.”

      “Yes, of course,” Imrah said distractedly.

      They emerged from between the walls in a small chamber that narrowed into another tunnel. The chamber felt different to Milo, and with a start, he realized that his enhanced eyes noticed dust on the floor. He could also taste a difference in the air. It was a refreshing relief after the oppressive stink of the creature, even though it only smelled of sunbaked earth.

      Sunbaked earth? Milo thought. Dear God, we must be close to the surface.

      Milo, having been raised in cities, had never been the type to thrill at the thought of the open sky and the wide, wild world, but he felt a sudden desperate yearning for sun and sky. If Imrah hadn’t been there with him, he was certain he would have pelted down the tunnel until he felt Sol’s kiss on his cheeks.

      “Where are they?” Imrah snarled, turning this way and that in obvious confusion. “It couldn’t have taken all of them. There should have been half a dozen sentries stationed here!”

      “If some escaped, wouldn’t we have met them in the tunnels?” Milo asked, forcing himself to hide the giddy and anxious urge to race outside.

      “There might be side passages, secret burrows, and tunnels,” Imrah said, though her tone conveyed that she wasn’t convinced. “Perhaps one is hiding somewhere. Maybe they’re all hiding. Besides their absence, we have no reason to think they’re dead.”

      The last words came out as a statement, but Imrah still turned to Milo with a pleading question stamped on her face. This was not the ghul princess he knew, and her obvious discomfort at the death of the sentries struck him. It might only have been because she was wearing the veneer of humanity, but despite himself, he felt pity for her.

      “When the thing attacked us,” Milo began searching for the proper, delicate words, “I think I might have seen...remains inside it.”

      Milo remembered the dark, tortured shapes twisting within the layers of slime and shivered. He hoped the movements were only the spasms of sinews and tendons coming undone bit by bit. Such extenuating torture was a fate no creature deserved, not even a ghul.

      “Oh,” Imrah said, seeming ready to crumple into the fetal position. “Well, I suppose that seals it then.”

      She turned toward the outward-leading tunnel, head hanging on listless shoulders.

      “Did you know any of the sentries here?” Milo asked, still shocked by Imrah’s downcast features.

      “No,” she said tightly, not looking up. “But I’d hoped the thing hadn’t murdered more of my people.”

      Milo nodded and stepped up beside her. He felt as though he should put an arm around her, though with the Imrah he knew, he feared doing that would ensure he never got the arm back. Instead, he stood quietly as something scraped and gnawed at the back of his mind until he finally fished it out.

      More of my people?

      “Come on,” Imrah said softly, the flame on her lips having diminished to thin wisps of smoke. “Let’s go confirm the way up is clear, and then we’ll go get the others.”

      Milo nodded but said nothing.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon sun, just beginning its reddening descent, was a welcoming sight, even with the somber silence they’d adopted as they left the sentry post for the final push.

      For several long, pulsing heartbeats, he stood basking in the light. The oppression of the long dark was over, and though the heat soon prickled on his pale cheeks, he savored the burning kiss. He felt the sight-salve peel and crumble away from his lids, but he’d made enough to last him for some time before he’d left Ifreedahm. Nothing seemed able to intrude on that singular moment of communion with the world above.

      Then Imrah gurgled with disgust in the back of her throat and spat across the sun-warmed stones. Where the spittle landed, a flash of orange flame went up.

      “Ugh,” she grumbled, squinting under the hands cupping her brow. “The world above is such a wasteland.”

      Milo held his pose—chest out, eyes closed—but it was no use. The moment was spoiled, so with a heavy sigh, he looked at the land cooking beneath the late summer sun.

      The country was rough—primeval almost, with bare rocks jutting up like spines of stone segregated from the lower, flatter tiers far below where tough grasses, rugged shrubs, and stunted trees grew. A scrabbling path, little more than a track worn by goats and hinds, led from the cave mouth to a ridgeline that wound its long, meandering way down to a collection of crumbling stone walls that seemed to perch on a cliffside.

      “That must be the ruins,” Imrah noted, skulking back into the shadow of the cave. “If the others followed the pace we set, we can go back and lead them here and make for the ruins just after nightfall.”

      Milo nodded, turning slowly from the light of the sun to the yawning dark within the cave.

      “Assuming they weren’t eaten by that thing,” Milo muttered darkly, more discouraged by the thought of returning to the dark than fearing for their companions.

      “Yes, assuming,” Imrah acknowledged, her posture wilting in a manner Milo wasn’t accustomed to seeing from her. Milo again noted how much talk of the creature seemed to affect her, but before genuine pity or concern could take root, that nagging question reemerged.

      More of my people? Milo thought. She’d said she had no idea what it was, but then how could the sentries not be the creature’s first victims?

      None of this was helping him work up the nerve to go back down under the mountain. Quite the opposite, but it roused his mind and senses, and he felt his eyes narrow as he watched Imrah shuffle back into the dark.

      There was something more going on that she wouldn’t tell him, so he had to stay ready in case that secret ended up trying to kill him. Given what he’d seen of ghul society so far, he was pretty sure it eventually would.

      “Let’s get this over with,” he muttered, fishing in his pocket for the snuff box that contained his sight-salve.

      After anointing his eyes with the dark paste, he joined Imrah in the dark to fetch the rest of the group.
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        * * *

      

      They did not make it out of the cave until well after nightfall, though thankfully, there were no further sightings of the gelatinous monster.

      They emerged from the darkness of the cave to the striking world of the shadows of a cloud-speckled moon dappling the mountainside. Without preamble, the contessa and her fey companions took the lead and guided them down the path, which turned out to be far more treacherous than Milo had imagined. In places, it narrowed or widened with the terrain, but the adjustments were not always welcome to those who walked it. Too far out on a wide path and you’d risk sliding halfway down the slope, and too close in would see your ankles snapping between hidden seams and clefts in the rock.

      Even with his enhanced sight, Milo was certain that he’d have been injured, possibly even crippled, if it hadn’t been for the well-traveled fair folk giving them directions as they went. He wasn’t the only one.

      Just before the goat track met the ridgeline, Imrah had skirted the inside of a boulder rather than the outside. Some treachery in the ground saw the boulder shift inward as the she-ghul passed, and as wiry and agile as she was under her human guise, she wouldn’t have been able to jump clear. Luckily for her, the bronze titan had been behind her, and with one hand, he steadied the boulder, sparing Imrah from being pinned to the wall by a few tons of rock.

      Imrah had muttered a half-hearted thanks, at which the towering fey laughed, a sound that sang across the heights and down the hills. Milo might have winced at the sound revealing their position to possible enemies in the area, but it sounded like nothing a human voice could produce. It was like something an ancient god or spirit of the mountain might have emitted, and Milo very much doubted that any living man would have gone looking for its source.

      The going was easier on the ridgeline, apart from the stomach-churning vertigo one experienced when looking to the right more than two paces. The expanse below might have been beautiful to see in the day time, the sun-painted cliffs plunging downward before blooming into pools of greenery in the valley below, but not moving along them at night. A low, hungry wind groaning along the edge reminded you how close to a fatal plummet you were, and it seemed that all it would take was a sudden storm to sweep you from the ridge to your doom.

      When they reached the tumbled-down walls at the edge of Shahr-e Zuhak, the Red City, Milo thought he would feel incredible relief to be finished with such a perilous trek, but that was not the case. Even with his alchemically-enhanced vision, the ruin seemed to be a desolate and haunted place, especially in the feeble moonlight.

      Ancient buildings clustered along the cliff face, with so many hollowed out windows and doorways that the whole edifice was like Argus’s petrified corpse. The whole forsaken citadel seemed husk-like, and even as they moved down the dusty streets, Milo couldn’t help remembering that he now knew strange, horrible things moved in the dark. The realization struck even deeper when he remembered that there were things even the monsters didn’t know about.

      Fingers closed tight around his cane, and his other hand braced on the butt of his pistol, Milo walked as softly as he could, eyes swiveling this way and that.

      So tightly wound were his nerves at the thought of a supernatural horror springing on them that when his ears registered the crack of a rifle shot, he felt relief despite the whine of an angry bullet passing inches from his head.
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      “Move and die,” came the warning in German.

      After the sound of the rifle’s discharge, Milo had never been so happy to hear someone calling to him from the dark. The glowing feeling vanished quickly, however, when he remembered that the fey were in his company. When they’d set out, they’d planned to explain the two disguised ghuls, now one, as local guides hired to help them reach Bamyan after they were separated from the 33rd. Explaining how they had also acquired three glowing beings, one who stood nearly three meters tall, was something else entirely.

      He supposed they were lucky the soldiers hadn’t shot them on sight.

      “We’re German,” Milo called, raising his hands over his head. “We’re German, don’t shoot.”

      He was pleased to see that Imrah and Ambrose were following his lead. He wouldn’t have been surprised, but he would have been irritated if one of them was shot.

      Milo was surprised that when he looked around for the fey, they were nowhere to be seen. For a brief second, his mind revolted against the idea that towering, glowing beings could simply vanish, and he questioned if his memories of the fey were real or just figments of his imagination. He felt a dull pressure in the back of his mind to accept this conclusion, the suggestion so subtle he might not have noticed it if he hadn’t spent the last several days experiencing the various wiles of supernaturals. He hadn’t been formally introduced to fey magic, but he was fairly certain he was experiencing his first brush with it.

      “Get down on your knees,” a voice from the dark demanded.

      Milo had almost sunk down to one knee when Ambrose whispered to him hoarsely.

      “You’re a Blackcoat, Magus.”

      Facing God knew how many hidden guns, Milo didn’t much feel like the looming specter of authority, especially not in his current shabby state, but Ambrose had a point. If he wanted to be taken seriously, he’d better act the part.

      Milo straightened and very slowly lowered his arms, tucking the cane like a swagger stick under his arm, just like he’d seen Blackcoat bigwigs do.

      “Who’s in charge here?” Milo bawled, thankful the long coat hid his trembling legs.

      “Get down on your knees now!” the voice roared back.

      “Are you blind or just stupid?” Milo snarled, gesturing first at his coat and then at his cap. “I hope to God and the Kaiser that you know what you’re doing, mein Kamerad.”

      The silence stretched, soft wind whistling between the gap-toothed stones.

      Milo, holding as still as possible, let his eyes rove the ruin, and as the seconds stretched, he began to pick out the shapes of men hunkered among the stones. Their position, as far as he could tell, was exceptional. They’d located themselves among the ruined buildings and dilapidated wall so that they covered the approach from the rear of the crumbling citadel with intersecting lines of fire at various elevations. With this layering, there seemed no risk of crossfire, and any direct advancement to any of the forward-most positions invited multiple angles of attack.

      Milo was willing to bet several valuable body parts these were Federated troops, which was both good and bad. Good in that they were less likely to shoot him but bad in that if they did start shooting, they were unlikely to miss.

      “Identify yourself!” demanded a different voice farther back in the defensive formation. It was rougher and thinner, as though worn to fibers from a lifetime of shouting. Milo knew a career non-commissioned officer when he heard one.

      Straightening a little more, Milo raised his voice to reach to the back of the formation.

      “Milo Volkohne, Nicht-KAT,” he called sharply. “Returning with a report for Captain Lokkemand.”

      Milo thought he heard a murmur among the stones, and it didn’t sound friendly. Keeping his spine ramrod-straight, he stared toward where the voice had come from, hoping the answer wasn’t a storm of bullets.

      “Captain Lokkemand came in attached to the 41st,” the gruff voice called back. “Why weren’t you with those East Prussian boys when they came in.”

      Milo knew he was being tested, but the specifics of how to respond gave him pause. They’d all been with the 33rd, who were also East Prussians, but what if after the attack and Milo’s disappearance, the captain had moved to another regiment?

      “When I was with Lokkemand, he was attached to the 33rd,” Milo said, deciding to stick as close to the truth as he could. “If he was reassigned to the 41st, this is the first I’m hearing of it.”

      More silence, but no bullets. That, to Milo’s mind, was winning.

      “So, you got sent off on some gruselig operation then?” the voice asked, the voice as neutral as its gravelly nature permitted.

      “Nothing so clandestine,” Milo lied, thankful for years of practice. “I was taken from the 33rd in a night raid, but I escaped, and I’ve been making my way back to my commanding officer.”

      There was the scuff of boots on the dusty stones, and a soft click as a harness or belt buckle struck stone.

      “Who are these ragged people with you?”

      Milo compelled his lips not to smile. They were through. Unless Milo or one of his companions did something incredibly stupid, they were going to be taken back to camp. Then it was only a matter of time before the grinding wheels of military protocol dragged him to Lokkemand.

      “The man in disarray is my personal aide,” Milo explained, nodding at Ambrose before gesturing at Imrah. “The woman is a local who offered to be our guide when we escaped. I promised her a reward for helping us get back safely.”

      The silence stretched again, but it was different somehow, more pensive. Finally, out of the doorway of a nearly intact three-story ruin came a slight man in a dark Federated uniform. He had a pistol in his hand, but it was pointed down as he walked across the cracked but venerable cobbles of Shahr-e Zuhak. Dark eyes glittered in long, lupine features as he stepped into a bright patch of moonlight. He surveyed the ragged remains of the company, then his teeth glittered in the moonlight.

      “Your aide’s a big one, isn’t he?” the sergeant said with a thrust of his chin at Ambrose.

      “If you’re impressed now,” the big man called in a bluff, jolly voice, “wait until you get me out of the cold.”

      There were chuckles from some of the sentries, and the non-com who held their lives in his leathery hands cracked a smile.

      “Wouldn’t want to miss that.” He nodded. “All right, let’s get you sorted.”
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Major Vogt of the Royal Bavarian Infantry Lifeguards Regiment struck Milo as a man who was every bit as formidable as the name of his regiment, despite his small stature and slight build. He moved among his men with the easy confidence Milo imagined an old wolf might have in a pack he’d whelped. Every man deferred to him with ready respect.

      Given this, it was no surprise that things moved fairly quickly for Milo and his companions. Ambrose was given the biggest jacket and pair of trousers they had on hand, then two soldiers and a lance corporal escorted them to Bamyan for debriefing. The city the German army had occupied was sixteen or so kilometers north from Zuhak, and the road winding down from the mountains had been kept in good order.

      Halfway down in the gray light of the predawn, they’d met more Bavarians from the 9th Royal Artillery who were taking a truck down to Bamyan to get some supplies. To help their countrymen, the men from the 9th invited them to hop into the back, ensuring they moved even more quickly down the mountains. Any attempts at conversation were squelched by the rumble of the engine, but it provided Milo and Ambrose an opportunity to take quick naps as they rumbled along. For her part, Imrah seemed intent on watching everything with an almost feral intensity.

      “It’s all right,” Milo called to the disguised ghul, remembering that they were still playing at her being a guide. “These are the good guys.”

      Imrah looked at him with incredulity, as though he’d suggested it was quiet or the sky was made of spun sugar.

      “No such thing,” she hissed, her voice barely audible over the chug of the diesel engine.

      “Fair enough,” Milo admitted, and leaned closer so as not to be overheard by the others. “What happened to the contessa?”

      “They’re fey.” She shrugged. “Apart from extracting a promise from them, which is nearly impossible, nothing can keep them where they don’t want to be.”

      “That sounds useful,” Milo said more admiringly than he intended. “I could think of a lot of uses for that trick.”

      The hunger to know more stirred somewhere between his mind and his belly, despite the fatigue.

      “Maybe,” Imrah replied coldly. “But you’d have to learn it from a fey, and you might as well ask the wind to teach you to fly.”

      Milo gave Imrah a teasing smile and winked at her.

      “Why, princess, if I didn’t know better, I would say you sounded jealous of the contessa.”

      Imrah clacked her less than impressive human teeth in Ghulish fury before turning away from him in outrage.

      Milo shrugged and settled in to contemplate possible tutelage with the likes of the contessa. Somehow the memory of her seemed sweeter than before, and again Milo felt the enchanting pressure at the back of his mind. Like the soft but heavy current of a slow river, it invited him to go where it led. More magic, apparently woven into his memories of the fey. Milo felt a prickle of danger at the thought, but that only seemed to make learning such magic more enticing. He’d only scratched the surface of necromantic alchemy, and there was still so much to learn, it was dizzying.

      With his mind occupied, his body found time to enjoy the rocking vibration of the vehicle, lulling him into a shallow but appreciated slumber.

      He awoke to bright, burning sunlight stabbing into the bed of the truck as their ride came to a juddering stop, then with a rough shift of gears, began to back up in a wide sweep. Milo raised a hand to shield his eyes, but the invasion of blinding light was cut off by the shadow of the building their ride was sliding back toward. A large pavilion loomed before him, its old timbers jutting from weathered stone speaking of a structure that had served long before the snarl and puff of modern machines had come to squat beneath it. In a glance, Milo saw that it was serving as a centralized motor pool for the various regiments operating out of Bamyan, but the bustle seemed at odds with the aged structure. It was a venerable shelter, more accustomed to the hawking calls of merchants and the smells of asses and oxen.

      After their ride came to a stop and they clambered out, Milo noted he could still smell the sharp, musky scents of beasts. After a few minutes, he understood why as he followed their escorts through the hive-like bustle of the motor pavilion, crossed a dusty street of packed earth, and then walked by an expansive stable.

      Unlike the pavilion, the stable was a recent addition to this part of the town, a ramshackle collection of scrap wood and metal that had been assembled rather hastily. Milo at first thought the equines were domestic misplaced by German forces, but as they moved past the yard connected to the stable, every creature he saw was wearing a harness with Imperial and regimental colors, though he didn’t recognize the latter.

      “You're still using horses?” Milo asked. In Europe, though equines for both combat and logistical support had been fairly common with all belligerents at the outset of the war, they’d been almost completely replaced in the last decade. A combination of technological advances and the fact that arable land was used exclusively for human and not horse fodder meant horses were a sign of war’s onset, an anachronism shoved out as the war-machine ground on.

      “Jah.” The lance corporal, a darkly freckled man named Beck, nodded. “In this country of crags and goat tracks, a pony is about the only thing better than your own two feet.”

      Milo hadn’t thought about it, but it was a fair point. From what little he’d seen of the country, the respectable road leading down from Shahr-e Zuhak was the exception rather than the rule.

      “Wasn’t always that way, of course,” Beck continued as they strode down the street, boots scuffing the packed earth. “The whole command had quite the shock when we moved on from Isonzo. We still get to shoot the occasional Italian, but it's the old four-foots that get most of our boys and their kit where they need to be.”

      One of the soldiers piped up, a youth who seemed even younger than Milo, his lip speckled with juvenile peach fuzz. Milo couldn’t remember his name.

      “Not that we have to worry about shooting the Romans anymore,” he squeaked. His voice cracked, but he hardly seemed to notice. “Now that they’ve turned tail. It’s all Brits and their colonials now!”

      “We’ll shoot whoever’s there,” Beck said, a mild note of reproof in his tone. “Otherwise, we best leave such matters for the Rider.”

      “White Rider always where he needs to be.” The other soldier, a sour-faced man named Hort, muttered the words like an incantation.

      “Always,” the fuzzy-lipped youth agreed solemnly.

      Milo looked at Ambrose, who shrugged, then turned back to see Beck looking at him, his expression between a sheepish grin and a defensive scowl. The look did nothing to help his complexion.

      “My apologies, sir,” Beck said stiffly. “The Rider, or sometimes the White Rider, is our name for Major General Epp. He was regimental commander for our own Royal Bavarian Lifeguard before he rose to command the entire division here on this branch of the southeastern front.”

      “Funny thing, him being called Rider,” Ambrose mused. “You’re infantry grunts, and in all my years, I’ve never heard a footslogger wanting to take on a cavalryman’s title.”

      Some half-heard but distinctly unfriendly mutters rose from the two soldiers, but Lance Corporal Beck silenced them with a look.

      “In all your aide’s years,” Beck said while pointedly not looking at Ambrose, “I doubt he’s ever seen the likes of the major general, especially on that day that saw us marching right into Bamyan. If that old goose Viermann had been listened to, we would not have taken the opportunity to seize more ground in a week than has been taken in years in this God-forsaken country.”

      Milo wasn’t privy to the intricacies of Federated command structure, much less the details of what had happened on this front, but if he understood correctly, this Epp had disobeyed orders and gotten a promotion out of it. Not only that, but Epp seemed to have won a following with his audacity to boot. Such things made Milo nervous, and he suddenly had a burning desire to report to Lokkemand and get back to his mission.

      “Well, you boys are lucky then,” Milo said. “Such victories are rare nowadays.”

      There was a low thrum in the air over their heads, and Milo looked up to see a war zeppelin, those great sky-leviathans, churning through the clear air. Its propellers were throbbing almost lazily as it gained altitude, a king climbing languorously to his lofty throne.

      “We’re not done yet,” Beck said, his eyes flashing as one finger pointed at the zeppelin. “Why do you think those are humming around?”

      Milo could guess, but since he was feeling more and more inclined to be rude to the excitable NCO, he just shrugged. He felt Ambrose should have subtly complimented him on being so tactful, but one look at the big man told Milo he was having his own struggles with keeping things civil.

      “We’re not going to be staying in Bamyan for very long,” the lance corporal said, a hard look stealing across his features.

      They marched on in a silence Milo appreciated. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was about the Bavarian Lifeguards that struck a sour note with him, but he felt it all the same. Something nagged at the back of his mind when they spoke, not the words so much as the way they said them. It was also in their eyes, an almost manic shine. As they headed across a broad road, pausing as horse-drawn artillery pieces passed, Milo watched the faces of the men passing them, and he thought he realized what it was.

      Fanaticism.

      These men moved with an energy and purpose that went beyond the brisk economy of professional soldiers about their work. Every man seemed gripped by frantic energy, at once looking like he might collapse into rapture or explode into rage. Milo felt as though his skin had tightened, and he forced himself to keep looking ahead to keep from looking around in horror.

      Once he saw it, Milo was amazed he’d struggled to put his finger on it. It was the same look he’d seen on the faces of the young men who’d been in Roland’s gang. Milo knew that because he’d seen it and heard it in that desperate band of young men, men who’d done incredible violence at Roland’s word. Some of them, barely more than children, had walked smiling into blades and bullets at a word, right before Milo’s eyes. He knew it even more intimately than that, even though it ached like a deep scar to remember.

      Milo knew that gleam because he’d seen it in his reflection in those early days. Having drunk from the cup, Milo knew what it meant, and how such things should have been feared. The things he’d been willing to do haunted him almost as much as the things he had done.

      The sun was seeping through his clothes, and Milo felt an irritable itch that had more to do with his mind than his body.

      Unable to stop himself, Milo stole a glance over his shoulder at the younger soldier as they stepped off the road and made their way across a lot of crushed rock. The glance lasted only a second before Beck gave a grunt and pointed across the lot. They were headed toward a squat brick building surrounded by a barbed fence as tall as the two-story building.

      A tug in his chest of something that might have been grief or maybe pity as he thought of the youth behind him. He thought about looking for an opportunity to take the young man aside and get him to come to his senses, but the scheme died barely formed.

      Milo remembered what his own reaction had been, and that was someone he had reason to listen to. Milo interfering could only end worse.

      The guards at the fence gate asked their perfunctory questions, but Beck saw things sorted out quickly. It seemed the sergeant major had a reputation that opened doors.

      At the guard’s advice, they headed around the exterior of the building toward the rear. The Nicht-KAT station was in the back under a series of canvas tents so they could carry out their business without interference or eavesdropping from the various officers, enlisted, and civilian support staff that passed through the main command hub.

      “Best to keep clear of the Black Kats, eh?” The guard gave a chuckle that vanished as Milo straightened to give him an arch look. To complete the display, Ambrose gave a sub-audible growl in his chest as they strode past the paling guard.

      “Black Kats?” Milo muttered as they rounded the corner of the building, pitching his voice so only Ambrose could hear.

      “Fits, I suppose.” Ambrose shrugged. “Hate to tell you this, Magus, but you haven’t exactly been a good luck charm.”

      “It’s not like you…” Milo paused, realizing with a sinking feeling in his stomach that his claim would have been wholly untrue.

      The entrance to the tent had two more guards stationed outside it. Without invitation, Beck stepped forward to make their introductions.

      “Exactly.” Ambrose grunted softly as Beck spoke to the guards. “Three times in nearly a hundred and twenty years, then inside a month of meeting you, I’m up to four, and not without a few close calls.”

      Milo spluttered and then watched as one guard stepped inside to get clearance for their entry.

      “What’s going on?” Imrah hissed as she slid up next to both men. “What is taking so long?”

      “When we met with your father, we had to wait to be introduced,” Milo said as both men looked over their shoulders at her. “Hardly seems worth getting jumpy about.”

      “My father,” Imrah sniffed, “is the most powerful ghul in the entire Underworld. Your commanding officer is part of an organization named after a creature little better than the vermin it eats.”

      “KAT doesn’t—” Ambrose began before Milo cut him off.

      “You’re just bent out of shape because of all the humans,” he grumbled. “Oh, how the tables have turned.”

      Imrah choked back a snarl and leaned forward so she was practically whispering in their ears.

      “If they had even an inkling of what I am, they’d be piling on logs for the fire,” she hissed. “I think I have every right to be nervous.”

      “Whereas in Ifreedahm, they kept trying to eat us,” Ambrose remarked with a dry chuckle. “Right?”

      “Hard to argue with,” Milo agreed with a nod.

      Imrah made to argue but snapped her mouth shut with a click and took a step back to sulk properly. Ambrose turned back to the tent, but Milo watched her for a moment longer. With her chin outthrust and her nose in the air, she was a haughty figure, but he couldn’t pretend that with the sun shining on her olive skin, she wasn’t rather fetching.

      Fetching in her stolen skin, he reminded himself with a shake of his head. Whatever she looks like now, remember her beauty is literally only skin-deep.

      Milo turned back to watch for the tent guard’s return. Ambrose was muttering to himself.

      “Probably not very tactful to be needling my instructor like that.”

      Ambrose gave him a wry grin as the tent entrance flapped open.

      “Bah, builds the relationship,” the bodyguard said as the guard beckoned them forward.

      “Let’s hope,” Milo said out the side of his mouth as they moved into the tent. “If I get extra homework, you're pitching in.”

      Inside the tent, several collapsible desks had been arranged into a miniature typing pool where two men and three women in uniform hammered away without looking up. Beyond them, four square tables had been arranged into an even larger square, and a map had been spread out. At the farthest corner of this table, another typewriter sat alongside piled accordion files and a bottle of schnapps. Looming over the table was Captain Lokkemand, his cheeks stubbled with the beginnings of a fiery beard.

      He looked up as the tent flap closed behind the trio, motioning impatiently for them to join him at the map table. They acquiesced, moving around the intent typists to stand across the table from the brooding officer. The map showed both Afghanistan and neighboring Pakistan. There were many markers around Bamyan, with a few trailing north and west. They might have been troop dispositions, but it wasn’t clear, and the little paper notes under each marker were of no help, having been written in scribbled shorthand.

      “Captain?” Milo said tentatively after they had waited for several minutes.

      “What are you doing here?” Lokkemand drawled, not looking up from the map he was glowering at. “You were supposed to be in training. You can’t possibly be done already?”

      “The situation has changed,” Milo began carefully. “I was sent here by my instructors.”

      Lokkemand looked up fleetingly, his eyes cutting sharply across the three of them before returning to the map.

      “Don’t tell me you failed already,” Lokkemand said, heaving a heavy sigh. “It would win my bet with the colonel, but it would create a good deal more work than the bottle of aquavit I am going to get.”

      “No, sir,” Milo said, fighting to keep his tone level after the revelation of the bet. “My studies were progressing exceptionally.”

      Imrah made a sound in the back of her throat, but Milo ignored her.

      “The change occurred when zeppelins began flying over a certain mountain,” Milo continued, looking at the map to find the mountain under which Ifreedahm sat. “When our allies saw German zeppelins over it, they became nervous. They insisted I come personally to sort things out.”

      Lokkemand looked up from the map and met Milo’s gaze for the first time since entering the tent. His eyes were haggard, his skin was pale almost to looking gray, and his cheeks were on the verge of gaunt. Apparently life in Afghanistan did not sit well with the formerly handsome and strapping captain.

      “What do they want?” he asked stiffly.

      “They want reassurances that the arrangements made with them still stand,” Milo replied, fighting the urge to cross his arms irritably. “The plans, which I know nothing about, even though they are the entire operation.”

      “The situation necessitates your ignorance,” Lokkemand said flatly, then reached for the schnapps. “Trust me, Volkohne, you're better off not knowing these sorts of things.”

      After a hearty pull on the bottle, a little color returned to Lokkemand’s face, and his eyes sharpened enough for him to realize he didn’t recognize one of the members of the assembled company.

      “Who is she?” he grunted, eyeing Imrah appraising, Milo found himself not appreciating it.

      Imrah looked archly at Milo and nodded.

      “This is Imrah Marid, a high-ranking member of the allies' command structure,” Milo explained. “She’s here to continue my education, as well as to ensure the interests of our allies are seen to.”

      “Really?” the captain asked, then took another drink before sizing her up once more. He turned back to Milo with a questioning look. “Do they all look so...mundane?”

      “It is a disguise, you inebriated slab of meat,” Imrah replied scornfully, her fingers curling reflexively. “Now, are things still in place for the arrangements you made with my father or not?”

      Lokkemand seemed to be surprised she could talk more than anything else, his eyes darting from the seething Imrah to the bemused Milo and back.

      “Father?” he murmured, then his eyes moved toward the map again. “The situation may require that we renegotiate the particulars of the service we’re to render.”

      Milo imagined the look Imrah gave the captain would set a lesser man ablaze.

      “What did you say?” she asked, her voice on the brittle edge of dangerous.

      To his credit, Lokkemand met the disguised ghul’s glare evenly. It probably helped that disguise made her look far less threatening.

      “Please look at the map,” he said coolly as he picked up a measuring stick that was leaning against the table.

      Imrah complied, but the look on her face was all the warning any of them needed. This had better be good.

      “This is where the battleline was previously,” Lokkemand said, using the ruler as a pointer to indicate a dotted line on the map. The line started in a place called Chaghcharān and ran down a jagged path along the cusp of a mountain range designated B. Turkistan before terminating in a place called Sarpol.

      “Our forces have been gridlocked along this line for nearly a decade,” the captain continued. “At first we sent only exploratory forces. They met hard resistance, but the coalition of Italian, British, and local forces were too disjointed to launch an effective counterattack. The assumption was this country was going to be a skirmishing buffer between us and the British holdings farther south and east.”

      Here he indicated Pakistan and the north arm of India.

      “But after the victories against the Italians in Isonzo and the subsequent annexation of Greece by the Austro-Hungarians, eyes turned toward pushing the boundaries here,” Lokkemand explained as he again pointed to the dotted battle line. “But it was no use, until within the last three months the enemy line seemed to crumble. First the Afghans, then the Italians, and finally the British abandoned their positions.”

      Lokkemand sighed and stepped back to drain the schnapps.

      “Command couldn’t understand what was happening, and the intelligence reports they were receiving weren’t making any sense. Entire regiments routed overnight, sometimes with both men and materiel going missing. It was assumed it was preparation for a flanking maneuver, or maybe some sort of ploy to attempt to draw committed forces out of position. Orders were to hold position and wait for intelligence to thoroughly assess the situation.”

      “But they didn’t count on the White Rider,” Milo said, seeing the story unfold in his mind’s eye. “Epp seized the opportunity despite his orders.”

      “I see you’ve already heard about the Bavarian,” Lokkemand said, massaging his temples. “Yes, Major Franz Ritter von Epp threw his regiment at the open lines like a hungry dog on a bone. If the enemy had been baiting the hook, it would have caught in his greedy throat. As it was, he became a hero.”

      Ambrose shuffled a little and crossed his arms, a look of consternation on his face.

      “You have something to say?” the captain asked sharply.

      Ambrose looked at Lokkemand coolly, but then after staring for a second, his gaze softened, and the look he gave the fraying officer was one of pity.

      “I’ve never known general staff or any military command to celebrate anyone who takes to ignoring orders. Why does this Epp get a pass, much less a pat on the back?”

      Lokkemand, who looked ready to rally for a fight with Ambrose, wilted and started looking around for something. A chair, one sized to better accommodate his stature, was a few steps away, and he sank into it with a groan before continuing. Perspiration had begun to bead on his brow.

      “Because Epp wasn’t a nobody to begin with.” Lokkemand grunted as he wrenched at his collar. “He’s Ritter von Epp because he won the Grand Cross earlier in the war, along with the Pour le Mérite for his work in Isonzo. Epp’s star was rising some time ago, and the general staff sent him down here to stall his advancement.”

      Lokkemand finally pulled his uniform collar open, but his face was already flushed in a blotchy pattern.

      “Are you all right, Captain?” Milo asked, noting that his commanding officer’s face shone with sweat. “Are you sick?”

      “I’m fine,” Lokkemand wheezed in an unconvincing manner as he slumped against his chair. “Someone get me something to drink.”

      “Water for the captain!” Ambrose barked, and one of the typists sprang to the task.

      “I said something to drink,” the officer spat weakly, his arms dropping bonelessly into his lap. “Do I look like a fish?”

      “You look unwell,” Milo said. “Have you been checked out by a doctor?”

      “I said I’m fine,” Lokkemand replied icily, his gaze sharpening to fix Milo with a warning look before he lolled his head against the back of his chair. “Now, where is that damned drink?”

      “Why would they want Epp’s career to stall?” Ambrose asked as the typist arrived with a canteen and an unlabeled brown bottle sealed with a cork.

      “It’s all I could find,” she said apologetically as she laid them on the map table.

      “He’s drunk everything else,” the typist whispered to Milo as she withdrew.

      “They want Epp to stall,” said Lokkemand before he knocked the canteen aside with a clumsy swing. “Because he’s part of a growing number in the ranks who are developing rather radical ideas.”

      He lunged forward to wrap both hands around the brown bottle as though it were his only security in the midst of a wracking storm.

      “Is he seriously about to become even more drunk?” Imrah asked, staring at Lokkemand with shocked, bulging eyes. “While on duty?”

      Milo fought back the urge to comment on her father’s predilections and settled for shushing her with a wave of his hand

      “Radical ideas?” Milo asked, his brow furrowing even as he felt Imrah’s gaze boring into his back. “Like what?”

      The cork was wrenched free, and he got a potent whiff of something whose smell was between alcohol and gasoline vapors.

      “Like this war should be won already,” Lokkemand said, grimacing as he put the bottle to his lips. “Like our great and glorious Empire would be victorious by now if not for certain impure elements holding it back. If only the honest and true patriots, good Germans, rose up, we’d have a Reich like none before, a Reich with no end.”

      Milo felt a chill run up his spine and twist in his gut. As a Russian born orphan in Dresden, he could hear the silent sirens as keenly as any.

      Lokkemand threw his head back and sucked down two mouthfuls of the noxious liquor before coming up for air. The smell of the stuff on his hot, panting breath was not much better than the fumes emerging from the bottle. After the drink, Lokkemand curled in on himself as though bracing under the effects of the liquor.

      “They do know that before the Russians fell, the war was almost lost, don’t they?” Ambrose asked, sharp incredulity knitting his features. “The fact that the Germans and the Austro-Hungarians are still fighting is some kind of evil miracle.”

      Lokkemand took a few small sips, wincing after each one, before he answered.

      “All these bastards know is that they are tired of fighting but can’t stand losing,” the captain muttered, his words beginning to slur. “They can’t admit defeat, but they know thingz don’t look like they’re winning. Zo they cry and beat their cheztz for reform with one hand and work mizchief with the other.”

      “If things fail, it’s because the status quo held them back.” Milo nodded, seeing the low cunning of the position. “If things succeed, they’ll claim it is because they defied orders and did what they had to.”

      The bottle took several more draining hits as Milo pieced things together, and like a stupefying potion, the bitter tension began to leak out of Lokkemand. He settled deeper into his chair, the bottled-clutching hand resting in his lap while the other hung limp in the air.

      “Ekzactly.” Lokkemand coughed, noxious spittle on his chin. “And who do they keep courting, eh? What branch of zervice zitz just outzide normal command ztructurez, with a reputation for zecretz and conzpiraciez?”

      Ambrose and Milo exchanged looks, neither needing to say the obvious: Non-Conventional Application of Tactics. These radicals were sniffing around Nicht-KAT.

      “What does Colonel Jorge say?” Milo asked, feeling the urge to look over his shoulder. “He has to know, and Nicht-KAT is everything to him. He doesn’t seem like the type to take this sort of thing lying down.”

      Lokkemand snorted, then laughed sloppily.

      “You really think Nicht-KAT means anything to him?” Lokkemand asked with a giggle as he leaned precariously toward Milo. “Anything compared to you?”

      Milo lurched back from the drunken captain, only partly to avoid his reeking breath.

      “What does that mean?” Milo snapped.

      Lokkemand slouched back into his chair, both arms dangling now, the brown bottle in nerveless, sweaty fingers.

      “Maybe we should see about getting the captain to his bunk?” Ambrose suggested, gently placing his hand on Milo’s shoulder. “He’s not feeling well.”

      Milo shook off the hand, knowing it was only because Ambrose let him as he moved to stand over the captain.

      “Damn your eyes, Lokkemand!” Milo snarled loud enough that every typewriter in the tent fell silent. “What does that mean?”

      Lokkemand looked up at Milo, his face splitting into a wide, despairing imitation of a grin.

      “It means my instructions are to play the whore with these wolves and cooperate in any way I can, as long as it keeps your operation free.”

      Lokkemand let the bottle drop as one long hand snaked forward with viperish speed to snare Milo by the front of his coat. Before Milo knew what was happening, he was dragged down so the captain’s voice hissed directly into his ear.

      “He’s betting everything, everything, on you,” Lokkemand gurgled. “Even it means my damned soul!”

      Ambrose hauled Milo back as Lokkemand looked on with bright, unfocused eyes, his features stretched into a hideous smile.

      “So there it is, Volkohne.” He giggled maniacally. “Welcome back to the world of manmade monsters!”
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      “I still don’t get it,” Milo muttered as he paced the room, boots scuffing the bare floor. “How does any of this make sense?”

      They’d been given respectably-sized but utilitarian quarters not far from the main road. The furnishings were spartan or so unfamiliar as to be useless, but none of them was going to complain. It was the largest structure in what amounted to an abandoned neighborhood, functionally sequestering them from the rest of the town and the army. This, combined with a large basement beneath the house, made it the ideal location for Milo’s training to continue.

      True to form, Ambrose had begun to take stock of what could be done in regards to preparing something to eat. Imrah had scuttled to the basement to make “preparations,” leaving Milo with his reading. He couldn’t bring himself to fish out the codices just yet.

      “Is that rhetorical?” Ambrose called from the other room.

      “Yes,” Milo shouted back irritably, but then thought better of it. “Well, maybe. Do you have something useful to share?”

      Ambrose peeked around the doorway.

      “That will depend very much on what is vexing you, my good wizard,” Ambrose replied with a look of serious concern. “What doesn’t make any sense?”

      “What Lokkemand said, obviously,” Milo snapped, pausing in his pacing to give the bodyguard a dirty look. “I understand he’s a drunk, but what business is he rambling about, blaming me for Jorge’s decision to have him work alongside some rebels in the army?”

      “Seems fairly simple,” Ambrose said, ducking back into the kitchen, where he raised his voice to be heard. “You’re the only wizard ever, so you need time to learn, and Jorge is going to give you that time no matter what it takes.”

      “How does working with that kind of people buy us time?” Milo demanded.

      “Because conspiracies, even unmagical ones, work much harder at isolating enemies and potential enemies than they do friends,” Ambrose called back. “Exposing Nicht-KAT exposes them, and Jorge knows that.”

      Milo supposed it made a kind of sense, but the idea of Lokkemand blaming him for the loss of his soul caught and tore at Milo’s psyche on multiple levels.

      “You seem to know an awful lot about this cloak and dagger business,” Milo growled, knowing he sounded petulant and not caring at the moment. “If you were the witch, things would be going a lot smoother, I bet.”

      “But I’m not,” Ambrose hollered. “Now, stop whining about being the chosen one and do your homework!”

      Milo tried and failed to keep the smile off his face as he grudgingly surrendered and snatched up his bag.

      He drew out the codices, and the smile faded from his face. Only hours ago, he’d been aching to dive back into his studies, but now the sheaves of parchment felt like lead in his hands. Search as he might within himself, he couldn’t find that hungry spark, that longing to know. The longer he stared at the codices, the more he felt a fathomless ennui crawling up his body. It wasn’t just that he was distracted by what the captain had said, but he actually didn’t want to read them, and the thought of doing so sapped him.

      What was wrong with him? What had changed?

      After staring at them for a while longer, Milo realized the truth.

      Ambrose was not only right that he was whining, but he’d been leading him to a point, intentional or otherwise. Milo realized he was fixated on what Lokkemand had said because for the first time, responsibility was settling over him, and he hated how it felt. Milo hated the idea of Jorge hanging everything on him, even Lokkemand’s conscience and stability. He hated thinking that if he didn’t learn things quick enough, didn’t master magic of some kind in time, everything would come apart. The work and lives of so many hung on Nicht-KAT, and if he acknowledged that, he could take it a trembling step farther and remember why Jorge was betting so much on him; the War. Colonel Jorge had bet on Milo being the one who could end it, which if true, meant every misstep or failure meant the War lasted longer and more people died needlessly.

      Like a mountain was settling on his shoulders, Milo sank to the floor, still clutching the codices.

      “How am I going to do this?” he gasped, his eyes staring through pages of parchment at a yawning gulf threatening to open before him and swallow him.

      “Simple,” Ambrose called, still shouting in a jocular tone from the kitchen. “You open to the first page and read. Once you get to the end of that one, turn the page and read the next.”

      Milo lifted Awakening Moro, and the effort felt like lifting a bucket of cement.

      “Far as I know,” Ambrose chuckled, mostly to himself, “all any of us can do is the next thing, right?”

      “The next thing,” Milo whispered to himself, staring at the spidery script.

      Maybe Ambrose, however unwittingly, was right.

      Milo couldn’t end the War, couldn’t save Nicht-KAT, couldn’t even rescue Captain Lokkemand from his conscience. What he could do right now was read. Read and study, then maybe eat whatever Ambrose was concocting before Imrah emerged to lead him through another lesson. That was what was in front of him. That was what was next.

      Right where he’d crumpled to the floor, Milo settled into a more comfortable position and began reading Awakening Moro, not even looking up to see Ambrose peeking from the kitchen to smile at him.
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      “Wake up.”

      Milo started with a sharp intake of breath and looked up into darkness. He had a vague impression of someone standing over him, but little else. He felt the stone floor underneath, and his joints gave a small series of crackles as he sat up.

      “What’s going on?”

      He remembered eating with Ambrose and then going back to finish Awakening Moro. He’d wrapped up the abridged text, his head swimming with concepts of alchemical combination and necromantic catalyzation as he scooped up the next codex. He must have fallen asleep very early into Spectral Ruminations: A Guide to Shades and Their Permutations because he remembered next to nothing about the text.

      “Imrah?” he asked and then gave a long yawn. “Is that you?”

      “It’s time for lessons to resume.” The voice confirmed his suspicion. “My preparations are complete, and it is time we begin in earnest.”

      “Earnest?” Milo yawned again, then scooped up the codices he’d fallen asleep on top of. “What were we doing before this?”

      “Testing you,” she said simply, then hissed a low syllable.

      The room was bathed with light from the miniature eye sockets on Milo’s cane.

      “I thought testing came after you learned something,” Milo muttered as he climbed to his feet. “Not before.”

      Imrah’s face, lit by the witchlight, was positively terrifying.

      “Consider it an initial evaluation,” she said, grinning wickedly. “Now that I know what you are capable of, I must push you to the brink. That starts with you meeting someone.”

      “Lucky me.” Milo sighed, trying to remember this was the next thing. “Lead on, Professor.”

      With a growing sense of foreboding, Milo followed Imrah, who carried the lit skull cane to the stairwell down into the basement. Milo’s boots thumped on the wooden floorboards, and he found it hard not to wonder what he would meet in the basement. He told himself Ambrose wouldn’t let anything too dangerous show up, but Ambrose had already proven less than infallible. As stairs creaked underfoot, Milo allowed some small part of his mind to remember every story of Butzemann and Babay or whatever other fearful figment children could whisper about at night. He tried to dismiss the nagging murmurs, but he’d learned that faeries were real recently, so why not them?

      In fact, as he thought about it, he imagined the stories of child-snatching goblins and kobolds that vanished underground could have easily been about ghuls. The thought made him shiver.

      His feet landed on the packed earth at the bottom of the stairs, and Milo felt a rush of pressure against his mind and soul. There was magic, potent and tangible, in the basement. As he moved to follow Imrah, the air thickened until it almost felt like wading.

      The basement was lit by spectral blue fires in bottles hanging from the cobwebbed floor joists, revealing tables littered with ingredients, along with what might have been drying racks made of bone strung with sinew. In the corner farthest from the stairs, seven bowls, each full of amethyst flame, were arranged in a loose circle around a patch of quivering darkness.

      “Where did all this come from?” Milo asked, remembering that the ghul had left Ifreedahm with only a satchel slung over her shoulder.

      “All in good time,” Imrah answered cryptically.

      With a cluck of her tongue, Imrah dismissed the light from the skull and left the cane lying on a table as she moved toward the undulating patch of night in the corner. Milo made to pick it up as he went by, but he heard Imrah calling to him.

      “Leave it,” she said. “It is safer this way.”

      Milo’s outstretched fingers ached to close around the reassuring weight of the weapon, but he resisted. Muttering curses to himself, he followed Imrah past the tables toward the seething blackness.

      “What is that?” Milo called as they passed the drying racks, from which hung what looked suspiciously like human skins.

      “That is the lesson after this one,” she said softly. “And hopefully not your last.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Milo muttered as they drew closer, then stepped into the violet light cast by the bowls.

      They stopped an arm’s length from the bowls, within whose circle the raw night, devoid of any star, seethed and writhed. This close to it, Milo felt his skin prickle at the chill that suffused the air. Milo had shed his surcoat after eating, his body warmed by a full dinner, and now found himself wishing he hadn’t.

      “What is it?” Milo asked, his breath misting in front of his face.

      “Didn’t make it very far into Spectral Ruminations then,” Imrah said almost as a note to herself. “Your reading habits will need to improve.”

      Milo looked at her with a frown, in part to remind her she hadn’t answered his question, but also because as he stood there, he felt a growing understanding that the darkness was looking back at him. Awareness pushed through the rippling, coiling darkness, and Milo was convinced that whatever its motives were, they were not friendly.

      “This is a soul well,” Imrah explained. “A misnomer, as you should know from Awakening and our previous discussions that souls have nothing to do with the necromist. This is a repository of essence in the form of multiple shades bound around a lynchpin fetish.”

      Milo turned to the darkness, noting that it rippled like a flame, though there was something intentional about the movements. As he stared, he began to see faces, or at least the impression of faces, form and then dissipate in the blackness.

      “It looks dangerous,” Milo said, trying not to let the fear he felt reach his voice.

      “Oh, it is,” Imrah said, her voice almost giddy. “Without proper precautions, this many shades bound together could easily kill us both and then go on to slaughter many more of your people before it finally tore itself apart.”

      Milo wrenched his eyes from the hypnotic horror of the soul well to view his teacher warily.

      “Then why make it?” Milo asked. “It’s tied to a fetish, which means you had to make this on purpose. Why?”

      “Isn’t fire dangerous?” Imrah asked. “And yet, you humans use it for many things. For war, for industry, even to cook your food. Humans use fire, despite its dangers, because it is a source of power they can use. Have you forgotten what shades are made of?”

      “Essence,” Milo said, the words so automatic he couldn’t even feel proud for knowing the answer.

      “Good, at least you remember something,” Imrah said as she produced a long, thin vial from within her garments. “And why is essence so important to the necromist?”

      “Because it powers everything they do,” Milo said, feeling foolish. “So, you have a large pool of essence here to draw from.”

      The temperature dropped further, and Milo’s skin began to ache from the cold.

      “Is it doing that?” Milo said as he rubbed his arms and shivered.

      “Yes,” Imrah said, her eyes darting to the bowls on the floor. “It is pressing against its containment, trying to find a weakness.”

      “W-will it f-find one?” Milo asked, teeth chattering. “A w-weakness, I mean.”

      Imrah’s gaze rose from the bowls, and she turned to Milo with another wicked smile.

      “We hope not,” she said, then raised the vial so Milo could see the grains filling it. “You don’t want the soul well loose while you assemble your first Si’lat.”

      “What?” Milo balked, his mind conjuring the memories of the flapping horror made of black sand that had nearly killed him and Ambrose.

      “It is a simple process,” Imrah stated, deliberately oblivious to his disbelief. “Using only your will, though later, we’ll train with a focus conduit, you draw a shade from the soul well and then compel it to occupy the medium you’ve chosen.”

      She rattled the dark granules in the vial with a shake of her outstretched hand. Swallowing heavily and still shivering, Milo reluctantly took the vial.

      “There you go,” Imrah said indulgently, eyes shining in the amethyst light of the burning bowls. “Now, the hardest part will be drawing the shade out without it dragging too many of the others along with it, which would waste most of the essence at best or breach containment at worst. That is why we are not using a focus conduit yet. It will be harder but safer for you to do it with sheer will.”

      “Safety first,” Milo muttered, looking at the vial and then at the soul well. “H-how do I get the s-shade out?”

      “Focus your mind and emotions on the soul well,” Imrah instructed. “It will be similar to how you could sense certain ingredients, only the sensation will be more intense. Don’t let it overwhelm you, or the shade will try to affix itself to you. Don’t worry, it can’t because of its containment, but the backlash will sting. Nothing fatal, of course.”

      “Of c-course.” Milo frowned.

      “If it helps to visualize by holding out your hand, do so. Just be careful not to stick your hand into the well.”

      “If I d-do?” Milo asked, his hand shaking in the unnatural chill.

      “Well,” Imrah said, considering the best way to answer the question, “let’s just say you won’t be able to make that mistake again, at least not with that hand.”

      “Naturally.” Milo huffed, sending up another gust of crystalizing breath. “This would probably be easier if I had my coat. I’m freezing!”

      “It wouldn’t help,” the she-ghul replied flatly. “The cold you are experiencing is both a physical and a metaphysical phenomenon. You could be bundled in the thickest furs and sweating, but you would still feel as though you were deathly cold.”

      “S-such a p-pleasant thought.” Milo shuddered.

      “Quickly now,” Imrah snipped. “I’m tired of your whining.”

      Checking his distance to the soul well, Milo raised one trembling arm and tried to keep his gaze and mind fixed on the roiling darkness. For one aching, straining moment, there was nothing but the perpetual cold, and Milo wondered if Imrah had overestimated his abilities as he sensed nothing. Then, like the sub-audible hum of a live wire, Milo felt the thrumming power of the soul well. At first it was a low, vague thing, easily overlooked; then, like some crazed actor rushing to the foreground, Milo realized it was crashing toward him. Finally, it was on top of him.

      It was like plunging his head into a swirling maelstrom of not just physical but emotional sensations. Incredible heat gnawed at his skin, while a desperate longing raked his heart. Sharp, grating pain sawed his bones as a towering rage roiled and blazed in his mind. Every sensation was magnified and writ large on his mind and body, and despite his best efforts, he was dragged into their sucking depths.

      “Don’t let them drag you down,” Imrah hissed in his ear. “Your will is strong enough. Don’t let them—”

      There was a loud snap, then pain, pure and simple, lanced through Milo’s skull. The world vanished in oblivion.
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      “Get up,” Imrah’s voice commanded across the gulf of unconsciousness. “Get up and try again.”

      Milo dismissed the distant demand, yearning for nothing more than vacuous sleep.

      “Get up,” the voice pressed. “Get up.”

      Milo was dragged back into wakefulness and instantly regretted it.

      His head throbbed with pulses of agony, and when he raised his hands to his face, a gaping wound wove a puckered line across his brow. There was no blood, which was even more unsettling, as though the scabby fissure had erupted from within to gape open with exposed bone.

      “Not fatal,” Milo groaned, his eyes watering so badly he couldn’t see anything but a shimmering blur that made his head pound worse. He decided it would be better to just squeeze his eyes shut for the moment.

      “Stop whining and hold still,” Imrah said, her voice coming closer.

      Hard fingers took hold of his, and Milo couldn’t keep a small cry from slipping between his gritted teeth. His face was guided left, then right, and then the fingers released him.

      “Don’t move and don’t resist,” Imrah murmured, which did little to ease Milo’s anxiety.

      Something cold but mercifully numbing was spread across his brow, and Milo felt the pull of magic sliding across his mind. In a process that was harder than he would have imagined, he tried not to resist the pull, slowly allowing it to have its way. As he did so, a different sort of pain, cleaner and easier to bear, suffused his brow. His scalp itched and the skin tingled uncomfortably, but within a minute, the only sensation left was a faint dampness across his forehead. He carefully opened his eyes, feeling a mixture of relief and irritation at the sight of Imrah standing over him, wiping her fingers on a rag.

      Slowly, he raised his fingers and ran his fingers gingerly across his newly mended brow.

      “Not fatal,” Imrah muttered dismissively and held out a hand. “Now, get up and try again.”

      Milo took her hand and got to his feet.

      Imrah pressed the dropped vial into his hand and nodded at the soul well.

      Milo hesitated, the vial feeling weighty in his hand. He was neither eager to experience the backlash from the forces containing the shades nor certain he could do anything differently if he tried again.

      “Why couldn’t we start with the healing stuff?” he asked, stalling for time to catch his breath. “Seems like that would be far more helpful than making a pile of murder dust.”

      Imrah looked up at him with narrowed eyes.

      “Who is the teacher?” she asked, a note of warning in her voice.

      Milo took a step toward the soul well, but it was shortened as he turned around.

      “I’m just saying, healing others like that seems a far more important thing to learn. We humans already have plenty of ways to kill each other.”

      Imrah stared at him, her jaw working from side to side before she heaved a sigh.

      “First of all,” she began, her tone sharp and angry, “I’m not teaching you these things to provide you with weapons, but because they are the building blocks for mastering the art. That you choose to view them as tools for murder is your business.”

      Milo wasn’t sure what other use throwing witchfire could have, but he could tell from Imrah’s attitude it was pointless to argue. She would have her say, and it would behoove him not to argue.

      “Second,” she continued, “regenerative formulae are much more complex and require a subtler application of will. If you get it wrong, either in mixture or in application, the results are disastrous. You are using unliving energies to force living tissue to accelerate or even override their natural regenerative processes. If you foul up repairing a small cut, you could end up creating a toxic tumor the size of your fist.”

      Well, that sounds like a good reason, Milo thought as he imagined his wounded head bowing under a pustulating growth on his forehead.

      “Third and finally, healing will be very difficult for you,” she stated, pausing just long enough to dare him to speak before continuing, “The ingredients you were exposed to and had a tangible response to had almost nothing to do with curatives and restoratives. They might as well have been inert stones in your fleshy mitts, while all the things that are tied to dominion and fear practically jumped for joy.”

      Imrah’s dark stare bored into Milo’s pale eyes.

      “You aren’t a healer, Milo, not naturally. You might learn in time, but right now, we need to capitalize on your strengths to build your experience and confidence.”

      “Fear and domination,” he snarled. “That’s all I’m good for.”

      Imrah stared back, neither offering comfort nor backing down from her claim, which enraged Milo further. His fingers curled, and he felt a growing urge to leap upon her, to force her to...to...to do what? Tell him what he was doing right then wasn’t proving what she’d already observed?

      Milo forced out a slow breath and nodded.

      He didn’t have to like it, but she seemed sincere, and her points were all valid. He was going to have to trust her, just as she had to trust him to protect Ifreedahm. With a pang, he realized he’d forgotten all about the purpose of coming back to the surface in the face of Lokkemand’s revealing breakdown.

      With that understanding bracing him, Milo turned back to the soul well and fixed his eyes on the undulating shades.

      “All right then,” he said after a steadying breath. “Let’s get to work.”

      He reached out, determined to not fail this time.
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      As it turned out, he did fail again, and again, and twice more after that.

      Each time, the shades piled on and overwhelmed him. Imrah’s wards kicked in, and he was thrown down with some sundering injury. Yet each time, after Imrah’s ministrations, he climbed back to his feet, took the dropped vial, and tried again.

      On the fifth attempt, remembering the tempo and intensity of the previous assaults, Milo decided to try something different. Instead of bracing under the sensations and emotions, which piled on until he collapsed, he decided to ride them, plunging into each as it came. He writhed in pain, wept in despair, and roared in rage. As he did this, he began to feel he could twist the emotions, leaning into the pain until it hardened into despair, which he stoked until it flared into outrage. He lost his concentration as he allowed anger to spin him in a vortex of senseless anger, but even as he felt himself drowning in the encroaching shades, he smiled.

      He had them now; next time, he was going to take one of them, and there was nothing they could do about it.

      On the sixth try, practically giddy, he was back on his feet, hand outstretched to the soul well before his wounds were fully healed. He used the lingering pain and discomfort of the mending injury, a nasty gash across his chest, to propel him into the contest of wills. The shades came on. This time he didn’t resist them; he didn’t even ride the waves they brought. This time he danced with them, giving context and definition to every blind sensation they drove at him from his scarred history. The lonely nights he’d felt his heart shrivel in the orphanage, the ache in his belly on his third night without food, the fury at seeing his dreams dashed by callous and petty people. The shades were only echoes of lives, but those echoes were notes that would not be drowned out. Instead, he composed them to tell his story, manipulating them so their sensations fell in line. Their cries became the chorus that would sing his tune.

      So shaped, the shades seemed to dance to his tune, moving about him in accordance with his will. From there, it was a small thing to lead one into a crescendo, free and clear of the others. Like some hungry beast from a fable, he beckoned a groomed shade, one of unquenchable longing, to emerge from the flock to sing its song, then just like the fable, he snatched it.

      Milo’s mind cleared as he emerged from the energies of the soul well. Before his eyes, a coil of night slid along his outstretched hand to slither across his shoulders and down the opposite arm. The single shade, driven by his unspoken command, wrapped around the vial, and for a moment, Milo seemed to be holding a tube of raw darkness. Then, like water soaking into the earth, the darkness shrank, and he was holding a vial full of black sand.

      Milo lifted the tube in front of his face and smiled as he saw grains flutter within. For an instant, he saw a face press against the glass composed of lightless grit.

      “I think that does it,” Milo said, holding the vial out to Imrah. “What do you say, maestro?”

      Imrah, eyes narrowed, took the vial.

      “Well, Magus,” she murmured, her voice refusing to express the surprise on her face, “I do believe you have done it.”

      Milo laughed, then twisted his face into an exaggerated scowl.

      “You act like you didn’t think I could!” Milo cried in mock indignation.

      Imrah chuckled, the sound far more appealing in her human guise.

      “After the third time you failed, I was honestly beginning to wonder.”
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      When they finally emerged from the basement, Milo had bound two more shades into vials and worked up an incredible appetite. With little convincing, he’d cajoled Imrah into having them go upstairs and either find something to eat or, he’d chuckled, bully Ambrose until he made something. Though he’d never admit it out loud, Milo was growing quite fond of Ambrose’s simple yet adaptable culinary style.

      The sun had risen while they’d been below, and slanted beams of light were shining through the shuttered windows.

      But that wasn’t the first light he noticed in the room.

      Countess Rihyani sat cross-legged in the den, the unmasked light of her alabaster skin filling the room with soft brilliance. Her heavy robes lay on the ground next to her. She was wearing a pair of silken gray trousers and a blouse of ivory white, though it was hard to tell if it was just the light radiating from her skin. Her long silver hair was wavy and swept to one side to perfectly compliment her graceful neck.

      “Magus,” the contessa said, an ethereal smile flickering across her dark lips. “I’m glad to see you.”

      Milo gaped at her, then realized with a single sniff that something else unexpected greeted him.

      On the air was the sharp intrusion of tobacco smoke, and sure enough, a dainty cigarillo, its tip cherry-red and trailing smoke, was in her long fingers. With elegant confidence, she raised it to her lips to take a long drag. Her eyes still locked on his, she drove the smoke out through her nostrils so that, for just an instant, her dark-golden-pupiled eyes seemed like those of a dragon watching him through blue-gray vapors.

      Milo cleared his throat, wondering why he felt so warm and out of breath.

      “Contessa,” he said so quickly it forced him to pause and consider the next thing he was going to say. “I’m, uh, glad to see you too.”

      Imrah clucked her tongue and gave a sniff.

      “Of all the human affectations you could become attached to,” Imrah chided the fey over Milo’s shoulder. “Really, what do you see in those vile things?”

      The tension suddenly crackling through the room was immense.

      Rihyani acted as though the question was sincere, turning concerned eyes toward the fuming ghul.

      “I’m not sure I can explain it besides saying I enjoy them,” Rihyani replied with gentle thoughtfulness. “If it bothers you, I’d be happy to put it out.”

      “Don’t bother,” Imrah said quickly. “I won't be around for a while. I’m sure by the time I get back, the smell will be out of the building, as long as my student opens the shutters.”

      “Where are you going?” Milo asked, tearing his eyes away from Rihyani. “I thought we were going to have breakfast?”

      Imrah, who was turning to leave, paused, her shoulders hunching as she turned around. The muscles of her masked face bunched and twitched, and the rest of her seemed to be coiling for a spring.

      “I’ve lost my appetite for human fodder,” she said tightly. “And last I knew, masters did not have to explain their comings and goings to apprentices.”

      “No, they don’t,” Milo said slowly, confusion stamped on his face. “But it helps their students if they do.”

      “It seems to me you have all the help you need.”

      With a final venomous glare at Rihyani and her cigarillo, Imrah turned sharply on her heel and stormed out the front door. A few seconds later, Ambrose came shuffling in, looking bemused and glancing over his shoulder.

      “Where’s she going?” he asked, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.

      Milo threw his hands up with a shrug and turned to Rihyani with a pleading glance.

      “I think Lady Marid doesn’t like me smoking in the house,” the contessa observed mildly, vanishing the tobacco with a flutter of her fingers. “It seems to offend her sensibilities as being an odiously human thing to do.”

      “I s’pose so,” Ambrose said, rocking on his heels a little as he looked around. “Would it offend anyone’s sensibilities if I undertook the human ritual of breakfast?”

      Rihyani gave Milo a conspiratorial wink before turning a grave face toward the bodyguard.

      “Only if you don’t make enough to share.”

      Ambrose threw a hand to his chest in horrified indignity.

      “Mademoiselle!” he said with a rolling French accent. “I will only excuse such an insult on the grounds that you have not sampled my fine cooking in our brief acquaintance. Simon Dieudonné Ambrose would never let a guest go hungry!”

      “What about his ward?” Milo asked pointedly, crossing his arms as his stomach gave an audible rumble.

      “You were busy,” Ambrose replied, shooing the remark toward the basement steps with one paw. “Doing, uh, witchy things.”
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      “That was not half bad,” Rihyani remarked, pushing her bowl away. “And considering I grew up dining in Arcadian gardens, that is saying something.”

      Ambrose was just finishing his bacon hash, which had been seasoned with the reserves of herbs and salts he always seemed to have. He took the compliment with a bowed head before shoveling in his last bite.

      “Wasn’t the worst thing I’ve ever eaten,” Milo said, unable to hold back a smile as the big man gave him a wounded look. “But I really don’t think the contessa showed up just for breakfast.”

      Rihyani shook her head.

      “No, I’m afraid not,” she said, her face becoming more serious. “I’ve come to see if you have any news of your progress in redirecting the human advance? I hoped I could bring word back to the Bashlek that things are in motion when I return to Ifreedahm tonight.”

      Milo didn’t have anything remotely good to report on that subject but bringing himself to say it proved a challenge.

      “Well, we’ve only been here a day,” Milo said, trying to sound nonchalant. “Anything to do with so many men and materiel is going to take time to sort out.”

      Rihyani gave him a pointedly patient look.

      “Then the orders have been issued, and it is only a matter of time?”

      “Well,” Milo said, his gaze dropping as he searched for the words, “nothing has happened officially yet. We’ve only been here one day.”

      “So you said already,” Rihyani replied, cocking an eyebrow. “Yet in that one day, you met with your commanding officer, did you not?”

      “Yes,” Milo said, looking at the fey askance. “How did you know that?”

      “You might have noticed at Zuhak that fey are quite adept at not being seen,” she replied archly. “You can fill in the rest, but do you mean to tell me that you informed your commanding officer, and he’s chosen to do nothing?”

      “No, not exactly.” Milo squirmed, his mind scrambling. “It was more that it didn’t come up.”

      Rihyani’s eyes widened enough that it might have been a humorous sight had the room not just become very uncomfortable. When the fey blinked, it might have been to push her eyes back into their sockets, but Milo thought it rude to ask if such was the case.

      “You didn’t...” she began and trailed off for a moment before gathering her thoughts once more. “Magus, I’m not sure you understand what is at stake here.”

      “I think I’ll go clean up the kitchen,” Ambrose mumbled as he collected the bowls and spoons, then vanished.

      “My commanding officer is out of sorts at the moment,” Milo said, parsing each word as he said it. “And though there is no love lost between the two of us, it is almost entirely on my behalf that he is in this situation. I don’t think you understand what a precarious state he is in.”

      The contessa listened to every word, even nodding slightly at a few, but when she spoke, her tone was as hard as steel.

      “Maybe not, but I don’t think you understand what is going on,” she said. “Humanity has been waging war on itself for the last few decades, and that has placed the entire world in a state of strain. The Folk, while living outside the direct conflict, still experience the tremors of all those marching feet and tanks. In the last five years, many have grown restless as they watch humans claim more resources and push unknowingly against the boundaries of their territory. Factions are forming, Magus, as the forgotten people begin to discuss how to end this human-made apocalypse.”

      Milo felt a prickle along his spine.

      “You mean, end the War?” Milo asked. “How?”

      “That’s precisely the question,” the contessa said. “There are theories galore at this point, but in principle, they align along two camps. One is that the Folk, united under a banner of survival at all costs, wage war on mankind. They know our kind, the magical beings of the world, could never fight humanity directly, but as I’m sure you’ve realized, there is much we could do to wreak a terrible toll.”

      Milo imagined it for a second—the varieties of magic he’d witnessed put to subversive use by an embittered enemy. Fey assassins who struck and then vanished without a trace. Ghul necromists who animated graveyards and mortuaries of the dead to attack and terrify cities and towns. Ignorant human armies would blunder and smash, but just one magical being could cripple an entire city.

      “Victory would certainly not be assured,” Rihyani continued softly and sadly. “But their hope would be to cow the proud nations enough with fear and blood that peace would be reached. It is an ugly and barbarous but direct solution.”

      Milo’s mouth suddenly felt very dry.

      “What’s the other camp?” Milo asked as he picked up a canteen next to him.

      Rihyani looked at him intently for a moment, then with a flutter of her fingers, produced a lit cigarillo.

      “The other camp,” she began. “The camp that I, Bashlek Marid, and a few others belong to, wants to see us ally with humans to see this war end as quickly as possible. That’s why we reached out to the Magpie, your Colonel Jorge.”

      Milo blinked, pieces he hadn’t given more than a passing thought to falling into place.

      “Why did you choose him?” Milo asked. “I mean, I don’t know the colonel well, though he seems decent for an officer, but choosing him means choosing Germany. Why not the British or the French, or hell, even the Americans?”

      The contessa smiled as she breathed out a long ribbon of smoke.

      “It doesn't matter now,” she said, a sheepish smile drawing up the corners of her mouth. “It was more that he chose us. His investigations brought him close, and we decided he had an open enough mind to be receptive to interacting with us. We made contact, real contact, and from there, our course was set.”

      “Set with me?” Milo asked, a strange combination of pride and helplessness making him feel light-headed.

      “Well, no,” Rihyani confessed, taking another drag and letting it out languidly. “You were a happy accident.”

      Milo frowned and waited for her to explain.

      “Our initial thought was to ally with one of the powers that be and provide support and services to tip the war in their favor. We hoped that once this was achieved, their enemies would sue for peace, and the state of the world would settle for some much-needed rest. The Magpie had more, uh, ambitious plans.”

      Milo chuckled at the statement, recalling his brief encounter with the mastermind behind Nicht-KAT. You had only to lock eyes with the man to know he was capable of great and terrible things.

      “So, if your whole goal was to help Jorge, and by extension, the German Empire, why is Marid sending me on errands?” Milo asked. “Wouldn’t it make sense to keep me at Ifreedahm so I completed my studies quicker and got on to helping turn the tide?”

      Rihyani took another toke and sent the smoke curling out of her nostrils before answering.

      “Ideally, yes,” she said. “But the Bashlek is concerned, with good reason, about such a force stomping around his mountains and caverns. Ifreedahm is one of the largest gatherings of the Folk in the world, and while no official edict has been made, Marid has made it known his alliance with humans by taking you in. If the army even accidentally stumbles across ghuls and lives are lost, what do you think is going to happen?”

      Milo nodded, seeing her point.

      “They’ll say I betrayed him, and he looks weak,” he said. “And from what I’ve seen, I imagine he won’t last long on top with that being the case.”

      Rihyani let out another plume of smoke, nodding slowly.

      “Even worse than that is what it would do to the cause,” the contessa added. “Not to seem cold, but Marid, for all his assistance, is not key. What is key is proving that the Folk can work with humans and human fear and ignorance will not win out. In this case, Marid’s self-interest runs perfectly alongside the greater movement.”

      Milo’s stomach settled like a lump in his belly, and he felt a drowsiness that reminded him he’d only slept a handful of hours before Imrah had woken him for his lessons. He noticed Rihyani watching him through the haze of smoke. Shaking off the lethargy, he squared his shoulders and met the fey’s eyes.

      “I guess that tells me what I’m doing,” he said, rising from his seat on the floor. “I’ll be back as soon as I can with word of what is being done to keep our forces off the mountain.”

      Rihyani smiled, her teeth flashing white and sharp behind her dark lips.

      “I appreciate you taking this so seriously. I’m glad to find we can be allies.”

      “Is that what we are?” Milo said, holding out a hand to her.

      The contessa took his hand, her skin surprisingly cool but still soft and smooth.

      “I don’t see why not,” she said, snapping the nearly spent cigarillo into the ether with a twitch of her fingers.

      “If we are allies, there is one thing I’m going to need from you very soon,” Milo said softly, staring intently into her eyes.

      Enigmatic but clearly intrigued, the fey stared back.

      “Oh,” she breathed. “What would that be?”

      Milo released the hand he’d been holding and raised his own to do a flapping imitation of Rihyani’s magical gesture.

      “You're going to need to teach me that trick, only I want cigarettes. Students shouldn’t be putting on airs.”
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      “I can’t remember much from our last conversation,” Captain Lokkemand growled as he massaged his temples with one hand and gripped the map table with the other. “But it seems that you’ve forgotten even more than I have.”

      Milo took another drink of water from his canteen before responding. The heat in the tent was smothering, and both men had not only shed their surcoats but also had their sleeves rolled up to the elbow and collars undone.

      “Captain.” Milo swallowed, doing his level best to ignore the sweat dripping down both their noses. “I understand your situation and that of the division, but we are talking about avoiding another front for the war to be fought on. Surely, there has to be some way we can keep them away from the ghuls, or at least direct them around.”

      Lokkemand frowned at Milo before gesturing at the map.

      “I understand you’re not really an officer, Volkohne,” he said tartly. “But you can read a map, can’t you? What’s this?”

      His fingers stabbed down at a city south and east of Bamyan, its location marked with a star. If Milo was reading the topography of the map correctly, it sat at a lower elevation, and the slope of the land progressively descended from there.

      “A city, sir,” Milo said with a forced level tone, wiping sweat from his eyes as he squinted at the name beneath the captain’s finger. “Kabul.”

      “Yes, Kabul, the capital of this hellhole,” Lokkemand spat, then traced a furious line with his fingers farther south and east, past a border. “And what is this?”

      Milo felt the longer this dragged on, the less chance he would have of winning Lokkemand over, but a combination of heat and fatigue was making a difficult conversation even more daunting.

      “India, sir.”

      “And who controls India?”

      “The British,” Milo said before quickly adding. “But Captain, we are already fighting the British in the west. What I’m talking about is preventing a completely new conflict, one—”

      Lokkemand silenced Milo with a dismissive flick of his hand, forcing the magus to grind his teeth as he bit his tongue.

      “Yes, yes, you’ve covered that,” the captain snapped. “But what you haven’t explained is how you expect me to redirect the flow of this river. You come in here with alarms about an apocalyptic war with monsters, but I have my own world-ending crisis with humans right now.”

      His finger stabbed down at Bamyan.

      “Epp may be a monster in the making, but he isn’t stupid. Pushing to Kabul has to succeed and well enough that he can push on to India without too much delay. That means a greater concentration of forces right here, a few short hours from the prize. The ghul king can moan all he wants about soldiers on his mountain, but I’ve got problems of my own right now.”

      Lokkemand turned from the map with a growl in his chest, hands bunching into fists.

      “Epp and his cronies don’t just want intelligence and logistic support and strings pulled and special dispensations. Oh no, that’s just because we’re good friends. They also want me to coordinate an effort to find out what happened to their missing patrols as if this worm-bored backwater couldn’t swallow an entire division with barely a whimper. Wouldn’t be surprised the drunken Bavarian idiots just got lost and will show up in a few weeks, trailing after the rearguard.”

      Given that the captain’s sweat stank like it had been distilled, it was more than odd that he would be critical of others' alcohol consumption, but that wasn’t what piqued Milo’s attention.

      Missing patrols?

      “Missing patrols, sir?” Milo asked, feeling the hairs on his neck pricking up.

      Lokkemand squinted at Milo after mopping at his face with a handkerchief.

      “Yes,” the captain replied. “A few smaller patrols went missing after the general advance was issued. It’s not unheard of, especially in this rough terrain and with so many men, but when more were sent out and only half returned, I had Bavarians by the bucket demanding I do something.”

      Milo supposed it was possible to lose your way in the mountains, but after the revelation in the tunnels, he doubted that was the only thing in play.

      “I tried first to just give them search grids to use,” Lokkemand said, nodding at the map, where Milo could see overlapping lines penciled in certain areas. “When they pressed it, I reminded them that technically Nicht-KAT wasn’t military intelligence, and they went whining to the Rider. Epp came strutting in here and made it clear he wants to be close to full strength before pushing on to Kabul.”

      “What did he expect you to do?” Milo asked, looking surreptitiously over his shoulder at the collection of typists. Not a crack squad of jaegers, that was for sure.

      “How should I know?” Lokkemand huffed, grabbing his chair and dragging it closer before plopping down. “Men like Epp make declarations and expect subordinates to figure it out from there. I’m not saying he isn’t a capable commander, but when it comes down to it, the man is an ass.”

      Milo didn’t know if telling Lokkemand about the jelly thing in the tunnels would help the situation, but the germ of an idea was beginning to form. With some finagling, he might take something off the beleaguered captain’s plate and protect Ifreedahm at the same time.

      “So, what if the patrols weren’t lost?” Milo asked carefully. “What if they were killed in a treacherous ambush?”

      Lokkemand narrowed his eyes at Milo.

      “Is that a confession or a question?”

      Milo swallowed and tried to keep the nervous flutter in his stomach from affecting his voice.

      “A question, sir,” he replied crisply. “If the men were all tragically lost, I assume you couldn’t just give your word that they were dead. What would have to happen for that to take place?”

      Lokkemand leaned forward in his chair, a bead of sweat dripping from his nose onto the map below.

      “I suppose,” he began gingerly, “I’d need some sort of evidence of their demise. Bodies mostly, along with damaged bits of their kit. Uniforms, broken equipment, and weapons. Even if the enemy took everything serviceable, it would be odd if there wasn’t something left.”

      “Of course,” Milo said, nodding to himself. “And you wouldn’t necessarily need to have every soul accounted for. Some might have been taken prisoner or something.”

      Lokkemand swiped his face again with his damp handkerchief, nodding very slowly.

      “That’s true,” he said, watching Milo warily. “Do you have something in mind, Volkohne?”

      Milo met the man’s pointed gaze and felt his stomach do a little flip-flop. Was he really ready to do this?

      “Yes, Captain, I might,” Milo said, forcing a smile. “But I’ll need two things.”

      Lokkemand was losing the struggle to keep a hopeful look off his features.

      “Yes? What?” the captain said a little too quickly.

      “I’ll need about a week,” Milo said, watching his commanding officer’s expression closely. “And how quickly can you get me as many dead bodies as possible?”
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      “Impossible,” was Imrah’s response when Milo introduced his plan to her. “Mad and impossible.”

      “But you made yours in a matter of hours,” Milo pressed, pointing at her flesh-shrouded figure. “If you teach me how to make skin-suits like that and we had all the materials, we could make half a dozen a day, and with nearly a week, that should be more than enough to cover the majority of bodies.”

      The ghul princess snarled and began to pace the common room. Milo’s eyes were burning out of his skull with fatigue, but he’d avoided his bedroll so he could talk to his teacher as soon as she returned from wherever she’d been sulking. The contessa had left with word for the Bashlek to gather the supplies they would need for his scheme.

      “Just teach me how to do it, he says,” Imrah muttered to herself as she stalked back and forth. “As if it were that easy. As though he could just pick up what some ghuls never master.”

      “Oh, come off it!”

      The words had surged out of Milo’s weary mouth before his brain could stop them.

      “What?” Imrah hissed, rounding on him.

      Milo knew he was supposed to be working on tact and that you caught more flies with honey, but right then, indignation was the only thing keeping him upright.

      “Don’t act like you think I can’t learn it, or that you don’t want to give it a shot. For every challenge you’ve put in front of me, I’ve come out on top, from that first fetish in the tunnel to the soul well. I’m not saying it’ll be easy, or that we might not be able to pull it off, but I know if it seems so impossible, you want to give it a shot just to stick it to all those leeches in Ifreedahm, not the least your own father.”

      His little rant finished, Milo leaned against the wall to hide the fact that he was winded. Imrah stared at him for a full pained minute, jaw working. Then she gave a frustrated clack of her teeth.

      “Even if this was possible, which is in question no matter your boasting,” she said at last, returning to pacing, “We would need many ingredients, most of which are rare enough to be either very hard to come by or very expensive to acquire. Neither of us has the means to acquire the supplies in the time you are talking about.”

      Milo crossed his arms as he drew a steadying breath, a smile twitching at one corner of his mouth.

      “Your father would.”

      “How would my father know about this?” she asked sharply, eyes narrowing. “And why would he go to such an expense?”

      “I’m fairly certain staving off exposure and an all-out war with the world is worth a fortune or two,” Milo said, more than a little smug. “And the contessa is on her way to tell him. I’m pretty sure she can convince him.”

      Imrah sniffed irritably.

      “You really think she can huff and puff and blow that house down?” she spat. “But fine, it seems you have me cornered. I’m pretty sure you didn’t tell the contessa that my cooperation was in doubt on this plan.”

      “Well,” Milo muttered, breaking eye contact to scuff a boot at the floor, “I might have made the assumption that you would want to help, if for no other reason than because you wanted to show what you could do with even such a poor student.”

      “You are without a doubt the worst human I’ve ever taught,” she replied with a wry look.

      Milo raised his gaze and met her look with a small grin.

      “I’m fairly certain I’m the only one you’ve ever taught.”

      “That doesn’t seem relevant,” she muttered dryly.

      “I’m learning things from you all the time.” Milo chuckled and heaved himself off the wall. “But in all seriousness, thank you, Imrah. None of this would be possible without you.”

      “I’m still not sure it is possible,” Imrah said with a soft snort. “But I suppose we’re going to find out.”

      “All the same,” Milo said, taking a step closer to look earnestly down into her eyes, “thank you.”

      Imrah searched his face for some sign of sarcasm or mockery. When she saw nothing but genuine regard, a strange, forlorn look came into her face. The look passed so quickly Milo wasn’t sure it had been there a second later.

      “You’re welcome, Milo,” Imrah said softly, then pressed her lips into a restrained line.

      Something in the way she was looking at him made Milo forget that he was looking at a monster in a fetching costume. Her face was softer, her eyes not so hard. He had the mad thought that perhaps, in one wild moment, he might kiss her, and she, just as madly, might kiss him back.

      Then a wracking yawn overcame Milo, and she looked away.

      “Oh, excuse me,” he said as the yawn tapered off. “Well, I guess we’ll get started tomorrow whenever the supplies arrive. For now, I need to get some sleep, and I imagine you’d appreciate some too.”

      “Sleep?” Imrah asked, her expression sharpening. “What do you mean, sleep? I thought you were committed to this scheme of yours?”

      Milo, who was walking away, swung around, a lead weight in his stomach.

      “What do you mean?”

      Imrah shook her head and gave a disapproving cluck of her tongue.

      “We need to get started with the next lesson right away,” she said with sadistic eagerness. “You might be certain you’ll master the skin-suit, but it is still going to take time.”

      “But but but,” Milo gibbered pitifully as he tried to beat his foggy brain into coming up with a plausible excuse. “Don’t we need to wait for the supplies to get here?”

      “Oh, I’ve enough supplies here for you to get started on one,” she said, smiling with sickly sweetness. “I mean, you’ve already been introduced to the basic concepts in Fashioning the Fetish, and the process doesn’t have to be perfect the first time around. You have been reading your copy of Fashioning the Fetish, haven’t you?”

      “Sure.” Milo groaned and ran both hands over his face to grind his palms into his burning eyes. “Why wouldn’t I have read all those pages when I don’t even have enough time to get a decent night’s sleep?”

      Imrah offered him another shake of her head.

      “Poor thing,” she cooed in a saccharine voice. “If you are really tired, I have an elixir to help keep you trudging along. You think that might work?”

      “Really?” Milo asked, perking up a little. “Well, yeah, I’ll give it a try.”

      “Good,” Imrah said sharply, her facade cracking. “Now get to the basement. We’ve got some skin to stitch.”
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        * * *

      

      The elixir was aptly named nightwatch, and to Milo’s great relief, it was not nearly as noxious as it might have been. It was deep blue and produced the aftertaste of sweet onions in the back of his throat. Once he’d ingested it, he could feel the essence-infused liquid in his stomach, and with a little nudge from his focused mind, he set it to work.

      It was like being filled with pale, cold morning light after a bleak, dark night. It wasn’t a manic or hot energy, but there was an impetus to it, a momentum that kept his mind and body pushing forward. Every step was like the last surge before the crash into a well-earned rest. It was discombobulating, but he soon found the loping energy intoxicating.

      “This is incredible,” Milo chortled as he set about ordering the various ingredients Imrah had instructed him to gather. “How long does this stuff last?”

      Milo had experimented with snow and hop when he ran with Roland at Roland’s enthusiastic encouragement, but this was unlike anything he’d ever experienced.

      “That depends.” Imrah grunted as she heaved one of the flapping skins off the rack. “The batch you just took should last you for the next six hours. If you haven’t made significant progress in five hours, I’ll show you how to prepare another dose, and we’ll keep going until we know you can’t do it without wasting the supplies.”

      Milo nodded, taking the statement in stride as he went over to help her manage her awkwardly flexible burden. It was only once they’d brought it over to the table and laid it out that Milo realized she was talking about repeatedly doping him.

      “Wait,” he said sharply as Imrah began to straighten the uncomfortably familiar shape across the table. “What are the side-effects? I mean, you can’t just keep taking nightwatch forever, right?”

      Imrah didn’t bother to look up as she finished spreading her burden on the table. At first Milo balked at what he took to be flayed human skin, but staring at it, he saw hides of different colors and textures all together to make a human shape. He breathed a sigh of relief at realizing that none of them were human.

      Imrah surveyed the hide carefully before turning to scrutinize the materials Milo had gathered on the next table.

      “I suppose it would be possible to take it for an extended period of time,” she said thoughtfully as she checked a bowl. “Depending on the quality of the batch you make and the level of control in its activation, you could probably go for a week without sleep, maybe two, before you saw any decrease in function.”

      She scooped up the bowl she’d been scrutinizing.

      “You’ll need far more dried pupae,” she said, holding the bowl out to Milo and nodding at a jar on another table. “Two handfuls.”

      “Okay,” Milo said, calling over his shoulder as he went to get the husks, “but you’re saying it won’t have any negative effects? What happens once you finally come off the stuff?”

      Imrah gave the rest of the ingredients another sweep and then a curt nod before answering.

      “Long-term use of any elixir will have side-effects, though nightwatch is mostly cosmetic and behavioral. Nothing serious, and again, that would be with extended use.”

      Milo tried to block out the dry scrape of the spent pupae on his skin as he carefully drew them out and deposited them in the bowl.

      “And as far as when the elixir runs out,” the ghul continued, “that will depend on how long you have been using it. If it has only been a few days, then the fatigue will be intense. If you are pushing a week, you’ll have minutes, maybe seconds before you collapse. If you’ve pushed it further than that, well, just don’t do that.”

      Milo gulped at the implications as he came back with his bowl of expended cocoons, offering them to Imrah for inspection. She waved them over to the table.

      “Good, now start stuffing the pupae into one of those eels,” she said absently as she prowled around the table.

      Milo frowned at the long black shapes floating in a murky glass jar.

      “I still want to know where you got all this,” Milo muttered as he rolled up his sleeves. “It’s not like you had time to gather it.”

      Imrah bared her teeth at him as he removed the glass jar, filling the basement with a rank, fishlike smell.

      “If you don’t manage to foul this up too terribly, I’ll show you,” she teased, then frowned as he plunged his hand into the jar. “Mind the teeth!”

      Milo swore furiously as he yanked his hand clear of the jar with a wriggling eel fixed on the meat of his thumb.

      “These things are alive!” Milo howled as he whipped his hand around, spattering stinking water.

      “Obviously,” the ghul remarked with wry amusement. “Now quit playing with the vermin. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      Milo finally managed to pry the needle-toothed jaws from his hand, gripping it behind its blunt head as its black length flopped and dangled. Then, still swearing and cursing the eel to the very progenitor of its kind and the last offspring of its entire species, he began the process of coaxing the ill-tempered fish to eat the pupae. Imrah watched with crinkled eyes as he taunted it into fits of snapping at him that saw cocoons slipping down its gullet. It was a slow, frustrating process, and soon Milo was sweating and so intent on the task he didn’t even have time to swear.

      He’d made it halfway through the bowl when Imrah finally burst out laughing.

      Milo looked up, eel in one hand, bowl of empty pupae in the other, eyes wide.

      “What?” the magus asked, his voice sharp and trembling. “What!”

      Imrah wiped tears from her eyes.

      “I said stuff it, not feed it,” she wheezed, barely able to keep herself from devolving into further chortling. “You kill them first. What do you think the ramrod is for?”

      To illustrate, she pointed at the bronze cylinder on the table, its baroque filigree twinkling mockingly in the light.

      Milo made to argue, but a spluttered curse was all he could manage before turning an accusing eye on the gaping eel.

      “I’m going to try to enjoy this,” he hissed into the cold eyes. “If nothing else because both of you have been enjoying making a fool of me.”

      The eel gave no reply except one more defiant snap of its jaws as Milo set down the bowl and picked up a knife from the table.
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        * * *

      

      The ingredients were finally prepared and placed in their appropriate places within the empty skin, which Imrah had described as the easy part. The swollen skin and series of puncture wounds on Milo’s thumb begged to differ, but either way, it seemed they were ready to proceed with empowering the fetish.

      “The essence to empower the skin will come from this,” she said, holding up a small pouch. “It should have all the power you need to complete the process. You’ll probably need one for each skin-coat you prepare.”

      Milo took the pouch, and the second his fingers closed over it, he heard a soft click and rattle within. Certain he wouldn’t like the answer, he tugged the top open to peer inside. An assortment of tiny bones was within.

      “Birds?” he asked, hating how hopeful he sounded. Somehow, as delicate as bones were, even he struggled to believe that was possible. Animal corpses offered many ingredients and potential alchemical applications, but essence came from one place.

      “Of course not.” Imrah snorted, then seeing the expression curdling his features, broke into a frown. “What’s wrong? Are you embarrassed that you forgot something so basic, or is it something else?”

      Milo stretched the mouth of the pouch wider and scowled at the collection of tiny bones, his skin crawling even as anger rose in his belly. His fingers sifted a few of the bones before settling on a tiny femur, which he raised in front of his face.

      “These are bones, Imrah,” he murmured, not sure if he wanted to fight or vomit. “The bones of a child, an infant!”

      An expression of raw confusion slid across the ghul’s human guise, then her expression hardened.

      “Yes, so?” she asked, her eyes flat.

      “So,” Milo snarled, thrusting the bag toward her, “this was someone’s son or daughter! It’s bad enough that we’re going to be handling god-forsaken bodies, but the bones of children are just fuel?”

      Imrah’s fingers curled and her teeth clacked, but she closed her eyes as she drew in a calming breath. When she opened them, her gaze was steady but softer, and her voice was low and calm.

      “I understand that physical remains mean something to humans,” she said, each word pronounced with measured slowness. “But if you are going to be a necromist, you will have to accept that they are simply raw materials. Yes, that was someone’s daughter, but not anymore, just like this skin.”

      Milo ground his teeth as she spoke. Though he knew it was all in his head, the pouch felt heavier in his palm.

      “That girl died years ago, over a decade if I remember correctly. Her mother and father, if they still live, will have moved on with their lives and probably had more children. Nothing we do to those bones will hurt her, but they can help us greatly.”

      Milo looked at the delicate bones. He tried to tell himself her words made sense in a cool, rational way, but every second he held the pouch, it felt heavier, and his hands felt more soiled.

      He imagined a small grave dug into a hillside.

      Raw materials!

      Milo railed at himself, knowing he was wasting precious time, but he couldn’t shake the image of a man and woman leading their other children to that hillside.

      Just raw materials!

      Despite his internal conflict, the vision progressed as he saw the mother and father kneel beside that small grave, clearing away nature’s weedy grip. They taught their other children their sister’s name and inched closer to healing a family that had been broken.

      Then he thought of their faces when the next time they came and found the little grave plundered.

      Milo closed his eyes, and cold, righteous anger stirred in his chest.

      “How did she die?” he asked, the question coming out before he could stop himself.

      The ghul looked as though she didn’t understand the question. After a moment, she seemed to realize he was waiting for the answer, and she made a frustrated sound in the back of her throat.

      “Will that really help?” Imrah asked, eyeing him like he was a wounded animal. “Will that make any of this easier?”

      Milo swallowed and tightened his fingers around the pouch, wincing at the soft clicks within.

      “It might.” His voice whistled around the lump in his throat. “It might make all the difference in the world.”

      The last words came out sharper than he’d expected, but as his misting eyes narrowed at Imrah, he knew certain as stone he meant it. Imrah raked her fingers through her stolen hair as though ready to tear the disguise apart in a fit of temper. Her jaw worked for a moment, eyes blazing.

      “It—ugh, fine—she died of some illness or another,” the ghul said at last. “That’s all I know because that was all the merchant told me. The bones of a beloved child pick up a powerful resonance that catches more essence than such a small life would collect.”

      Milo looked at the bones and couldn’t keep himself from wondering what mother would want to know her daughter’s bones had been collected by creeping monsters for dark magic.

      “How do you know the merchant didn’t kill her himself?” Milo asked. “Snatch her up and then kill her to give you the bones?”

      Imrah looked at Milo with narrowed eyes.

      “I don’t know, Milo. How would I be able to tell?” she asked irritably. “Think!”

      Milo wanted to snarl that now wasn’t the time for a review, but the words died in his mouth. He swallowed the rebuke and nodded his understanding.

      “You could sense a difference,” Milo said with a defeated sigh. “Such a violent end would affect the essence. Awakening Moro, section four.”

      Imrah raised her hands in front of her and began to clap slowly. If his hands hadn’t been full, Milo would have snatched up something to throw at her and might have started with the eel jar.

      “So you do read occasionally,” the ghul said, her face twisting into a smug sneer. “Now, just to check that I’m telling the truth, why don’t you feel those bones out and tell me what you find?”

      Milo stared at her, and in silence, he felt the tremble of magical awareness centered around the pouch in his hand. He feared to reach out, not sure if he could bear what was waiting for him. Imrah just stared back, unflinching.

      Milo’s hand trembled, the bones rattling, and he felt the essence pulsing within the pouch. Throb by throb it was closer, and somewhere in the back of his mind, he wondered if he would get to hear the sobs of the child’s mother echoing in his mind.

      “Why can’t we use a soul well?” he asked. “Draw on shades to power the process?”

      “Because shades have too much will of their own,” Imrah explained, rolling her eyes. “These aren’t skin-coats going on you or me, who can control them. If we put a skin-coat on a corpse, even with instructions to stay put and in the form we give it, it’s liable to start changing shape or even crawl away within minutes, certainly within hours.”

      Milo felt his chest tighten, and his eyes roved around him, searching for escape.

      “Milo,” Imrah called as though he were a skittish horse, which was how he felt.

      “What?” he gasped, unable to focus on her as his mind raced.

      “These are the realities of the craft,” she said gently. “There are no other sources of essence besides humans, and the only reliable way to get that essence, untainted, is from their remains. If there was another option I would suggest it, but you remember your reading. This has to be done.”

      With a single heavy breath, Milo shook his head, tied up the pouch, and set it gently on the table.

      “No,” he said, the word quiet but heavy. Staring at the bag a moment longer, he made a promise to himself that he would find a place to bury what remained of the little girl. He would find somewhere the sun would touch every day. She’d spent enough time in the dark.

      Imrah’s nostrils flared and her eyes flashed.

      “Milo, think about it,” she warned. “You are going to throw away a powerful tool just because it makes you uncomfortable. Think of the lives you’ll be saving by preventing this war. Aren’t those worth a little discomfort?”

      The words struck Milo, though not in the way Imrah intended. Moments ago, she’d asked him to recall a section of his reading, and now her words called to mind another passage toward the end of the codex. Part of him trembled even as he snatched up an empty bowl and the knife he’d used to kill that cursed eel.

      “I’m willing to endure more than a little discomfort,” Milo said after placing the knife and bowl down to snag a few pinches of weapon filings and crematory ash.

      “What are you doing?” Imrah asked, her tone approaching a demand.

      “Awakening Moro, section seventeen,” Milo said distractedly as he sprinkled the filings and ash in the bowl. “There’s a reference to further details in an unattached appendix, but I think I understand the basics.”

      Milo spat into the bowl, then drew his focus to a needle point within the container.

      “BURN.”

      A tongue of green flame sprang up from the center of the bowl like an infernal candle.

      “You can’t be serious,” Imrah hissed. “Not only is it forbidden, but it is also incredibly dangerous. Do you even know what you are talking about?”

      Milo retrieved the knife and began to pass the blade through the flames, careful to keep his fingers clear. When the bronze blade began to glow along the edges, he held it up for inspection.

      “Clearly, I do,” Milo said as he watched the burning light pass out of the blade, though he could feel its biting heat. “For once, I did my homework.”

      Imrah stepped toward him.

      “It is forbidden!” she snarled and reached out to grab the knife from him.

      Milo stopped her with a baleful look.

      “Forbidden for a ghul,” he said grimly, stepping over the prepared skin with eyes still locked on his teacher. “But I’m not a ghul.”

      “Milo, please,” Imrah said quickly, watching as the blade drew near his open palm. “Forget rules and traditions; this could kill you, and then what good will it do?”

      Milo didn’t bother to answer as he drew the blade across his hand. The edge of the blade, searing and keen, parted his flesh in one smooth stroke. A sharp, truncated hiss sounded as blood met the hot blade. Without flinching, Milo clenched his lacerated hand, drawing more blood to the welling wound.

      “You’re being a fool!” Imrah shrieked, slamming her fist on the table. “For Iblis’s sake, you’re standing there over what will be a skin-coat you fit on a dead man, you idiot! You probably have more in common with the corpse you’ll be using than some whelp who didn’t have the strength to see her second year. Where’s your outrage for him?”

      Blood had begun to drip from Milo’s wound, and not wasting a drop, he dribbled it across the skin.

      “I’ve got to draw the line somewhere,” he said without looking up, wondering if the heady feeling was conviction or the magic taking hold. “Men, good and bad, die for so many reasons, that’s the way of it. Sometimes it’s a tragedy, sometimes it's a blessing, and sometimes it's necessary. But a child’s death is always a tragedy and never necessary.”

      He felt it as the blood soaked into the prepared hide. A connection was made, like two wires making contact and the current starting to flow.

      “The men we’ll be using died in the service of the Empire. We’ll just be asking them to serve a little longer. Same can’t be said of her.”

      Imrah looked ready to pounce on him in her fury.

      “You’re being so arbitrary, so self-righteous it makes me sick!” Imrah shrilled, scattering bowls and jars to shatter on the floor as she picked up the pouch of tiny bones. “What if the world was burning, the whole damned world, and I told you this right here was the only way to save everyone and everything? What then, Magus?”

      Milo shook his head and looked at his bloody hand. Blood had been ground into the lines in streaks of crimson, but the wound was dry. The skin-coat had drunk its fill and was now ready.

      “If profiting from the death of an innocent is the only way to save the world,” he said slowly, gathering his focus to start the reaction, “then I say, let it burn.”
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      Thankfully using his blood, and therefore his life force, to power the reaction did not prove fatal. Painful, most certainly, but after the first moment of soul-shredding dislocation, Milo was pleased to find he remained alive, and as far as he could tell, whole.

      Meanwhile, the prepared hide was going through a rapid cycle of changes.

      First, the blood bubbled and hissed like it was boiling off the surface, though Milo felt no noticeable change in temperature from the forming skin-coat. No sooner had the vapors risen a few inches from the coat than they were drawn back down across the surface of the hide, where they hovered like fog. Beneath this layer of mystic vapors, the hide seemed to thin, becoming insubstantial. A few seconds later, the entire hide looked like it was made of glass, and Milo could see the table through the hide.

      “Incredible,” Imrah whispered, suddenly at Milo’s shoulder.

      Milo wanted to feel smug, but the rapt look on her face was so intent that he felt a tremble of unease.

      “Did something go wrong?” Milo asked, more concerned about her than his oddly behaving project. “Is it damaged?”

      Imrah shook her head, not answering, then reaching for the accordion file resting against the leg of the table. She drew out the first collection of sheets held together with a paperclip.

      “Here,” she said, shoving the papers into Milo’s hand.

      A photo of a dark and surly-looking fellow with a weak chin was stuck under the paperclip. The papers were the medical records for a soldier in the missing patrols, an unfortunate named Klaus Schuster.

      “So, this is supposed to happen?” Milo said, looking up from the paper and nodding at the glassy hide. “It’s supposed to look like that?”

      Imrah gave an impatient snort, but checked herself, and then bobbed her head in confirmation.

      “Yes, that is exactly what it is supposed to look like. In fact, even though I’ve made dozens of these in my life, I’ve only had this happen a handful of times. The cloudier it is during this stage, the more imperfect it will be on completion.”

      Milo gave a grunt and looked at the picture of Klaus again. He felt a slight tug at the back of his mind, where the magic binding the proto skin-coat to his blood sang. Not sure how the process worked, he stared at Klaus and let his mind drag every feature over that thrumming chord at the back of his mind. It was something like sending puzzle pieces down a chute, knowing that they will reach their proper place. As long as he kept feeding the information, it would find its proper place.

      Imrah gasped, and Milo was just about to look up when she stopped him.

      “Don’t stop,” she said quickly. “It’s working perfectly.”

      Milo finished with the photograph and then began to read the papers, overlaying numbers and descriptors on the image he’d formed of Klaus from the picture. Height, weight, a slight stoop here, a birthmark there. Within a few minutes of reading, Klaus Schuster was a whole creation in Milo’s mind. Somehow, he knew the skin-coat on the table was complying as well.

      As the mental image thickened into a three-dimensional creation, the words on the paper swam in front of his eyes, and Milo’s head began to spin. He felt that gravity was disproportionately affecting parts of his body, his head and hand were suddenly so much heavier. He was certain he was going to need to lie down very soon.

      “Finish it!” Imrah cried at his side, and her shoulder braced him under one arm.

      He couldn’t remember when his legs had decided to stop working.

      “Finish it and break the connection!” Imrah ordered.

      Milo struggling to come to grips with soft and slippery thoughts, remembered that chord at the back of his mind. With fumbling awareness, he tugged on that clinging sensation and realized it wasn’t just a feeling. It was the anchor of a magical umbilical cord, and it was pumping more of him into his creation. He had to sever it or it would suck him dry, though all this occurred without the requisite fear he should have felt.

      His mind was numb and clumsy, but somehow with the last vestiges of his jagged will, he sheared through the magical connection. Like a taut string snapping back into place, his senses snapped back with painful clarity. He was covered in a cold sweat, and he ached in every way possible—and a few impossible ones to boot.

      On the table lay what looked for all the world like a deflated Klaus Shuster.

      “Well,” Imrah said with a grunt since she was still holding him upright, “I suppose for doing forbidden blood magic, that went exceptionally well.”

      Milo tried to straighten, but his joints sent protesting spasms of pain in rebuke. Instead, he swung his burdensome head around to give the ghul a pained grin.

      “And to think you doubted me.”

      As carefully as she could manage, Imrah lowered him to the floor and propped his back against a table leg. Milo didn’t protest, in part because he didn’t want to and mostly because he couldn’t. He settled onto the floor, a low groan passing from deep in his chest to leave his lips sonorously. His eyes fluttered closed, and he surrendered to fatigue, but then fingers squeezed his jaws open, and that sweet onion taste washed down his parched throat.

      The nightwatch’s bouncing energy rolled through him, battering his limbs to wakefulness. It wasn’t nearly as pleasant as the first dose he’d taken, but by God, it woke him up and dragged him to his feet with fierce intensity. His eyes popped open as though they would burst if he didn’t let them loose.

      Imrah had already stepped away and busied herself with something in a small cup at the table.

      Milo realized with a start that he must have been out longer than he thought because the skin-coat was no longer on the table and the leftover ingredients had been cleared as well. The knife he’d used to open his hand was still there, sitting next to the bowl whose flame had shrunk to little more than the fire to be found on a candle stub.

      “So, that was interesting,” Milo said a little breathlessly, the nightwatch dancing in his chest.

      “Indeed,” Imrah remarked, casting a critical eye over the interior of the cup. “I suppose it goes without saying that what you did was incredibly reckless and stupid.”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged. “But it worked. Speaking of which, where is my handiwork?”

      His eyes roved around the basement as Imrah turned and held the cup over the shrinking witchfire in the bowl.

      “I hung it on the racks, along with the file,” she remarked, watching the cup mildly. “If we fold or bundle it up, we’re likely to get creases and seams we don’t want. They’d fade with time and use, but we might as well avoid it if we can.”

      “Good, good.” Milo nodded over-eagerly. He knew his behavior bordered on manic, but he couldn’t stop.

      Imrah peered at him, looking weary around the eyes, though her human guise remained as vigorous as ever.

      “I suppose your success makes you think you can keep doing things like this?”

      “Yes, yes, it does,” Milo said as he bounced on the balls of his feet. “Now that I know how the connection drains me over time, I can be prepared. Dump the details into the hide and then break the connection. Simple, simple, simple.”

      Imrah nodded and sighed.

      “Yes, it seems so,” she muttered. She lifted the cup from the flame as little gray wisps emerged. “We’ll have to be careful it doesn’t kill you, but these sorts of skin-coats are relatively simple. Your control is amazing with the blood, but the drain on you physically is a concern. When you begin to learn about protective coatings and replicative adaptations, it will be more dangerous, and I can’t imagine you could pull off extra-dimensionals powered by blood alone.”

      Milo was nodding rapidly, taking in the information and pairing it with fanciful, frantic imaginings. His mind caught on extra-dimensionals.

      “What are those?” he asked, then remembering he hadn’t said the words out loud, added: “Extra-dimensionals, I mean.”

      Imrah smiled wickedly through the saturnine vapors.

      “How do you think I carried all these things from Ifreedahm?”

      Milo balked and stared around the room, his magically stimulated mind tumbling into a freewheeling spin.

      “What? Really? All of it? WHAT?”

      Imrah chuckled and held the cup out to him.

      “Drink,” she instructed.

      His mind still spinning, Milo took the vessel and threw back its scalding contents in one wincing swallow.

      “Ugh, that hurt,” he said, but his discomfort hardly slowed his train of thought. “Imagine what we could do with that? It would be incredible. It could revolutionize everything, everything! Why, we—”

      “Milo,” Imrah said firmly.

      His mind was working so quickly he could hardly see her.

      “No, just wait—”

      “Milo!” she snarled

      “What?” he shouted back.

      “The elixir I just gave you is a restorative,” she explained with forced calm. “It is going to counteract the nightwatch I gave you in a few minutes. Unless you want to pass out on this floor, you best get upstairs to something soft!”
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      After losing a day to sleep, Milo’s world accelerated very quickly.

      While he’d slept, Lokkemand had arranged for all the corpses they would need to be stored in the empty home next to Milo’s “lab.” The official explanation was concerns of the dead being infected by a deadly fungus that a specialist needed to examine. The combination of location and the rumor of disease-spreading corpses assured them that Milo could carry out the operation unmolested.

      When he had awakened from his alchemically enhanced stupor, Rihyani and her companions had arrived with all the supplies they would require to make skin-coats for the rest of the dead soldiers. Imrah had vanished again, and Milo was in no rush to start the process just yet since the fey brought the supplies in after nightfall. Milo supposed Imrah would arrive soon, and if she didn’t, he would start without her after he shared a meal with his bodyguard and the contessa.

      The fey companions, whose names Milo still didn’t know, had elected to leave as soon as their duty was discharged.

      The food, sandwiches made from dense field biscuits, canned meat, and local goat cheese, weren’t bad, but the smell of the moldering corpses next door was ever-present. They’d eaten in silence, forcing down bites, trying to ignore the scent of putrefaction.

      Ambrose had managed to find some coffee and was brewing a pot whose smell seemed to drive off the worst of the odor next door. This, combined with the plummeting temperatures of the arid world outside, meant the stink was muffled.

      “Any news from the Bashlek?” Milo asked as he brought the contessa her cup on the second-floor veranda. Rihyani decided to smoke one of her cigarillos there in the hopes of not offending Imrah whenever she returned. Milo had at first worried at the stir such a luminous and unearthly creature might cause, even when they were nestled away from most eyes, but she’d insisted she would make certain they were unobserved.

      “Thank you,” the fey lady said as she took the cup. “There is quite a bit of news from Ifreedahm, not all of it from our friend Marid.”

      “Do tell,” Milo urged as he struck a match to light the hand-rolled cigarette hanging from his lip. Ambrose had also found a way to replenish their tobacco in excess of the commissarial allotments.

      Rihyani blew out a plume of smoke, and it turned to silver filigree in the light of the moon before dissipating. She sighed, her eyes distant, then took a sip of the coffee.

      “Humans and their marvels,” she muttered, then looked at Milo standing at the doorway. “Won’t you come stand next to me as we talk? I so rarely get to enjoy tobacco and coffee with anyone.”

      Milo hadn’t brought his coat with him, and even from where he stood, he felt the night prickling his skin with gooseflesh. All the same, he steeled himself, thankful that he had hot coffee, warm smoke, and a fetching creature like the contessa to fight the chill.

      “So long as you plan to tell me about that news,” he said, puffing on his cigarette as he came to stand beside her. “Among most humans, making comments like yours and providing nothing is called ‘being a tease.’”

      Her wine-dark eyes studied him for a moment as her head tilted to the side, and one corner of her mouth hitched up in a wry grin.

      “Can’t two friends just enjoy a moment together? Very soon, you’ll be back to your schemes, and I’ll make busy running my errands. Can’t we just savor the coffee and each other’s company?”

      In response, Milo took a sip and then a drag on his cigarette to buy time. As he sent a jet of smoke into the night, he realized he wasn’t sure what to make of the situation.

      “So, we are friends?” Milo said, the words coming out flatter and harder than he’d intended.

      Contessa Rihyani paused and frowned over the cup she’d just raised to her lips.

      “I’d like to think so,” she said, the barest hint of rebuke in her tone. “I’ve been more forthright with you than most of my own kind, let alone any human I’ve ever encountered. I supposed I’d hoped that sort of thing would engender trust and camaraderie. Was I wrong?”

      “I’m sorry,” Milo said quickly, the look in her eyes a warning he was eager to heed. “It’s just that, well, you’re not only the first fey I’ve ever been friends with, but also the first woman, or female, I’ve ever been friends with.”

      Rihyani laughed, the sound producing that same ache in Milo’s chest.

      “That’s me,” she said, tossing her head back to strike a regal pose. “A pioneer all over again.”

      “I suppose so,” Milo said, acutely aware of how blank his mind had gone. “So, uh, the news?”

      Rihyani turned to look at him again, and Milo busied himself with enjoying his coffee to avoid the gaze that was making him uncomfortable. She held the stare long enough that Milo was certain he was being rude by avoiding her gaze before letting out a sigh and drawing on her cigarillo again.

      “The Bashlek agrees with the plan, obviously,” she said as she sent twin jets from her nostrils. “He even recommended some areas that we utilize for depositing the bodies. He says they’ll be close enough to the enemy lines to seem reasonable positions for an ambush.”

      “That’s helpful,” Milo said, nodding. “We’ll just have to make sure that we don’t stumble into a real ambush when we go to set things up.”

      Rihyani tapped some ash off on the rail of the veranda before scattering it with a gust of conjured wind from her fingertip.

      “We can scout the locations out ahead of time,” she said, looking down into the small courtyard in front of the house.

      “Thank you,” Milo said woodenly, hating how stiff and distant the conversation seemed. He wished he could say something to put the contessa at ease, to draw her into those familiar tones, but it was no use. With disgust, he thought he might have an easier time talking to Imrah than this radiant creature.

      “Fazihr returned to Ifreedahm,” Rihyani said once the silence had stretched past the point of discomfort. “But he did not return to the court of the Bashlek.”

      Milo looked up through his cigarette smoke with a frown

      “Where did he go?”

      Rihyani took another drink before setting her cup down in front of her.

      “To Lady Dazk,” she said, her tone making it easy to guess how she felt about the matter. “The rumor is the little worm crawled back to Dazk with all sorts of slander and scandal coming off his poisonous tongue. Tales from the broken House of Marid and the wayward daughter Imrah.”

      The fey gave a sniff of disgust before drawing and exhaling a dragon’s share of pungent smoke.

      “It’s unlikely a word of it is true, but his treachery could prove an unwelcome complication for Marid. Perhaps it is for the best that all this happened. Now is a most uncertain time for you in Ifreedahm.”

      Milo let out a long curse along with a plume of smoke.

      “Should we tell Imrah?” he asked before flicking the butt into the courtyard below. “Or will she already know?”

      Rihyani shrugged.

      “In all the time I have known Marid, he’s never acted as though Imrah cared that her father was the Bashlek.”

      She let out a final puff of smoke before vanishing the cigarillo with a flick of her fingers.

      “Tell her if you want, but there is something of greater concern for Ifreedahm besides who is Bashlek.”

      “What now?” Milo groaned after frowning into his empty cup.

      Rihyani turned toward him, and he wasn’t quick enough to look away. Her gaze pinned him in place, intent that he pay very close attention to her words.

      “More ghuls have gone missing,” she said, her lips tightening into a grim line. “More outposts near routes where humans have been spotted. There are growing mutters of it being the work of humans, which only stokes fears and produces calls for Marid to do something. He’s shut up the city, and precious few are allowed to pass the gates. Still, those who go near the surface tunnels disappear.”

      Milo swore bitterly and shook his head.

      “Almost like someone wants to provoke the two sides to war,” Milo growled, cupping the mug in both hands.

      “Almost,” Rihyani replied with a nod.

      Milo chewed his lip before heaving a sigh.

      “What are the odds that thing in the tunnels isn’t involved?” Milo sighed. “I mean, seriously; disappearing ghul outpost and human patrols, all leaving no evidence, so everyone is poking around and asking more questions. What are the odds a creature like that just shows up now?”

      Rihyani gave him a wry smile.

      “Most unlikely,” she said. “I asked the Bashlek if he’d heard of anything like what you described, and he mentioned very ancient tales of bound demons and forbidden experiments, but he didn’t seem to give it much credence. Either way, if it becomes bold enough to attack Ifreedahm, he’s been told it doesn’t like fire.”

      “That’s something,” Milo said. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Rihyani said and turned back to the courtyard as she gave him a sidelong glance. “If we were friends, I’d tell you I was glad to do it.”

      “If?” Milo asked.

      “If.” She nodded.

      “If we were friends,” Milo said, joining her in gazing across the courtyard, “I’d tell you to be careful, and I looked forward to seeing you in a weeks’ time.”

      “If?” she said softly.

      “If.”
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        * * *

      

      Imrah did not return from her ramblings, which Ambrose muttered darkly must be finding “ghul-fodder” until early the next morning, but when she did, she was eager to join Milo in making the skin-coats.

      Unfortunately, Milo had made adjustments to their resources and division of labor.

      They were not appreciated by the ghul princess.

      “You did what?” she snarled.

      Milo knew she’d heard him, so he didn’t waste the effort of repeating himself as he worked at his mortar and pestle. He’d made three coats in the course of the night and was feeling the drain on his soul, something that seemed to translate directly into marked fatigue. To counteract the effects, he was making some nightwatch to keep him upright for the next three.

      “We have other options,” he said simply as he ground the ingredients with heavy, even twists of the pestle.

      “How dare you!” Imrah snarled. “You are the student, I am the master. You don’t get to determine which tools I get to use!”

      Milo removed the pestle and shook the ingredients into the waiting tincture in a tin cup.

      “Actually,” he began, keeping as level a tone as he could manage, “this is a Nicht-KAT operation, and therefore, command flows down from Jorge to Lokkemand to me. Lokkemand’s given me operational discretion, so I get to decide how this show’s going to go, and I say no more kid bones. It’s that simple.”

      Imrah trembled with rage, stabbing a hooked finger at him as spit flew from her lips.

      “You wouldn’t even know what you were doing if it weren’t for me! You ungrateful wretch!”

      Milo focused, then threw the nightwatch back in one gulp. He braced for the magical stimulant’s effects, which came with their increasingly familiar rolling surge. In the back of his mind, he wondered what habits would need breaking once this was all over, but the thought disappeared as the elixir washed the fatigue out of his limbs and the fog out of his brain.

      When he turned his eyes on Imrah’s seething figure, his gaze was clear and sharp.

      “You can throw your fits all you want, but unless you are quitting the operation altogether, you’re going to have to make do,” he said firmly, then set about clearing his table to begin working on another skin-coat.

      Imrah snarled Ghulish curses that lacked human corollaries and made several abortive attempts at storming away before coming back with a hiss.

      “Where are the bones? What did you do with them?”

      Milo turned. He would have been nose to nose with her if she was a bit taller.

      “They’re gone,” he growled. “Get over it.”

      “I’m not using my blood!” she spat. “Where are the bones?”

      “Don’t use your blood,” he shot back. “There’s enough resonance in the extra ingredients we have for you to draw essence from them.”

      “Scraps, and inefficient scraps at that,” Imrah replied in a hard, flat voice. “I’m not going to go scrapping like some scavenger. Where are the bones?”

      Milo glared at her.

      “Where are the bones!”

      “Buried,” said a voice as hard and blunt as a hammer stroke.

      Man and ghul turned to see Ambrose coming down the stairs.

      He was dusty, and grimy streaks decorated his face, which was set in a thunderous scowl. One hand clutched the bundled-up bags that had held the infants’ bones, while the other rested pointedly on an officer’s sword the big man had “appropriated” sometime since they arrived at camp. His boots hit the basement floor and he advanced on Imrah, the bundle raised in front of him.

      “There still might be some bone dust in there,” he rumbled. “You want a sniff, vulture?”

      Imrah recoiled, seeming ready to flee for her life, but Ambrose settled for throwing the bags at her feet.

      “There, get a snout full,” he said in a low, deadly whisper. “That’s the last thing you’re going to get out of them.”

      Imrah’s eyes darted to the bag, to Ambrose, then Milo, and back to Ambrose. Her face became a sneering mask even as she cringed and threw an unconvincing shrug at the bodyguard.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said with forced nonchalance. “I have ways of finding them.”

      Ambrose took one step, and Imrah flinched back.

      “Do that,” Ambrose warned icily, “and there won’t be enough of you left to do magic with. Do you understand me? I will end you, then render you down into pieces too small to bother finding.”

      Milo’s stomach tightened and his skin prickled. There was a red radiance in Ambrose’s eyes that he hoped the ghul could see. One more foolish word from her might lead to the fatal termination of this argument.

      Imrah’s gaze fell quicker than even Milo expected, and her shoulders sagged.

      “Fine.” She shrugged sulkily. “But even scraping every last bit of essence from the spares won’t be enough. That isn’t an excuse, just a fact.”

      Before Milo could speak, Ambrose had peeled back one sleeve and stretched his arm out in offering.

      “Take whatever you need,” he said.

      “Ambrose!” Milo exclaimed quickly as he stepped forward. “You don’t have to do that.”

      The guard fixed him with a powerful glare.

      “’Have to’ has nothing to do with it,” he replied pugnaciously. “If this gets things sorted and stops another war, I’m happy to do it.”

      Imrah eyed the big man through narrowed lids.

      “Do you realize what you are offering?” she asked. “Do you really understand the risks?”

      Ambrose rounded on her and shook his bared arm.

      “Do you understand that you need to shut your mouth and get to work?” he shot back. “We’ve wasted enough time.”

      Imrah looked at Milo, who could only nod.

      “If anybody knows their mind, it’s Simon Ambrose.”

      “Damn straight!” the big man shouted, ambling over to an unoccupied table to slap his arm down. “Now hurry up before I get bored and use the pigsticker on my belt to get things started.”
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      Seven long and grueling days after the fifty corpses had been relocated for Nicht-KAT research, in the near darkness before dawn, fifty uniformed soldiers shuffled out of Bamyan, cutting south and east across a series of broken hills.

      Their movements were stiff, their faces slack, and if anyone had bothered to look closely, they would have noticed how vacant their eyes were, refusing to focus on anything. Those deeper in the column’s formation had a distinctly mortified appearance, and all manner of questions would have had to be asked.

      But soldiers shuffling toward or back from patrol or repositioning were so commonplace that no one seemed to notice. The column of fifty soldiers was summarily ignored even as they followed a tall, rangy Blackcoat, at whose shoulder walked a brute in a borrowed uniform and a native woman as they strode beyond the picket lines.

      The last sentries to see them gave them a passing glance, rubbing their eyes blearily. One might have even made a grim joke about the men walking like the living dead, but only a few laughed. They were all tired, and their watch was almost over.

      With a long sigh, they watched the forgotten fifty trudge on, rounding a rough hill before they passed from sight and mind.
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        * * *

      

      Two miles from the closest picket line, Milo met the fey.

      “We’ve scouted out these three spots,” Rihyani explained, pointing at the map Milo unfolded. “Two shallow valleys and a draw that should provide an open enough space for the bodies to be seen and would serve as a reasonable place for an ambush.”

      Milo nodded, struggling to concentrate on what she said. The animated corpses shuffling behind them were empowered by bound shades. They’d gone willingly into the prepared bodies, but part of him had to remain focused, or the shades were liable to take their new ride out for a stroll. In the time it had taken him to talk to Rihyani, one of the dead had managed to take three sluggish steps away from the column.

      “Good work,” he said distractedly as he applied mental pressure. The dead soldier shuffled back into line.

      Imrah gave a small sniff and looked up at the fey defiantly.

      “Isn’t that a little too obvious?”

      “People make mistakes,” Milo said quickly, wanting to keep them focused on the task at hand. “Especially when they’re lost, which is how we’re trying to play this.”

      Two more shades drove their meat vessels to the side and had to be brought to heel with a spike of Milo’s will.

      Throwing a look over his shoulder, he saw that the other half of the column, those controlled by Imrah, hadn’t moved a muscle. Despite how silly and petty it was, he envied her control over the essence-enriched echoes. She clearly had enough control that she could argue with people without letting the Qareen wander. He wanted that kind of control, not just for the power of it, but also because the constant strain of course-correcting the dead soldiers was tiring.

      The truth was, he and Ambrose had suffered under the regimen of blood magic. Despite their best efforts with food, rest, and even elixirs, both of them were unnaturally pale, and their eyes were circled in bruise-colored flesh. Milo was looking almost as rawboned as the day the two had met, and Ambrose had clearly lost a few pounds, his round face becoming more angular and blocky. To make matters worse, Milo learned that the “cosmetic effect” Imrah had mentioned from overusing nightwatch was that the circulatory system began to darken beneath the skin. Twisted patches of blue-black veins and capillaries spiderwebbed his body. For the last two days of their work, Milo had avoided his reflection because it was too disheartening.

      Both men would need time to recover, but first they needed to see this done. Milo had tried to get Ambrose to stay behind and recover since there was nothing for him to do, but he’d insisted a bodyguard couldn’t guard when he wasn’t around.

      So now they stood, looking more like the uncoated corpses at the center of the formation, eager to get the job done.

      “How will the bodies be discovered?” Rihyani asked, making it a point to look directly at Milo instead of the glaring ghul.

      “Lokkemand came through for us on that too,” Milo said, pushing the fatigue out of his voice. “He’s scheduled zeppelin surveillance of the area by midmorning. We need to get this moving so we have everything in place and we’re clear of the area before they get there.”

      “Understood,” the contessa said. “We’ll stay clear, and no flying while the airships are blundering about.”

      Milo and Ambrose looked at her with weary, furrowed brows.

      “Flying?” the big man asked.

      Rihyani smiled and cocked her head to one side.

      “Her eyes are blue, her hair is brown, with silver spots upon her wings, and from the moon, she flutters down,” she quoted in a sing-song voice, her eyes glinting the steely predawn light.

      “Shakespeare?” Ambrose mumbled with an uncertain frown.

      “Thomas Hood,” Rihyani said, her voice and smile gentle and refreshing despite the correction. “Though from the way both you and the Magus look, I judge Mab hath not been with you for some time.”

      “Fair to say,” Ambrose agreed, a grin breaking out beneath his newly grown mustache.

      Milo stared at the two of them, unsure if it was fatigue or ignorance that kept him out of the exchange but not liking it either way. He absently wondered if this was what jealousy felt like, but the reflection was broken by Imrah’s snarled interjection.

      “I thought we had a schedule to keep?” the ghul said sharply, eying them all balefully. “Enough poetry.”

      “Right,” Milo said. straightening and gesturing at the map. “Imrah will take the easternmost location, this draw right here. Ambrose and I will deposit the rest of them along these two valleys. Rihyani and the fey will be in a holding pattern around this north and west hill, which is where we will rendezvous.”

      He looked at each of them to confirm they understood before he began to refold the map.

      “If everything goes according to plan, we’ll hold there until we can confirm the zeppelins are inbound. After that, we’ll head back to camp. Might even celebrate if Ambrose can rustle us up any booze Lokkemand hasn’t drunk.”

      There were tense chuckles from Ambrose and Rihyani. Imrah’s expression remained flat and hard.

      “I can’t work miracles,” Ambrose warned. “But I’ll do my best.”

      “That’s all any of us can do,” Milo said. “Now, let’s move out.”
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        * * *

      

      A rock turned under Milo’s foot, and he stumbled forward to bark his shin on a jutting lip of stone. He swore when he nearly lost his footing a second time and muttered further profanity under his breath as he rubbed his battered leg.

      “This all seemed a lot simpler on the map,” Milo growled, then gave a frustrated snort as he felt four of the Qareen lagging behind as they tried to climb the steep sides of the valley behind them. Mumbling vitriolic oaths, he hammered down with a flex of focus, and the shade-powered corpses fell back in line.

      “Almost there.” Ambrose held out a canteen.

      Milo accepted it and took grateful slurps as he looked at the twenty-some corpses coming to a staggering halt a few feet away.

      “When I signed up, I never thought this was what I’d be doing.” Milo sighed as he handed back the canteen. “But I suppose I didn’t expect to last more than a few days in the trenches, so all’s well, right?”

      Ambrose nodded, took a drink, and wiped his mouth on the back of his arm.

      “Very cheerful way of looking at it,” he commented and gave Milo a wink. “Though ‘signing up’ sounds like a rosy way of saying you were conscripted into a penal regiment.”

      Milo shook his head, climbed to his feet, and opened his surcoat. In the chill early hours the coat had been nice, but after a few hours of clambering and the sun breaking over the horizon, it was uncomfortably warm.

      “Except I did sign up,” Milo said. “The Leipzig Werk-Strafrechtlich I was in, well, they put out the all-call for anyone willing to sign up. I put in my name as soon as my shift was over.”

      Ambrose gave a long whistle as he capped the canteen.

      “You were a Strafie before this?” he said, shock in his tone. “You must have been a naughty young boy to get plopped in there.”

      Milo nodded.

      “The worst.” He sighed again and gave a slight groan as he stretched. “Let’s keep moving.”

      They trudged on for a while, the dead scuffing along behind them, occasionally stumbling but always righting themselves with jerky marionette movements. Before long, they crested a rise and were looking down on the first valley.

      “You know,” Milo puffed as he wiped his sleeve across his forehead, “you still owe me an explanation of that whole resurrection business.”

      When Ambrose didn’t immediately respond, Milo turned around and saw the big man looking out over the ranks of the dead.

      “Something wrong?” Milo asked, taking a step back toward him.

      Ambrose frowned, his gaze fixed on the way they’d come.

      “Thought I heard something,” he muttered and adjusted the carbine on his shoulder. The truncated rifle had been another acquisition, along with the sword on his belt. Milo had offered to ask Lokkemand for goods from the quartermasters, but Ambrose had only laughed and said he preferred to do his own shopping.

      “Are you sure you aren’t trying to avoid the subject?” Milo pressed.

      Ambrose didn’t respond. Milo saw the animated soldiers halt and decided to start sending them down into the valley.

      “MOVE,” he commanded, and the shade-fueled Qareen made to stumble down into the valley.

      Milo looked back and saw Ambrose had stopped staring back the way they’d come, though a frown was stamped on his face. He stepped clear so the dead could pass as he gathered his thoughts.

      “It’s hard to explain,” he began. “In some ways, it’s a bit like a dream because I know things for certain as soon as I get there.”

      “There?” Milo asked, sparing a thought to drive a wandering shade back on course.

      “There being the place I go when I die,” Ambrose said, scratching his cheek. “At least where my, uh…”

      “Soul?” Milo offered.

      “Yeah, that will work. Soul.” Ambrose grunted with relief. “I’m so used to dealing with blunt hard cases that saying the word seemed silly. Forgot I was talking to a witch.”

      Milo wanted to correct him and say magus, but the big man was already uncharacteristically uncomfortable. More than half the dead had already shuffled past in the time it had taken him to say a few words.

      “Anyway,” Ambrose continued, “my soul gets to where it always goes, and somehow I know I’m dead. I just know it.”

      “Like in a dream.” Milo nodded encouragingly.

      “Exactly! It’s always the same place. First time it happened, I was confused because it was just bad luck, you see, me getting killed. It was 1844, late summer in Morocco, and I was a veteran fighting man, but that wasn’t any use when a frightened horse—”

      A dull whump carried faintly on the air, followed by a distant whistle.

      Ambrose froze and looked at Milo, his eyes blazing with a savage light.

      “I knew I heard something,” he roared as he spun and gazed back the way they’d come. “Artillery fire.”

      Milo fought the instinct to duck as his eyes swept across the truncated horizon created by the mountainous terrain.

      “Are they shooting at us?” he asked, hating that he couldn’t put a little more iron into his voice. Of all the horrors of the trenches he’d been bracing himself for, artillery was the most horrible. The thought of a sudden, messy, and inglorious end descending from on high took away every last shred of war’s glamor for him.

      “No,” Ambrose said with a snarl, his ears pricking up as another whump and keening whine sounded. “They're a good way off...and right where I put Imrah’s band.”

      Milo swore savagely.

      “Rihyani said she scouted the areas!”

      “Armies move, and you could hide whole regiments in these overgrown gullies,” the big man spat. “What’s the order?”

      For a split second Milo froze, suddenly realizing that everything—the operation, the future of the war, and the future of human relations with the supernatural—rested on him. It was a crippling and awful realization, and it slammed into the magus like a knockout punch. What should they do?

      Two rounds of artillery fire, one chasing the other, carried on the air, and Milo uttered his best combination of colorful curses.

      “Only thing we can do,” he growled, his mouth working before his mind had even recovered. “Go save the cranky bitch!”
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        * * *

      

      By the time they’d closed on the draw where Imrah and her squad were bound, even Ambrose was puffing, while Milo was concerned he was in danger of collapsing. Despite their panting and wheezing, both men noted that the crack of rifles had been added to the artillery fire.

      “The more, the merrier,” Ambrose snarled as he gripped Milo’s hand to drag him over a patch of broken stones. “Good thing it’s not just the two of us.”

      Behind them, the line of dead soldiers formed a meandering trail. Milo had given up trying to keep them together, but they were following in a relatively cohesive direction.

      “We’re...going to...need... something,” Milo wheezed as he doubled over.

      The thumps of artillery fire—lighter horse-drawn guns Ambrose had stated some time ago—was now close enough that Milo jumped each time. Through sweat-bleared eyes, he looked down from the hillock and saw bursts of earth where the enemy shells struck. The ground had been so broken and pocked even before the bombardment of the last half-hour, it was hard to tell what they were aiming for besides wanton destruction. Milo thought he spotted dark stains on the rocks that might have been the remains of the corpse soldiers. Wandering clouds of dust made the scene and its actors all the harder to see.

      “I can’t see her,” Milo hissed between the curses he spat at each whump. “Hell, I can’t see anything.”

      Ambrose was squinting at the terrain, mustache twitching.

      “We’ve got the boomers over there,” the big man growled, pointing at a ridgeline on the mountain arm that made the top of the draw. “And they’re going to be sighting us shortly if they haven’t already.”

      Milo’s eyes broke free of the tunneled view of the blasted draw, and he saw the glint of enemy arms and the shapes of men working at low-slung carts. A second later, he saw one of the carts jump and kick up dust as the mortar within belched fire and thunder into the heavens.

      He braced himself as the cratering impact hit a few seconds later, this time a few hundred meters closer than all the other strikes.

      “That’s our cue,” Ambrose said, taking Milo by the front of his coat and dragging him down the boulder-strewn slope.

      Skidding and scrambling, they managed to fetch up against a nest of rocks at the end of the draw. From where he stood, back against a sun-warmed rock, Milo saw the first of his dead soldiers cresting the hill. In the time it took him to recognize they were following in his footsteps, a shell struck the hill. Swearing in shock, Milo stared at the drifting dust and heard the patter of broken stones and bodies across the hillside.

      Before the dust had even settled, more of the dead shuffled forward, boots squelching over the twitching remains of their erstwhile comrades.

      Overhead, bullets began to fly with zipping hisses. The cracks of the rifles came half a heartbeat later.

      “Flankers to our east,” Ambrose reported as he craned his neck to take in the draw. “A ways up, but they’ll be advancing, especially if we don’t give them any return fire.”

      Ambrose nodded to the dead who had just started coming down the hill.

      “Any chance you can get them to shoot?” he asked as he scooted between sheltering stones. “Doesn’t have to be effective. Just smoke and noise.”

      Milo shook his head.

      “If I had a few hours, I might get one to be that coordinated,” he grumbled, ducking as a stray bullet skipped across the top of his boulder. “As it is, I’m not even sure how I’ve kept them with us this far.”

      Ambrose sucked his teeth and swore.

      The first of the dead was nearing their spot, one of those without a skin-coat, its features shriveled and waxy. A fragment of shrapnel or something like it had torn a ragged gash across the thing’s cheek, exposing bloodless gums and yellowed teeth. As it stumbled forward, a bullet punched through its shoulder, exiting to kick up the dust on the slope behind it. The shot must have shattered the bone since the arm hung a little lower in the uniform, but the Qareen kept coming, its slow gait undisturbed. Behind it, more of its kind were making their bullet-riddled way down the hill.

      “Well, I’ve got an idea,” Milo panted, leaning over to spy out the eastern slope. “It has a good chance to get us killed if it doesn’t work, but hey, that’s not a problem—for you, at least.”

      Ambrose gave him a stern look and then heaved a sigh as he unslung his carbine.

      “We really need to finish that conversation,” he shouted as the enemy’s fire intensified.

      “We need to survive first.” Milo laughed. “Now, get ready to run into the draw on my word.”
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        * * *

      

      To the enemy positioned along the ridgeline and the eastern slope, it was a scene of madness.

      A mob of German soldiers rushed out of cover, moving with a drunk’s rubber-jointed reeling. It wasn’t quite a charge since their weapons were still slung across their backs, but they came toward the eastern slope with a reckless energy that couldn’t be ignored. The artillery pieces scrambled to adjust their vectors, while the line infantry on the slope halted their advance. There was a stunned few seconds as the line infantry took aim, then salvo after salvo ripped into the German line.

      Bones snapped, bodies jerked, and helmets rang with puncturing fire, but still they came.

      A curtain of mortar blasts descended on the advancing mob, throwing up a storm of debris. To the horror of the enemy, those Germans thrown down flopped and heaved themselves to their feet, while those peppered by shrapnel did not even slow. Two that had been caught by the blast crawled forward on gory stumps and clawing hands.

      Suddenly faced with fearless, immortal soldiers, the enemy’s resolve wavered.

      Orders were bellowed and conflicting calls made for orderly fire and donning bayonets as the horror-stricken men sent their useless fire downwind. Eventually, someone called for a withdrawal up the slope, and instant consensus seemed to be reached that this was the best course of action. The mangled but undaunted German forces still only halfway up the rough hillside, the enemy infantry scuttled back as the artillery covered their retreat.

      In all the madness, no one noted two figures darting from cover to cover in the draw, pausing every so often to search among the dead.
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        * * *

      

      “Imrah!” Milo hissed as he slewed to another nest of jutting rocks. “Imrah!”

      The sound of the enemy venting their fearful fury on the dispatched Qareen was moving farther away, but he felt dreadfully exposed as he surveyed the draw.

      The dead soldiers lay in patches and clumps, some blasted beyond human resemblance, others looking no worse for wear than they had when they’d set out that morning. It was the sight of these unmolested corpses that filled him with the most dread.

      If the shades had lapsed like that, there was a good chance that Imrah was at best unconscious.

      “Milo!” came a hoarse bark to his right.

      Milo dared a look around his rocky cover and spied Ambrose waving him over from a narrow crease in the earth. Taking a furtive and futile look around, he sprang from cover and raced toward the shallow gully, certain either a bullet or a shell was headed his way.

      He threw himself flat, sliding the last few feet into the earthen crevice, to come down next to Ambrose. The big man crouched over a small form, rifling through his pack for bandages.

      Imrah lay on the ground, her breath coming in sharp, shallow gasps. Patches of dark ichor blotted her ravaged clothes, and one arm was a mangled mess that flexed and twitched with feeble movements that violently twisted Milo’s stomach. On the same side as her wounded limb, the skin-coat had been rent from crown to clavicle, so Milo could see her jagged teeth and wrinkled throat moving with every breath.

      “Hang in there,” Ambrose said, his voice unnaturally calm as he drew out clean strips of cloth and a length of leather cord. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you.”

      Shuffling around, the big man moved to her dangling arm and nodded at the spot he’d just vacated.

      “Over there, Magus,” he said, his voice still smooth and even as he set to work. “Just hold her hand and let her know we’ve got this under control.”

      Milo shuffled over and took Imrah’s limp hand in his. He tried to form words, but his throat knotted up, refusing to work. He wanted to tell her everything was going to be okay, but the lie refused to come.

      Imrah’s half-human, half-ghul gaze swung over to him, her eyes sliding in and out of focus.

      “My...coat. Milo, my...coat…”

      “It’s okay,” the magus said, the words sounding dead and flat even to his ears. “I’ll...I’ll make you a new one when we get back.”

      She shook her head, the movement frighteningly boneless.

      “No...inside. Inside...my coat.”

      Feeble as her grip was, Milo felt her drawing his hand toward her wounded side.

      “Inside…” she wheezed, and her gaze sharpened for an instant as she croaked, “Kimaris comes!”

      The ghul princess collapsed in a senseless heap.

      Ambrose swore, and Milo looked over and saw him struggling to fashion a tourniquet with the leather cord as he blotted ichor away with the bandages.

      “Damnation,” he muttered softly. “Can’t tell which part of this mess is her and which part is the skin-coat.”

      Milo stared at the gory body, trying not to let his mind linger on any one detail too long, but something caught his eye. He spied a curl of seemingly human flesh hanging near the collarbone like the eared dog page of a book. At first, the grotesque sight nearly convinced his stomach it was time to vacate, but then he remembered a vaguely similar sight in the sitting room just outside the Bashlek’s court in Ifreedahm.

      Inside...my coat.

      Gripped by a sudden realization, Milo grabbed the flap of flesh and began to pull.

      “What are you doing?” Ambrose cried, his cool demeanor fracturing under the horrific sight of the flesh peeling back like paper.

      As the flap folded over, Milo saw seams across the expanse of ichor-splotched skin. Freeing his hand from Imrah’s unconscious grip, he shoved his fingers into the pockets and nearly recoiled in horror as his whole hand slid into a space that could not have been contained in the slim pouch. Forcing himself to remember Imrah’s hints about extra-dimensional spaces, he kept groping around until his fingers slid across something made of rounded glass. There were clinks as he gathered everything he could, and when his hand emerged from the enchanted pocket, he held three small vials.

      Milo wasn’t certain, but he willed himself to believe they contained the ingredients he had seen her use when she regrew her hand before court.

      “Get her mouth open,” Milo instructed as he yanked the wax seals from each vial.

      Ambrose complied, though he nearly lost a finger when she snapped in unconscious reflex.

      Hoping he wasn’t about to turn his teacher into an alchemical bomb, Milo emptied the ingredients into her mouth. As an afterthought, he sent a small pulse of his magical focus after them as they passed through her gaping teeth.

      For a single eternal second, nothing happened, then Imrah’s chest ceased to rise as her body went limp, flattening against the ground.

      Milo stared numbly as Ambrose shook his head slowly and slid an ichor-stained paw across his forehead.

      Then, so suddenly both men lurched backward, Imrah gasped and coughed. A wet hacking sound came from her throat, then she rolled to one side to expel blue-black globules. She tore Ambrose’s failed tourniquet off since her arm had begun to steam and mend itself. The skin-coat still hung in tatters of fleshy fringe around her forearm and elbow, but within seconds, the whipcord sinew had returned. Imrah flexed her claws experimentally.

      With a snarl, she sat up unassisted and turned her bifurcated gaze on the humans on either side of her. For a moment, only her familiar irritation was present, then her eyes widened with fear.

      “You need to get out of here,” she rasped, her human voice edging toward gravelly buzz of ghul tones. “Now!”

      “We all do,” Ambrose said, shoving his remaining bandages back into his pack. “Nice work, by the way, Magus.”

      “Can you stand?” Milo asked, tentatively putting a hand on her shoulder for support.

      “You don’t understand!” Imrah wailed, twisting away from his touch. “You need to get out of here! Just leave me and go!”

      “Not going to happen,” Milo said firmly.

      From somewhere up by the ridgeline, there was a piercing scream.

      “You don’t understand,” Imrah repeated, looking from one to the other. “Oh, Iblis, please just go! Now, before it’s too late!”

      “What are you talking about?” Ambrose asked, the first edge of suspicion sharpening his tone. For the first time since they arrived, the air was not being rent by mortars, and even rifle fire was slackening. Ambrose rose from his crouch to survey the enemy positions.

      “Milo, please!” Imrah moaned, one human hand and one ghul talon gripping his open surcoat. “You need to run!”

      Milo looked down at her and saw a struggle of guilt, fear, and anger writhing behind her mismatched eyes. His stomach sank toward his heels.

      “I called to it,” she gasped, her gaze beginning to twist slowly toward the ridgeline. “When I first came under attack. I’m sorry.”

      “What are you talking about?” Milo demanded, yanking her hands off his coat.

      “Mon Dieu!” Ambrose gasped, and by instinct, Milo heaved to his feet to see what was going on.

      Sweeping across the ridgeline and flowing down the rockface toward the eastern slope was a vast undulating tide. Its muddy gray surface glistened as it rolled down over the hillside, rippling layers speckled with discolorations across its filmy membrane. Dark patches at varying depths in its translucent form bore the shapes of men, horses, and things less recognizable. It rolled down from the saturated ridge to lap across the enemy line. Men vanished, screaming beneath grasping, smothering waves.

      On the air was a heavy clinging stink of stale sweat and burnt ammonia.

      “Come on,” Milo shouted, breaking the spell of the horror’s appearance as he hauled Imrah to her feet. “We need to run!”

      Ambrose shook his head, tearing his gaze away to stare numbly at Milo for a second before giving another whiskery toss of his head and nodding. He slung his rifle back over his shoulder and snatched up his carbine with a seamless economy of movement.

      “Imrah, move!” Milo shouted, pulling on her arm, but she wrenched back, nearly knocking him over.

      “No, it’s too late,” she cried, reaching up to dig at the ragged edges of her rent skin coat. “Just stay here.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” he bellowed, pointing up the slope to the slime flood scouring the eastern slope. “We need to get out of here.”

      “Just stay here and be quiet,” she instructed, turning toward the gelatinous horror. With a sickening, wet wrench, she tore the skin-coat off her head so the vacant remains of a woman’s face hung like a hood from her shoulders.

      “Milo,” Ambrose rumbled at his shoulder. “We need to get out of here now.”

      Milo nodded, his mind freewheeling even as he watched his teacher advancing toward the monster, arms outstretched.

      “Okay,” Milo murmured, something twisting hard inside his ribs. “You’re right.”

      They turned to run, but their feet refused to comply as nerveless fingers gripped their ankles with dead weight. The dead soldiers at their feet tightened their grip, curling around their legs, even as more rose from the ground to stagger forward, hands outstretched.

      “I told you to stay put,” Imrah called over her shoulder as she kept advancing toward the eastern slope.

      To Milo’s and Ambrose’s horror, the foul tide turned and rushed down to meet her.
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      Milo waited for the living sea of filth to sweep Imrah away, determined to witness her last moments before his own time came.

      Yet, just as the cresting wave of caustic jelly was about to swallow the ghul, it halted before her. A glistening wall of murky protoplasm rippled and shone as its previous victims, men and horses, twisted and rolled lazily within its depths.

      “Kimaris!” Imrah cried, raising her arms over her head. “Commander and master of legions, I call you to treat with me!”

      The gelatinous depths heaved and wriggled, and then from the quavering wall of jelly emerged the bile-gnawed faces of the slime’s prey. Most were human, some were ghul, and a few were horses, goats, and dogs, all in varied states of digestion. The wall of dripping heads opened their mouths in unison to raise a sodden, quavering chorus.

      “BEHOLD! BEHOLD!” they cried in choking, trembling ecstasy. “THE PRINCE ARRIVES!”

      Imrah stood motionless as the center of the expanse before her grew convex. The forming bubble swelled, then with a wet pop, it collapsed, revealing a figure within.

      Tall and slender, with an androgynous aesthetic of elegance, the figure seemed to be composed of the same substance as the sea that birthed it, but shaped and hardened to a glassy smoothness. It might have seemed an impressive sculpture, but floating within its polished form were bits of viscera, meat, and bone. Turning its smooth face to look down on the ghul before it, the figure gave the slightest nod of acknowledgment.

      “BEHOLD THE PRINCE!” the chorus cried. “THE PRINCE BEHOLDS YOU!”

      “You have served well,” Imrah said, to which the figure raised its chin. ”Now I bid you return to the deep and wait for my call once more.”

      The figure turned its head to one side, then slowly turned and pointed at Milo and Ambrose.

      “THE ENEMY IS UPON THE FIELD!” the gnawed faces warbled excitedly. “THE PRINCE RIDES TO WAR!”

      Pseudopods of slime crept forward on either side of Imrah, inching toward the corpses that held the magus and the bodyguard in place.

      “Imrah!” Milo shouted in warning.

      “Kimaris!” the ghul princess snarled, turning a withering gaze on either side of her before glaring up at the figure. “I am the one who freed you! I am the one who healed you! I am the one you serve!”

      The pseudopods retracted, and the figure raised a hand to its chin as though deep in thought.

      “THE PRINCE WILL HEAR THEE!”

      Despite the statement, Milo and Ambrose saw a shiver race through the stinking expanse. Neither could have explained how they knew, but both were certain it was rage.

      “This isn’t going to end well,” Ambrose growled under his breath as he exerted himself, though at the angle he was being held, Milo couldn’t see what his bodyguard was doing.

      “That’s better,” Imrah cooed with icy confidence. “Things are going to change now. I’ve been lax with you, letting you roam free. You will still be fed, but it will be by my hand and whom I choose. Your hunger has already complicated things more than it should have.”

      The figure straightened from its pensive pose, shoulders squaring indignantly.

      “THE PRINCE HAS LAID YOUR ENEMIES LOW,” the chorus wailed in outraged testimony. “EYES AND EARS BEAR WITNESS TO THE SLAIN!”

      “You wiped out an outpost of ghuls!” Imrah cried, a brittle note in her voice. “You were meant to save my people, but now Ifreedahm is bolted shut for fear of you. That was not what I bargained for.”

      Ambrose gave a straining grunt, and Milo twisted as best he could to see the big man bent nearly double, the dead soldiers nearly burying him under their gripping limbs.

      “What are you doing?” Milo whispered.

      Ambrose looked up from under a corpse’s arm and flashed Milo a strained smile.

      “Working on something,” he panted.

      Before Milo could ask anything further, the chorus sounded again, the unnatural voices rising in clear anger.

      “YOU IMPUNE THE PRINCE’S HONOR? YOU WHO STAY THE PRINCE’S HAND UPON THE FIELD?”

      The wall loomed over Imrah, a hundred tortured faces glaring down condemningly as the figure crossed its clean limbs.

      “Kimaris!” Imrah roared, but one foot slid back reflexively. “I am your mistress! I—”

      With frightening speed, the figure’s hand swept out, slapping the ghul’s face with such force that she was thrown off her feet.

      “FAITHLESS KNAVE!” the chorus shrieked. “YOU ARE UNWORTHY OF THE PRINCE! JEALOUS AND PETTY INSECT!”

      Ghulish ichor dribbled from Imrah’s lips as she looked up from where she’d fallen. Milo could see the terror in her face, but as their eyes met, incredible sadness stole over her features. She lowered her gaze and shook her head as she climbed to her feet.

      Milo’s fingers tightened around the cane in one hand, and he began to draw his focus.

      “It was always supposed to end like this, wasn’t it?” she asked, turning back to the figure looking down its nose at her. “One way or another.”

      The chorus' cry was strident with triumph.

      “YOUR AMBITIONS ARE SMALL! THE PRINCE’S DESTINY COULD NEVER SURRENDER TO YOUR INSIGNIFICANT DEMANDS.”

      “Your destiny was to waste away in that ruin I found you in!” Imrah spat. Again the hand struck out, and she was upon the ground. Teeth and brackish blood fell from her mouth.

      Milo felt the unnatural force begin to flow into his arm.

      “SILENCE, WRETCH! THIS IS THE PRINCE’S HOUR! WITH THE WITCHBORN’S DEATH, IT SHALL NEVER END!”

      The gelatinous wall surged forward, swallowing the figure as it made for Imrah, who released a handful of twinkling dust that kindled to blue flame midair. At the same time, Ambrose loosed a terrible roar, and corpses flew into the air like rag dolls. Milo twisted free to sweep his cane in a wide arc, pulping fingers and snapping arms.

      The living tide that was Kimaris recoiled before Imrah’s fiery onslaught but it did not retreat, drawing its leading wave up higher.

      Ambrose was free of dead soldiers, sword in hand, hacking and punching with the basket hilt left and right. Milo kicked free of the last corpse clinging to his legs and spun to smash the length of the cane across a soldier groping toward him. With the lingering effects of the alchemical strength coursing through him, Milo’s blow sent the corpse flopping to the ground.

      Ambrose had hewn a space around them, and without the direct intervention of Imrah, the remaining corpses milled around aimlessly.

      “We need to run!” Ambrose bellowed, turning this way and that, congealed blood covering his blade.

      “Imrah!” Milo called, casually blasting a corpse back with witchfire as it lurched forward. “Imrah, come with us!”

      From her place on the ground, the ghul’s attention alternated between Milo and the towering Kimaris. Her hand was inside her skin-coat, frantically groping for something as the curtain of blue flame began to shrink. The edges of the ocean crept around the waning barrier.

      “Hurry!” Milo shouted as he started toward her, reaching out. Ambrose grabbed him by the shoulder and hauled him over the twitching, squirming bodies.

      The air began to fill with thrumming.

      “Come on, Magus!” the big man growled, outmuscling Milo with ease as the last of the alchemical strength left his limbs.

      “Wait!” Milo shouted, fighting his bodyguard’s grip ineffectively. “She can still make it!”

      “Damn it, Milo,” Ambrose snarled as he shook the magus. “She doesn’t want to.”

      Milo shot him an accusing glare, then turned back to see that Imrah had found her feet and whatever she’d been looking for in her skin-coat. An ivory powder horn was in her hand, more of the twinkling dust tumbling from its tip to spread azure fire at her feet.

      “I’m sorry, Milo!” she shouted back. “It was too late before I ever met you!”

      Her eyes rose above him, and Milo followed her gaze to see a zeppelin churning toward them as it made for the sky over the draw.

      “It’s over,” she called, looking at him one last time. “Goodbye.”

      With that, she turned toward Kimaris, the crest of his wave nearly thirty feet high.

      “Come embrace me, O prince!” Imrah screamed as she raised the horn and upended it over her head.

      The air was sucked from Milo’s lungs as his teacher burst into blue flames and ran shrieking toward Kimaris’ descending bulk. He couldn’t even scream as she disappeared in a rush of slime and a cloud of putrid steam.

      All he could do was give in to Ambrose’s firm grip and start running.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t know which is going to run out first,” Ambrose panted as he looked down the slope at Kimaris’ converging tide. “Our legs or this hill.”

      Milo gasped for breath, spat out bile, and forced himself to straighten.

      “We need to keep moving,” he wheezed and looked down the hillside they’d been climbing for the last ten minutes. The places scorched by his witchfire were covered in the murky slime of the gelatinous horror, so that everything below had a vile sort of icing.

      Forcing his concentration into the proper avenue was harder the more exhausted he became, but despite everything, Milo hammered his will through the raptor skull atop his cane. The avian beak swung open, and a torrent of green fury lashed down the hill. The slime retreated before the flames, but only to the edge of its crackling reach. Milo swept left and right, trying to form a wall of fire, but every time he swung to one side, the abomination crept closer on the other side.

      With nothing to kindle but bare rocks, Milo knew it was futile, buying them less and less time.

      With a gasp, he stumbled back, tasting blood in the back of his throat as he forced air into his lungs.

      “I can’t keep doing this,” he panted, his body burning with frustration and exhaustion.

      Ambrose stepped back to watch Kimaris begin climbing again. A string of curses in several languages tumbled out as he turned away sharply, eyes scanning in every direction. Milo had just begun to straighten as the big man pointed at a jagged peak west of the hill they were climbing.

      “If you make for that crest,” Ambrose said, “maybe you can send up a firebolt like a flare, and the zeppelin will swing by to throw you a line.”

      Milo looked at the sheer soaring stone, and his legs trembled beneath him. A tight, bitter laugh passed his lips.

      “Even if I had the strength,” he said, “there’s no way we’ll make it before that thing catches us.”

      Ambrose spat downhill and snarled.

      “Then I guess I don’t need to hold onto these.”

      From his pack, he drew out two grenades of a type Milo had never seen. They were constructed like a traditional Stielhandgranate, or stick grenade, but instead of a canister, there was a trio of ribbed spheres clustered around the top.

      “What are those?” Milo asked, eying the wicked-looking devices suspiciously.

      Ambrose looked up with a youngster’s mischievous grin.

      “Tunnel-brushers,” he said, stroking the handles affectionately. “Drop one of these into a dugout, hard tunnel, or even a bunker if you can manage, and it fills it with burning debris that bounces around like hornets from hell.”

      Milo squatted, knowing in the back of his mind that they had minutes, maybe less, before Kimaris was on top of them.

      “One for each of us?” Milo asked, looking the big man levelly.

      Ambrose nodded, his smile turning grim.

      “Won’t take the thing down, I expect, but we might make it regret gobbling us up.”

      Milo nodded and took one of the grenades.

      “Well,” he said, feeling the heft of the explosive and trying to imagine pulling the pin and charging face-first into...the end.

      “Do you think you’ll come back from this one?”

      “Don’t think so.” Ambrose sighed. “But then again, if everything is eaten, not sure I’ll come back from that.”

      The magus shrugged. “I suppose this is as good a way as any to go.”

      Ambrose chuckled.

      “I can think of a few better ones,” he said, a wistful look in his eye. “But it’ll have to do.”

      The men stared at each other, knowing that more could be said, but also knowing nothing need be.

      “Human lives seem short enough to me as is,” a sweet, siren voice called from behind the two men. “Yet it seems men are always looking for an opportunity to end things early.”

      Both whirled to see Contessa Rihyani sitting daintily on a boulder. Her two companions, the verdant lady and the bronze colossus, lounged on their own jutting stones.

      Milo muscled down his surprise and relief and struck an indignant pose with arms crossed.

      “Took you long enough,” he grumbled.

      “I told you we should have just left,” the bronze colossus said with a voice like a brass bell.

      “I have a soft spot for friends.” Rihyani threw a wink at Milo before making a show of looking downhill. “Though if you two would rather take the old Roman way out, I suppose we can’t stop you.”

      “Well, we could.” The green fey giggled puckishly.

      “But we won’t,” the bronze giant intoned.

      Ambrose stole a glance at the creeping advance of Kimaris’ reaching pseudopods.

      “Is there an exit strategy?” the big man growled. “Or are we going to just keep snarking until we become slime fodder?”

      Rihyani sprang off the boulder, as lithe as a cat.

      “I do believe you had plans involving a zeppelin.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you think the crew is going to say?” Milo shouted at the top of his lungs as the wind raked across his face and through his hair.

      In truth, he was less interested in how the crew of the zeppelin would react and more concerned about not looking down. The sight of his legs dangling hundreds of meters in their air was something he wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to.

      “Ambrose?” Milo shouted when no reply came. Twisting in Rihyani’s grip, he spied his bodyguard held between the contessa’s companions, his eyes screwed shut and every muscle quivering.

      “Stop squirming,” Rihyani chided, her voice barely audible as they soared toward the zeppelin. “You might not be as heavy as Simon, but we don’t make a habit of wind-riding with passengers.”

      Milo might have chuckled because she was on a first-name basis with his bodyguard, but he’d accidentally looked down again, and what he saw was more than disheartening. Besides the sphincter-puckering terror of his altitude, Milo noted the glistening gray river that was snaking along the ground below them.

      It seemed Kimaris, now free from whatever hold or guidance Imrah had on it, was determined to come after them.

      No, not them, Milo reminded himself. Me. The witchborn. It wants me.

      He took a steadying breath despite the wind whipping across his face and tried to think.

      If Kimaris was determined to get him, fleeing to camp in the zeppelin would make a bad situation worse. If the disappearances of the patrolling squads were evidence, small arms fire was useless, and given the thing’s nature, Milo wasn’t certain that anything short of fire would harm it. There was a possibility that with enough explosives, most of which produced little flame, along with any and all flamethrowers in the entire division, they might be able to hold Kimaris off. That was if Milo could get everyone organized before they arrived.

      Given what he would be trying to prepare them for, he doubted his chance of success.

      If they headed back to Command, there was a good chance they would be handing hundreds, even thousands of soldiers over to this fiendish jelly-monster.

      Milo swore under his breath and stared across the sky at the zeppelin that was banking for a broadside view of the draw as its surveillance crew frantically took pictures. Desperately, Milo wished it was a bombardier instead of a reconnaissance blimp. With a payload like one of those leviathans carried, they would at least have a chance to punch a few holes in Kimaris, and with an incendiary bomb or two, they might have handled the whole business. The truth was that Kimaris was being reckless, exposing itself above the ground like this, but given the situation, he wondered if it was a calculated risk. Why he was worth taking that risk, Milo didn’t know, but he imagined any hope of finding that answer had died with Imrah.

      As he stared at the vast blimp, Milo’s frustration mounted. So huge, so expensive, so immense, and yet so useless with its vast interior filled with hydrogen bladders…

      A wonderfully awful idea began to take root in Milo’s mind.

      Trying not to twist too much in the contessa’s grip, he craned his neck around and spied the sharp peak Ambrose had pointed out when they were on the hilltop.

      It was probably insane, but it just might work.

      “If you had to,” Milo called up to Rihyani, “could you get the crew to safety in short order?”

      The fey looked down at him, her silver hair snapping behind her like a banner.

      “Why are you asking?” She frowned.

      “Could you do it?” Milo pressed, staring up into her golden pupils.

      Rihyani looked at the zeppelin, eyes narrowed, and then at Milo.

      “Depends,” she answered, her caution clear despite her raised voice. “How many men would be on board?”

      “A dozen at most,” Milo answered, not sure of his answer, which was based on seeing the airman crews moving in a gaggle across the command post.

      “If none of them are built like your bodyguard, we could manage it in two trips,” she shouted, her face still set in a frown. “What do you have in mind?”

      Milo smiled up at her winningly.

      “Just some more of that old Roman stuff.”
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        * * *

      

      It turned out to be three trips to clear out the zeppelin’s crew, which was just as well because it took some time for Milo and Ambrose to get the crew to turn the airship around and sail it toward the peak of Milo’s choosing.

      He was doubly thankful for the fey as the pilot jabbered on because the potent creatures seemed to possess the knack for enchanting the crew into cooperating. As the moon-eyed crewman lined up in an orderly fashion to be carried away by the wind-riding fey, Milo decided he would insist on learning from the fey next.

      Of course, he had to survive the next half-hour, which was far from certain.

      “As long as these all stay where they are,” Milo said, pointing at the network of controls he couldn’t begin to understand, “we should slide right by that mountain top.”

      “Jah.” The pilot nodded. “But you’ll need a man to stay and make sure wind currents or something else don’t knock you off course.”

      Milo nodded, then pointed out the open window of the cockpit.

      “How close will we pass the peak?”

      The pilot’s face scrunched around his goggles, and he sucked his teeth as he checked one of the instruments in front of him.

      “Within one to two hundred meters,” he said, tapping a reading Milo didn’t bother to look at.

      “Make it half that,” Milo said, then repeated the command when the pilot balked.

      “That’s too close,” the pilot protested.

      “That’s an order,” Milo shouted back, tapping the pentagram studs on his cap.
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        * * *

      

      Under the skin of the blimp, amongst swollen sacks of hydrogen bigger than houses, the whistling rush of wind was absent. The only sound was the thrum of the airship's engines, a constant low buzz.

      Milo scaled a ladder that connected the crew compartments below with the blimp that kept everything afloat. He emerged onto a gantry walkway that stretched the entire width of the blimp and fit between two hydrogen bladders. A second ladder rose an uncomfortably high distance to the curved top of the blimp’s structure, where, if he squinted, Milo could see a hatch.

      He tried not to think about how spindly the ladder looked as it stretched upward.

      On the platform stood Ambrose, his belly pressed against the railing as he secured one of the tunnel-brusher grenades to the rippling skin of the hydrogen bladder. The other tunnel-brusher was already attached, using layers of powerfully adhesive patches commandeered from the mechanics’ stores aboard the ship.

      “Crews cleared out,” Milo announced as he walked across the gantry, awed by how peaceful it was inside the rigid skin. “Almost done?”

      Even the thrum of the engines was almost soothing.

      “Just about,” Ambrose said softly as he stepped back to review his handiwork. Satisfied, he pulled a roll of thread out of his pack and measured two equal lengths to tie to the rings on the grenades.

      “So, some poor fool stands here,” Milo said, moving to the middle of the platform between the two grenades, “and pulls the string to get the grenades going.”

      “Pretty much,” Ambrose muttered as he tied off one string and shuffled over to tie off the other.

      “And who is that fool going to be?”

      “Well,” the big man began as he stepped back from the affixed grenade and gave Milo a level look, “I’d be a pretty poor bodyguard if I expected you to be the one to set off the suicide trap.”

      Milo shook his head.

      “You don’t have to do that, Ambrose.”

      The bodyguard scowled.

      “After all this, you’re going to make it hard on me?” he rumbled, crossing his big arms over his chest. “Milo, someone’s got to set this fireball off, and pretty as I am, I’m not the poor bastard who was born with magic up his trousers, so spare me all that rot. It has to be me.”

      Ambrose turned his back to his ward, pretending to check the lengths of the strings as he muttered, “There’s always the chance I somehow come back, and if I don’t...well, I suppose it was a long time coming.”

      Milo sighed and reached into his black coat.

      “Simon?”

      “What?” the bodyguard asked fiercely, turning on his heel with eyes blazing.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Milo said, shaking a vial filled with black sand. “Because I’ve got someone else dying to do the job.”

      Ambrose’s eyes widened, and he made several attempts to form a coherent sentence before finally throwing his hands in the air and wagging his head.

      “Witches,” he growled in disgust as a smile crept below his mustache.
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        * * *

      

      “Come and get us,” Milo growled under his breath as he gripped the rail running across the top of the zeppelin.

      Despite the reality of losing his grip and subsequently his footing and then sliding off the airship to certain doom, Milo only had eyes for the fang of rock in their path. By his amateur evaluation, they were minutes from passing the summit, and right on schedule, a tongue of murky filth as wide as a football field and three times the length lapped its way up the mountainside.

      “Keep coming,” Milo muttered. “Almost there.”

      Despite his fixed gaze, not all of him was present for the unnerving spectacle.

      In the back of his mind, he kept the shades animating the Si’lat under tight control, especially the squirrely little thing in charge of the grenades. Besides the one who kept getting curious about grenade rings, Milo had set the other two animate clouds of black sand to watch the controls as the pilot had instructed. Milo wasn’t sure if both were required, but it looked like a two-person job to make sure all the instruments and knobs and levers and other such remained just as they were. That and shades were relatively simple things, and Milo’s confidence in directing them was suspect.

      Still, their presence below meant Ambrose stood next to him, glaring at Kimaris’ ascent.

      “Where does something like that come from?”

      “Hell?” Milo offered. He was half-joking, but the look on Ambrose’s face conveyed that such things were no laughing matter.

      The guard shook his head and adjusted the straps on his parachute with his free hand.

      “Are you sure these things will work from this height?” the big man asked as he eyed the pack suspiciously.

      “No,” Milo admitted as he ran his thumb along one of his own straps. “But I figure they couldn’t hurt.”

      Ambrose’s gaze wandered to the valley floor passing beneath them.

      “I think I’d rather blow myself up,” he muttered, the words nearly stolen by the whistling wind.

      “You and the Si’lat can still switch places,” Milo said, jerking a thumb at the hatch. “You better hurry, though.”

      Ambrose’s mustache twitched against the wind as he scowled at Milo.

      “You know, you think you are a whole lot funnier than you actually are.”

      Milo raised a hand to his ear and gave an exaggerated shrug.

      “What was that? Couldn’t hear you over the sound of trying to save your life.”

      Ambrose rolled his eyes, and both fell silent as Kimaris reached the peak, wrapping around the horn of rock and straining up into the open air. They were seconds from passing over the monstrosity-laden zenith, and for an instant, Milo feared they weren’t going to be close enough. His mind scrambled as he wondered what they would do as the zeppelin barreled by. Looking past the peak he’d been fixated on, Milo learned exactly what would happen when he saw a white-crowned mountain rising barely a few miles from its smaller brother. At this altitude and speed, they would amble past the crucial point and the smash into the taller mountain five minutes later.

      Milo nearly said something to Ambrose, but he spied something strange happening just below them.

      Kimaris’ cloudy bulk began to darken as it gathered itself. The magus remembered the sight of its cresting wave looming higher and higher over Imrah, and then they were over the peak, the gelatinous monstrosity hidden from view.

      Then a rope as thick as a truck strained upward. The slime was compacted to give it strength and rigidity, but Milo could still see the tortured forms writhing within the compressed layers. In horrified awe, he watched it strain up over them, then sprout the acid-eaten faces of the grotesque chorus like a rash of pustules.

      “THE PRINCE IS NIGH!” they shrieked thinly as the tendril swayed and then descended upon the zeppelin.

      Gripping the rail, Milo and Ambrose skittered across the hull of the airship as the tendril slapped down, buckling the forward portion of the blimp several feet inward. The entire airship shuddered and both men lost their footing, boots skidding and scrambling as they held on with both hands. With wide, terrified eyes, they looked up and saw the tendril constricting, wrapping around the airship as it drew more of its bulk up from the peak.

      The zeppelin listed hard from the sudden burden, but the protesting engines kept the craft plugging forward. As it moved clear of the peak, Kimaris came with it, a shrinking flag dangling from the airship as it began to spread over the surface.

      “Move!” Milo shouted as the metal beneath their feet groaned and rumbled.

      Hand over hand, they made for the rear of the ship even as the nose of the zeppelin began to bow forward. A few seconds later, they were fighting not just the wind, but the incline of the vessel as it began to plunge toward the valley floor. It seemed they wouldn’t have to worry about the mountain after all, but as more of the slime began to spread across the surface of the blimp and into the compartments below, Milo felt a shift.

      Milo drew on the connection with the Si’lat in the vessel’s bridge and drove them to apply their efforts to the instruments. He couldn’t sense that they were having any success at first, but little by little, the zeppelin leveled out and then began to climb a little. Under his feet, he felt the trembling skin of the blimp, and wondered if its structural integrity, already sorely tested, would hold out.

      Only one way to find out, he told himself as he hauled another hand up the rail.

      “Incoming!” Ambrose shouted from behind him, and Milo turned around as the stolen carbine opened up. Looking just past his bodyguard, Milo saw not only the advancing waves of hungry mucus pocked with shrieking faces but also the towering manifestation of Kimaris. The glittering mockery of a human form rode the crest of the oncoming wave like the figurehead of a ship, chin up and arms thrust out behind it. Ambrose’s shots pattered uselessly into the gray tide, and a round that struck the figure’s featureless face only spread a spiderweb of cracks across the hardened surface that quickly vanished as the jelly within swelled to push everything back into place.

      Milo swung his eyes to the stern of the airship. They had only a few dozen meters to go, but at this rate, the tide would overtake them before they covered half that distance.

      It was time for something drastic

      “Fire in the hole!” Milo howled as he swung around and pointed the raptor skull past Ambrose and toward the figure.

      “BURN.”

      Twin comets of emerald fire lanced down the length of the zeppelin, on target to bury themselves in the figure’s chest. With unholy quickness, the figure coiled and leapt clear of the tidal slime, which writhed and shriveled where the bolts scorched and burned.

      The wave lost cohesion as the flames hissed and emitted contrails of acrid steam. Kimaris sought to smother the agonizing sorcery with its bulk. Milo might have crowed with victory as he and Ambrose continued their retreat, but behind them, he heard the figure land on the blimp with a clang. Glancing behind even as he continued to clamber across the blimp, Milo saw it begin sprinting toward them as the rest of the monster continued its crawling advance.

      “It’s coming too fast,” Ambrose said, slinging the carbine over his shoulder and drawing his sword. “Go now. I’ll hold him off!”

      In defiance of the trembling surface beneath its feet or the wind whipping across the surface of the blimp, it raced after them like a sprinter fresh from the blocks. Its spry feet dented the metal skin of the blimp, each step like a hammer stroke, raising a terrible clamor as it closed on them.

      “Together!” Milo shouted, adjusting his grip to midway down the magical cane. “I’ll get him airborne, you spit him!”

      Ambrose met Milo’s eyes and knew better than to argue.

      Milo sent out a rapid series of witchfire bolts in a flurry of mental focus he would have doubted possible before that moment. Most flew wide of the mark and sailed across the sky like fireworks; just as well since there was no slime on the surface of the blimp to keep the burning missiles away from the hydrogen bladders behind the thin metal. The last few bolts streaked toward the racing figure’s head, and true to form, it leapt into the air, this time turning the movement into a pounce.

      Ambrose was waiting, thrusting upward with the blade as the figure descended. The needle point met the hardened skin, flexing for the barest moment and then plunged through the thing’s chest until it sank halfway down the length of the blade. The figure writhed like a bug on a pin, one fist crashing into Ambrose’s face, smashing his nose out of alignment and shooting blood through the air.

      Despite the ringing blow, the big man kept his grip on the hilt, twisting it hard as he threw his weight against his attacker.

      The figure absorbed the shove with a ripple across its form and snapped back to chop one hand across the blade. When the edge of the descending hand met the spine of the sword, the blade snapped, and Ambrose was thrown off-balance, only to be snared around the throat by a huge crystalline hand.

      Ambrose lashed out with the splintered blade and basket hilt, stabbing and punching, but the blows only created cracks that were quickly mended. With inhuman ease, it lifted Ambrose off his feet and shook the big man like a doll.

      Behind the looming figure, the encroaching slime swelled to allow the gruesome faces to emerge like dark-crowned boils.

      “BEHOLD THE PRINCE!” they cried, keening over the engine and the wind. “BEHOLD THE MIGHT, THE GLORY, THE—”

      “Behold this!” Milo roared in defiance as he twisted around the rail like a pool shark making a trick shot.

      Two lances of emerald flame sprang from the raptor’s sockets, passing within inches of Ambrose before burying themselves in the figure’s belly.

      The avatar of Kimaris lost its grip on Ambrose, and it was all Milo could do to snatch the big man’s arm as he began to slide down the edge of the blimp. Ambrose gripped Milo’s arm feebly, still stunned, and they hung there as the figure, kindled by Milo’s attack, tumbled backward head over heels. By the time it splashed into the seething layers of slime coating the ship, it was blazing in flames of green. The chorus screamed, the disjointed, viscous sound of the drowning damned.

      “Nearly there,” Milo growled, hammering home the last of his mental fortitude.

      Drawing strength from the staff, he hauled Ambrose up to the rail as the big man came to his senses. Bowing their heads against the wind and the screams of Kimaris’ maddened choir, they scrambled the last several meters. Behind them, the murky tide roiled and raged, a spout of flame still gnawing at it even as another wave gathered.

      Magus and bodyguard reached the rear of the zeppelin as the tsunami of slime filled with screeching faces launched toward them.

      The men looked toward the edge of the zeppelin and back at the oncoming breaker from hell.

      “Together!” they shouted in unison and leapt as one.

      Kimaris’ wave broke just behind them as the men began their skidding departure down the zeppelin’s rear and into the open air above the valley. As they tumbled free, cartwheeling in a nauseating spin, Milo let the last Si’lat pull the pins.
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        * * *

      

      There was a rumble half a heartbeat before a massive fist of flame punched up through the very center of the zeppelin, enshrouding it in flame. Less than a second later, secondary detonations from burning shrapnel and gouts of immolating gas set off the other bladders and ripped through the vessel. In the blink of an eye, the airship had become a second sun, blazing over the valley.

      In that inferno, the blaze did not just kiss Kimaris, it embraced the horror like a lover, and together they burned and writhed. The chorus ceased, their torment finally snuffed out as they burned with their captor over the valley.

      As this singular dawn rapidly approached its noon, two small figures fluttered through the air, their canvas chutes blazing above them. They’d been too close, and the heat had been too intense. They had just enough time to look up and see their desperate gambit play out before they plunged to their deaths on the rocky earth below.

      In that moment of embraced inevitability, neither man cried out. Both magus and bodyguard smiled, basking in Kimaris’ ruin.

      So busy were they in savoring the works of their hands that neither noticed the radiant forms racing toward them, riding fast and free on the wind.
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      “Have you heard what they are calling you?” Lokkemand asked, sipping from a canteen, his glass of schnapps untouched.

      “I typically don’t listen to what people call me,” Milo said with a shrug as he finished his own glass. “It’s rarely flattering.”

      Lokkemand nodded and secured the cap on the canteen before dabbing his mouth with a handkerchief. They were alone in the tent, most of the files, maps, and typist materials already packed. The war was moving beyond Bamyan, with Epp leading the offensive toward Kabul.

      “It is actually funny,” Lokkemand said, reaching inside his coat and drawing out a cigarette tin. “I’d be worried about it being a breach of operational security if it wasn’t already making its way into all the dirty jokes and drinking songs.”

      Flipping the tin open, he held it out to Milo, who took one with a grateful nod.

      “All right, I’ll bite,” the magus said, the cigarette hanging from his lip as he fished out his matchbook. “What are they calling me?”

      Lokkemand waited the tantalizing seconds until they’d both lit their cigarettes before answering, “Der Zauber-Schwartz,” the captain intoned through a haze of smoke. “Though I’ve already heard a few shortening it to the pet name of ‘Zauber.’”

      Milo coughed on a throatful of smoke and took a moment to gather himself.

      “What?” he wheezed, watering eyes bright with alarm. “They're calling me the ‘Sorcerer in Black,’ and you don’t think that’s cause for concern!”

      Lokkemand chuckled, sending out tufts of smoke.

      “Well, that’s not the only thing they are calling you, just the most flattering. There’s Verbrannt’Hex and Feuergeist. Things only get more imaginative from there.”

      Milo stared incredulously as the cigarette smoldered in his hand.

      “I’m not sure how that is supposed to make me feel better. I thought the fey worked their magic so the men wouldn’t remember what they saw.”

      “Oh, their memories were suitably modified, but don’t you see?” Lokkemand snorted. “You're on your way to becoming a legend, a myth amongst the ranks of the fighting men of the German Army. What’s the one thing all myths have in common?”

      Milo rocked back as he realized the captain’s point, savoring a long toke.

      “They’re not real.” He sighed out a stream of hazy blue-gray.

      “Exactly.” Lokkemand smiled, then picked up the glass of schnapps and held it under his nose. “We couldn’t have asked for a better cover if we’d fabricated it on purpose.”

      Milo nodded, tapping ash into the empty schnapps bottle.

      “What about the photos and other recordings? They were on a reconnaissance mission after all, and we didn’t search them before escorting them off the zeppelin.”

      “Duly confiscated by Nicht-KAT,” the captain said as he flapped his hand dismissively, cigarette tracing wisps of smoke. “All packaged and on their way back to Berlin.”

      “To be examined by experts? Studied”? Milo asked with a raised eyebrow. “Presented to the general staff?”

      “Wouldn’t that be something?” Lokkemand laughed bitterly. “No, I imagine the colonel will peruse them briefly, but he is a busy man, and unless there is something exceptional, he’ll mark them to be locked away until some distant, unreachable date.”

      Milo popped the expended cigarette into the bottle, where it went out with a damp hiss when it met the dregs of the schnapps.

      “An enormous sentient jelly monster that killed hundreds isn’t exceptional?”

      Lokkemand and Milo locked eyes through the haze of tobacco smoke.

      “You’re special, Milo, no denying it,” the captain said, leaning to one side to stub out his cigarette on the gravel floor. “But you’ve only scratched the surface of this world. Savor the victory, then brace yourself for the next plunge.”

      Milo crossed his arms, letting the words digest.

      “Also, pack warmly.” Lokkemand grunted as he leaned forward to deposit the stub. “We’re headed north.”

      “Not following Epp on his glorious conquest of India?” Milo asked. “Isn’t that what every true German would kill for?”

      Lokkemand glared at Milo.

      “Just when I thought I might grow to like you.” He sighed and heaved himself to his feet. “Get your affairs sorted. We leave in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      Milo had just arranged his bag for the night when there was a knock on the front door.

      “Who is it?” he called, his hand straying to the cane resting against the wall.

      Ambrose was out disposing of whatever elements of Imrah’s laboratory Milo couldn’t make use of.

      “A friend.” It was Rihyani’s silvery voice.

      Milo rose and went to the door, ignorant of the smile that hovered on his lips.

      “In broad daylight?” Milo asked as he drew the door open to see Rihyani peeking out from under her heavy traveling robes. “With so many soldiers roaming around?”

      “Many and strange are the visitors of the Sorcerer in Black,” the contessa said lightly as Milo moved to allow her inside. “I am only adding to the mystique.”

      Milo shook his head as he closed the door, and they walked into the den beside the kitchen.

      “So, you’ve heard about that then?” he asked, wishing he could offer her something to eat or somewhere to sit. The only things left in the house were their trunks, packs, and sleeping rolls, all gathered into a heap by Milo.

      “Oh, where do you think they got the idea?” The fey chortled softly. “I usually prefer not to be center stage, but I am rather proud of that little improvisation. Your commanding officers didn’t think it was too on the nose, did they?”

      Milo paused for a moment at Rihyani’s confession, then shook his head vigorously.

      “What? Oh, no, no, they liked it,” he said quickly. “Captain Lokkemand loved it. Truth is, he pointed out how building the myth is the best way to keep things from being taken seriously.”

      “Good, I’m glad.” Rihyani smiled, wine-dark eyes glittering.

      “Uh, yes, well,” Milo floundered, his cheeks flushing and his stomach knotting. “I just wanted to say...um, thank you for saving us…twice…and then with the zeppelin crew, and before that... Well, just, thank you for everything.”

      The words had come in such a jumbled rush. Milo was winded, and for a moment, he just stared at her.

      “You are most welcome,” Rihyani said, laughing in the way that made his heart ache. “I only hope the tale of Der Zauber-Schwartz and the Lost Patrols grows with each retelling, knowing the tales will never be as fantastic as the truth of what happened that day.”

      “For sure,” Milo muttered lamely and found he was having a hard time raising his eyes above the floor.

      For a moment, a silence potent with potential passed between them, then Milo cleared his throat with a grunt and gestured at the piled-up luggage.

      “We’re moving out in the morning,” he said. “Going north, but I’m not sure where.”

      Rihyani nodded slowly, and then, straightening as though just remembering, reached inside her cloak.

      “I heard, which is why I brought these,” she said, drawing out a satchel. “Bashlek Marid sends them with his regards, as well as a command to not return to Ifreedahm anytime soon.”

      Milo took the satchel and found it contained several parchment codices. Combined with what he’d already been given and what they’d found in Imrah’s effects, he had months of material to read and practice.

      “Why am I banished?’ he asked, a frown creasing his brow. “What did I do?”

      Rihyani cocked a delicate eyebrow as her dark mouth twisted into a wry grin.

      “You mean, besides save his kingdom and bear witness to his daughter being a dangerous traitor and heretic?” The contessa chuckled. “Oh, Milo, it has nothing to do with you and everything to do with ghul politics. You remember what I told you about Fazihr going to Lady Dazk?”

      Milo nodded and his mouth hardened into an angry line. The prohibition against Ifreedahm notwithstanding, he would have loved to track the sniveling little rat down.

      “Well, just to prove nothing is ever a sure thing,” Rihyani began as she straightened her robes, “it seems Fazihr, being Imrah’s retainer, was part of finding and liberating that thing. You called it Kimaris, yes? Well, the worm thought sharing that with Lady Dazk would win him favor and provide an opportunity to overthrow Marid. Instead, it saw him delivered rather promptly to the Bashlek’s dungeons.”

      Milo’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

      “How did that happen?” he asked, genuinely intrigued.

      “It seems that Lady Dazk’s primary concern is the good of ghulkind,” Rihyani said in bewilderment. “Seeing the threat was as dire as it was and knowing that, whatever their differences, Marid would never tolerate wanton destruction, she delivered the bound Fazihr with her personal guard. Since then, she has been a vital asset, working with the Bashlek’s agents to track down anyone who knew or even suspected Imrah was consorting with the Guardians.”

      “Guardians?” Milo said. “Is that what Kimaris was?”

      The word seemed too wholesome to describe the nauseating horror, but Milo supposed aesthetics and sanity might be in the eye of the beholder.

      “No,” Rihyani said, her eyes darting left and right so quickly Milo barely had time to notice. “Kimaris was something older and fouler than we have experience with."

      “’We?’” Milo asked, bemused as he watched Rihyani shift her weight to her back foot.

      “Milo,” she said tentatively, unsure for the first time since he’d met her, “there are aspects of this world, the world of the Folk, that will take time and experience to learn. I’ve probably shared more with you than I should have. I’m not sure more will be helpful, and it could be dangerous.”

      Milo bristled, his arms sliding across his chest even as he forced his voice into a level tone he didn’t feel.

      “That seems to be a popular tune with a lot of people,” he said, his eyes locking onto hers. “But considering you’ve already let a few things slip, wouldn’t it be best if you gave me enough information to keep me from coming to the wrong conclusions?”

      Rihyani’s gaze hardened. Milo wasn’t sure if he’d crossed a line, but he’d planted his flag, and he wouldn’t back down now.

      “Very well.” The contessa sighed, shrugging her cowled shoulders. “You remember when I mentioned factions who want to cooperate covertly with humans and those who want to wage war with humans?”

      “Yes,” Milo murmured, arms still crossed.

      “As you’d expect, it is deeper and darker than that. The anti-humans call themselves the Guardians, and along with stirring up animosity toward your kind, they send what they call Questers out to find secrets and tools or weapons they can use against humanity when they eventually declare their war. Imrah, it seems, was a Quester, and she did in fact find a weapon that could have done even more damage than it had already. Do you know what caused your armies to advance so quickly?”

      “The enemy retreated,” Milo replied, eyes narrowing. “Some thought it was a trap, but it turned out to be a strategic repositioning.”

      “The repositioning came when Imrah first unleashed Kimaris,” Rihyani explained, the words sending a preemptive chill up Milo’s spine. “The coalition of enemies arrayed against you, both the native soldiers and those from Europe and India, retreated because they were losing entire companies in a night. The official reports are that your armies used some sort of chemical attack.”

      Milo shuddered at the fate of so many men, screaming and running through tunnels and across mountainsides, only to be overtaken by the foul tide that would spend days digesting them.

      “Dear God,” Milo murmured, running a hand over his face. “So Imrah didn’t just set loose the monster, but she set in motion the events that nearly saw her people at war with humanity.”

      Rihyani nodded, taking a step toward the door.

      “Yes, though besides the timing, I’m not sure war would have been disagreeable to her sensibilities.”

      It was before the end, Milo thought, remembering the broken, despairing look in the ghul’s eyes as she embraced death.

      “Regardless,” the contessa continued, seeing Milo was slipping deeper into his thoughts, “such desperate and dangerous schemes seem intertwined with the Guardians’ efforts, so among those who seek to work with humans, a faction has emerged that concerns itself with stopping the Guardians and their Questers before they can do too much damage.”

      “The we you mentioned earlier?”

      “Yes,” Rihyani confirmed, then gave a little bow. “We call ourselves the Shepherds, and while we are few, we are active in ferreting out Questers and keeping the chaos at bay, at least for a day longer.”

      “Is that why you really came to Ifreedahm?” Milo asked. “Tracking down rumors of Questers?”

      “Perhaps,” the fey said with a smile. “For now, all you need to know is that I’m very glad you and I have had a chance to work together. I imagine we’ll have plenty of opportunities to do so again, assuming you live that long.”

      Milo gave a derisive snort, followed by a grudging nod.

      “Fair enough,” he said, eyeing the contessa cautiously. “I suppose it wouldn’t be terrible to work with you again.”

      “You are too kind,” she replied as she stepped to the door and laid a gloved hand on the latch. “Just remember something, Milo.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The things always go deeper,” she said, drawing the door open and letting in a blaze of the red sunset. “There is always another mystery, another riddle, another enigma. The secret to surviving at this game is to know when to dig deeper and when to bury things. It is a secret every necromancer would do well to learn.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Milo said, stepping forward.

      Their eyes locked for another moment of pregnant silence, then she was out the door and calling over her shoulder.

      “Be careful tonight. Don’t raise more ghosts than you can put down.”
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      The moonlight glinted off the black winds swirling and coiling across the mountainside. Half a dozen spectral currents of glistening darkness slid across the worn earth and chipped boulders, their movements serpentine and exploratory. To the scavengers not immediately frightened by their arrival, the slithering tendrils seemed to be nosing over their feast like huge flying blindworms.

      From his position on the opposite hillside, Milo could see the method in the Si’lats’ movements, an expanding grid as they searched amongst the scorched and shattered remains. The skeletal hulk of the zeppelin was higher up the face of the mountain, but Milo expected their best chance was to work their way upward amidst the splintered remnants of Kimaris’ tortured quarry.

      “I’m still not sure this is a good idea,” Ambrose grumbled next to him as he puffed on his pipe.

      “Let’s go with not,” Milo said, one corner of his mouth rising in a lopsided grin. A plume of breath rolled from his nostrils, the temperature having dropped drastically since sunset.

      “Then why are we doing it?” Ambrose asked before releasing an impatient blast of smoke. “We’re headed out first thing.”

      “You can sleep on the truck ride,” Milo muttered distractedly. One of the Si’lats had picked up a bunch of charred bones, but after tossing them about a bit, it went off again.

      “That doesn’t answer the question,” the big man said, kicking a fist-sized rock into a downhill bounce. “And standing out here in an unsecured valley with no support and no one knowing what we are doing is exactly the kind of thing to get two fools captured or killed.”

      Milo gave his bodyguard a wink.

      “You could always head back,” he teased. “Leave me to my foolish ways.”

      Ambrose spat downhill, the spittle staying aloft for a record-worthy amount of time.

      “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again.” The big man sniffed. “You’re not nearly as funny as you think you are.”

      Milo chuckled and turned back to watch his shade-animated agents continue their search. He watched the Si’lats for another handful of heartbeats before he looked back at Ambrose, his eyes narrowed accusingly.

      “Hey,” he cried sharply. “You never finished explaining your resurrection gimmick.”

      Ambrose puffed his pipe three times and muttered the word “gimmick” grumpily before heaving a sigh and tapping the bowl out.

      “My gimmick,” he began pointedly as he slid the pipe into his breast pocket, “is anything but. It’s a harrowing experience as I cross between the realm of the living and the ghostly realms beyond.”

      Milo raised a hand to his mouth and gave a choked cry of shock.

      “Oh, no,” he said with exaggerated tenderness. “Have I hurt your feelings?”

      “Anyways,” Ambrose replied tartly, then cleared his throat. “Erm, now where was I? Oh, yes, Morocco. So there I was—”

      “No,” Milo cut in, one hand raised wardingly. “None of that. We only have so long, and I am pretty sure I still owe you an explanation.”

      He tapped the breast pocket of his surcoat, lighting an eager gleam in Ambrose’s eyes

      “You’ll have plenty of time for war stories on the trip up north,” Milo said, sliding his hands into his pockets. “Just focus on the real issue. You say you really die, and then you really come back. I want to hear about that.”

      Ambrose rocked on his heels, and his lips twitched beneath his mustache. His internal dialogue ended with a low grunt as he nodded.

      “All right,” he breathed, expelling curls of dragon breath into the cold air. “It’s like a dream but not. Just like you know things in a dream, just know them for no reason at all, you also can know that you’re sleeping or that you’re dreaming, or whatever, that’s what it’s like. I’m dying, bleeding, drowning, or what have you, but then I find I’m standing on my own two legs, whole but different, and by different, you understand that I mean I know I’m dead.”

      Milo nodded, studying the bodyguard’s face as his eyes became distant with recollection.

      “It’s dark, quiet, and almost peaceful, you see. Certainty comes over you that yeah, this is it. But then one of the titans stirs in the dark next to me, and all the peace vanishes. Just like that, I’m a scared little boy hiding beneath his covers from the monster under his bed.”

      Ambrose sucked his teeth, his eyes widening at the frightful memory.

      “Titans?” Milo asked, trying to imagine what creature in this life or the next could have such an effect on the likes of Simon Ambrose.

      “It’s just my name for them,” Ambrose explained, his words coming out faster and sharper. “I never see them since it’s dark, but I can hear them and feel them, and they're, well, enormous. It’s like standing at the foot of a mountain and sensing it moving just feet away from you. It seems slow, but that is because it’s taking your mind so long to realize something so massive is moving at all. And just like in a dream, I know these things, and I also know they’re bound somehow. Restrained, and they're angry. So angry.”

      Ambrose shoved his hands in his pockets, but Milo could still see them trembling through the fabric of his coat.

      “I know all of them hate me and want to hurt me, but one in particular, the only titan I can actually see, is looking for me. I get a quick glimpse of him, as immense and dominating as a mountain against a sky, and red stars in his huge head as he turns to look at me. He calls for me, calls me a name I’ve never heard in my life, but I know it’s mine even as I watch him start wading through the dark toward me.”

      Ambrose blinked, his glistening eyes unnoticed as he heaved a heavy breath.

      “And then,” he said thickly, “I feel a hand on my shoulder and a voice, a familiar voice I can never recognize, whispers in my ear, telling me something.”

      Milo leaned forward in rapt attention, the meandering Si’lat search party forgotten.

      “What does the voice say?” he breathed.

      “All that seek shall find,” Ambrose recited, his voice barely more than a whisper. “But my spirit shall not always strive with man.”

      Milo stared, bemusement, horror, and wonder, wrestling for control of his features.

      “And then I wake up, hurting but alive,” Ambrose said. “I recover quickly, but each time, I get the feeling that was the very last time.”

      Milo let out the breath he was holding.

      “That’s...something,” he said, not able to muster embarrassment for his befuddlement. “And it’s that way every time?”

      Ambrose nodded solemnly before turning back to the mountainside and wiping his eyes.

      “Every time.” He sighed.

      For a long time, the two of them stared into the night, the Si’lats moving beneath gazes that paid them no heed. Eventually, a chill wind rose, making Milo shiver, and he started as though waking from a dream. He looked at Ambrose, who was still staring vacantly, before chewing his lip as he fetched the tarot card from his pocket.

      The grind of Milo’s boots on the rocky ground brought Ambrose back to himself, and he looked up to see Milo holding out the folded card.

      “Here,” he said heavily, giving the card a shake. “You’ve earned a peek.”

      Ambrose shook his head.

      “No, it’s all right. Your secrets are yours, Magus.”

      “Are you sure?” Milo asked, his arm still extended. “May not ever be another time I’m feeling so generous.”

      Ambrose nodded and sniffed, running a hand across his mustache.

      “I’m sure,” he said, squinting at a confluence of black sand. “When you’re sharing because you want to and not because of a fast-handed deal, I’ll look at the card.”

      Milo hung there a second longer, card between his outstretched fingers, then drew back and replaced the card in the coat.

      “And if that time never comes?” Milo asked, following Ambrose’s gaze to the veritable cyclone of Si’lats rushing toward them.

      “All things in God’s good time, Magus,” the big man muttered.

      The Si’lats broke upon the hillside like a crashing wave, rippling and swirling around the two men, bits of broken and charred bone held aloft on the gritty gusts. Milo focused his will and held out his hand.

      The black-sand tempest swirled across his open palm, depositing a narrow sharp-toothed skull. It was cracked in several places and missing the entire lower jaw and several teeth from the upper, and the whole surface was pitted unevenly.

      Milo reached out with his sorcerous awareness, feeling echoes of the life that had once been and trailing his consciousness across the pools of essence left by it.

      “Hello, Imrah,” he said with a grim smile.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you.

      Thank you for taking the time to read this book and I hope that you feel the time was not wasted. I know that nowadays your options for entertainment and distraction are immense, and I’m humbled and appreciative that you thought what I had to offer was worth your time. If you didn’t find it worthwhile then I appreciate you at least giving it a shot.

      However, if you did enjoy it I’ve got good news for you because the next book is going to be right around the corner. Book 02 is coming out shortly. You’ll get to ride right along with Milo, Ambrose, and Rihyani as they head to Georgia, the beautiful country not the lovely state, and face new challenges, dangers, and wonders.

      I hope you’ll keep reading not just to state my fragile feelings, but also because Milo’s story has so much further to go. The monstrous and marvelous world of the First Wizard is a deep and wide place I’d love to explore with you, if you’ll have me of course.

      Now before I leave you for a little while I’d like to say something to all of us facing the weird world of 2020 and all its different shades of madness. With all the tragedies, problems, and terrors some would say that there are more important things to do than read some silly story, much less write one.

      Clearly, I think those people are wrong.

      For writers like me and readers like you it comes down to one word: escapism.

      This word is often treated like a dirty word, a word suggesting dereliction or even cowardice and weakness, of not facing up to the “real world” and trying to hide from it. I’m afraid people touting that sort of nonsense have quite missed the point and not just of novels but of art in general.

      We read, we write, we sing, we dance, we paint, we become art all so that we can escape and to escape means to strive to be free. Free to dream, to hope, and to be, and that is the opposite of cowardice and hiding. I would say in a time like 2020 that is exactly the sort of business we need to be about.

      So keep escaping dear hearts, and remember that most poignant of conversations between Tolkien and Lewis:

      “What sort of men would be most opposed to escape, Jack?”

      “Jailers, obviously.”

      

      
        
        Regards,

      

        

      
        Aaron D. Schneider
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      First, THANK YOU for not only reading this story but these Author Notes in the back.

      Working with Aaron has been a massive pleasure for me. When he and I were introduced, the first thing I noticed was I felt like he was a kindred spirit, a person who would prefer to just help those out in the world and not hurt a soul.

      But you don’t push him. He is a kind guy, but he has a backbone of rigid steel if pushed. He just doesn’t like being in that position.

      Now, this is just my opinion. Aaron lives pretty far from me, and we only ever speak over Zoom (video) or the phone.

      The second thing I noticed was his writing.

      It’s beautiful.

      He prose takes me away, even in situations I would NOT wish to read about. Somehow, his spirit is entwined within the words he shares. I can’t explain how it makes me feel, except to say I this isn’t normally a story I would enjoy.

      But somehow, here we are.

      I hope you join us for books two and three. They are already being wrapped up to present to you as a gift. This wild alternate history where World War I never stopped.

      All so we could explain how in a dark time, we reach down into the Earth to uncover a power that perhaps we shouldn’t touch.

      But extreme times require extreme actions. Milo is our hope, and we trust that he has a heart that has every right to be as black as those reared in the orphanage and streets where he comes from.

      But the heart, once uncovered, starts to show its real color: a bright one.

      At least, we hope it is since Milo must choose to accomplish great things while wielding energies that might better be used by those who have ethics a bit more…

      Malleable.

      Join us as we push into book two. The story is just getting started!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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        I want to put my hands to work 'til the work's done

        I want to open my heart like the ocean

        — Lit Me Up, Brand New

      

      

      
        
        It is a great evil to look upon mankind with too clear vision. You seem to be living among wild beasts, and you become a wild beast yourself.

        — Vathek, William Beckford

      

      

      
        
        Monsters I’ve Met

        I met a ghost, but he didn't want my head,

        He only wanted to know the way to Denver.

        I met a devil, but he didn't want my soul,

        He only wanted to borrow my bike awhile.

        I met a vampire, but he didn't want my blood,

        He only wanted two nickels for a dime.

        I keep meeting all the right people—

        At all the wrong times.

        — A Light in the Attic, Shel Silverstein

      

      

    

  


  
    
      I dedicate this book to my father, a man who does what is right, not what is easy. Thank you for being an example to strive for. Love you, Dad.

      

      
        
        — Aaron
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      message intercepted

      Percival Reinhart felt his fingers tingle as he tapped out the message on the telegram in the subversive little nest he’d built in the underbelly of Newcastle. Besides the thrill of victory at an operation successfully accomplished, Reinhart felt a certain degree of smugness.

      The strange suit had worked, and when he was debriefed, he could tell them how all those warnings were for nothing. It had all gone swimmingly.

      As a vital hub for not only the shipbuilding but also the coal trade of Great Britain, as well as a city closer to continental Europe than any port that didn’t open to the much-patrolled English channel, Newcastle had become the perfect place for short-term espionage. With the help of some well-compensated and willfully ignorant locals, it had been relatively simple to set up the operational center all short-term operatives could use. Reinhart knew that no less than half a dozen other agents of the German Empire had used this location. Buried under the crumbling terraced housing area of Byker in Newcastle, the subterranean lair had everything an enterprising spy needed to prepare, carry out, and report on operations before slipping back to the continent with no one the wiser.

      The operation he was tasked with was not going to be easy, and he’d expected that once he had the information, it would take some back and forth communication and supplies before things were even possible. When he’d first come, Reinhart had appreciated the setup, thankful to have a secret telegram line and a secure and concealed dead drop location nearby. The fact that a trapdoor set in the floor led to a tunnel that opened to a nearby canal let him sleep on the little cot more easily, too.

      As he’d gathered information on the asset, Reinhart had become more and more comfortable in his little hidey-hole, appreciating the quiet security it offered him. After stressful days spent loafing about the shipyards pretending to work as he assessed things, it was nice to have somewhere to let his guard down. Despite multiple uses, none of those who’d come before had seen fit to furnish the place beyond the spartan facilities it had come with, but an appreciative Reinhart had begun to adorn his little abode. Bringing in small mementos from his rambles through the yard, he placed them on a small shelf here or hung them from a wall there. Nails and a hammer were easy enough to acquire for the latter purpose, and he’d also found a few rough but serviceable pieces of decorative furniture, as well as more knick-knacks and bits of local color.

      Sometimes lying on the cot next to the new nightstand he’d found with a fetching print of the yards in the early 1700s, Reinhart felt almost like a local. A sense of peace suffused him even though he was a man living a lie among people who would string him up if they knew who he was or what his intentions were. He felt absorbed by the rough industrial spirit of the city, and thus, in some ways, forgiven for what he had to do.

      This sense of harmony disappeared the day the suit came, which was nearly a week after he’d stated he needed supplies for a disguise.

      Like a child receiving a gift from a relative, he’d torn into the parcel before even reading the missive it came with. From the feel of the package, he’d been expecting clothing, which he would have to take care of on his own, but instead, he drew out a small rectangular box and a large expanse of what seemed to be crudely stitched vellum. The box contained a bronze knife that was so sharp he nicked his finger handling it. At first, he couldn’t tell what any of this could be used for by an agent like him. That, combined with the creeping sensation of dread he felt when his finger touched the hide, left Reinhart quite put out.

      Confused and assuming there was some bungling involved, he’d opened the missive and read the terse lines with great bemusement.

      It was a suit, somewhat akin to full body tights that also went over his face, and according to the directions, he was to slip the whole thing on to act as his disguise. The note explained that the suit was self-sealing and that once he put it on, he would need the knife to remove it. What followed was a series of rather peculiar instructions concerning the suit, describing how it was to be stored until use, the proper frame of mind to be in while wearing it, and how to remove the suit in the most careful of terms. Warnings that came with the instructions gave the sense that failure to comply would lead to catastrophic injury. It all seemed like nonsense, and as he stared at the grisly-looking thing hanging from a coat hook, Reinhart felt that the instructions implied the suit might have a will of its own.

      For three days, he avoided the suit and his cozy hideaway, using the meager money they'd given him to lose himself in alcohol and partners of negotiable affection. It couldn’t last, though. On the evening of the third day, looking out of the dingy window as his recent expenditure snored softly, Reinhart knew he had to go back and finish the job. If he waited much longer, the opportunity would be gone, and then Berlin would start wanting answers. Long-term plants could get away with letting operations fail, but a rapid insertion operative like him was expected to produce results. If he let this operation lapse, he might as well not return.

      So he’d gone back to the nest and found to his dismay that things were not as he’d left them. The furnishings and mementos he’d procured had been…not so much rearranged as left askew. It was as if someone had picked them up or turned them about to examine them and had not had the presence of mind to put them back as they were. None of the equipment had been so handled, but everything he’d brought in to adorn his little sanctuary had. The suit of skin still hung where he’d left it, vacant eye slits in a deflated face watching him.

      Reinhart had cursed and muttered to himself, turning twice to leave and face whatever Berlin’s wrath was, but each time, he stopped short of the door. The suit watched him through all of this, mocking in its hollow silence. Finally, spitting invectives like a rabid tomcat, he’d yanked his clothes off, stormed over to the suit, and put it on.

      The queasy feeling he’d felt handling the thing was worse by a hundredfold as he slipped into the hide, and when he felt the self-sealing action occur, he cried out in fright. The suit felt as though it were alive as it seemed to adhere to his entire body, the change occurring so rapidly and completely he wasn’t sure where he ended and the suit began. As he stood naked, he shivered and felt goosebumps rise across his arms, and looking down, he saw impossibly that the suit sported goosebumps across its surface. That wasn’t the only change, because instead of the stitched vellum, he was looking down at an arm that was not his own, thicker and hairier.  Gaping, he’d looked down and seen his toes concealed by a paunch that was not his, and a tactile inspection told him that farther down, there were modifications to his manhood that he’d never received.

      Stumbling on legs that were thicker and shorter than his own, he’d lurched to the mirror over the washbasin and found that he was not himself. Reflected in the mirror was the nude form of Douglas Murdoch, supervisory foreman for the Maritime Brush, a ship-painting company. The thickset and hirsute man was the director of several teams that painted the nautical camouflage for every British vessel that emerged from Newcastle’s shipyards for military service. Reinhart’s plan had been to pose as one of the man’s assistants and then falsify instructions so the teams of painters would use a different shade of paint in their camouflage, a shade that German naval spotters could be trained to expect.

      It seemed Reinhart would be going as the man himself, and with the deed now done, he knew it could not have gone better. The idea of posing as an assistant to Murdoch had been risky at best, dependent on proving himself in so many nuanced ways that even his considerable skills would have been put to the test. With the suit, though, all he’d needed to do was show up and growl a bit like he’d observed Murdoch do during surveillance, and the job was quickly done. He’d sent runners from the painting company to go inform the other teams of the changes, saving him time and the risk of discovery.

      Practically dancing as he rushed back to his hidey-hole, the job done, Reinhart had slapped the large belly hanging from his body. Though he knew it was not his, he marveled at how he felt every wobble, as though it were his own flesh. It was amazing what the development workshops could come up with, though half the time, the stuff was less than reliable. Reinhart decided that he could appreciate something like this. A few times as he moved about the yards, he’d almost forgotten he wasn’t Murdoch.

      He’d forgotten he was still wearing the suit until the telegram beeped to life. He jumped, and his newly top-heavy frame made him topple to one side, catching himself on the wall with Murdoch’s long arms. Reinhart felt the uncanny realization of how impossible this all was gnawing like a rodent on the back of his mind. He shoved the thoughts aside, though, as he righted himself and moved over to listen to the message coming over the secret line.

      e-x-t-r-a-c-t-i-m-m-e-d-i-a-t-e (Stop) u-s-e-t-u-n-n-e-l (Stop) b-r-i-n-g-s-u-i-t (Stop)

      Reinhart was more than a little surprised by the message: why so soon? Had he been compromised?

      As he cast a glance around the room, the warm sense of belonging vanished. Reinhart remembered that he was a German spy in a city of military significance belonging to a sworn enemy of his country. If he was compromised, and every instinct told him that must be why they were in such a rush, death would be the best he could hope for if he was caught. He might have minutes before black-booted brutes came storming down the stairwell that was supposed to be a secret in the tenement building he was lurking under.

      His mind racing, he snatched up what few effects he’d brought with him, shoved them into a bag, and turned a wide circle in the small room to see if he’d missed anything. As he did so, his protuberant stomach knocked over the print of the old yards, sending it clattering to the floor.

      It was then that he remembered he was still wearing the suit and looked like Murdoch. If he darted down the trapdoor and squeezed his way through the tunnel to the canal, there was a good chance his boatman out of Newcastle would shoot him. They were expecting Percival Reinhart after all, short, svelte, and he flattered himself to think shockingly handsome. When a heavyset, hairy-armed man with a weak chin and a patchy mustache plopped down, they’d probably toss him into the drink on principle.

      Reinhart looked about for the box containing the knife, and, spotting it on the nightstand, lunged for it. Extricating himself from this second skin might take time he didn’t have, but leaving it on was not an option.

      He made it four steps before his foot turned on the floor, and he fell just out of reach of the box, fingers scraping wood.

      Reinhart glared at the treacherous floor, wondering what had happened. The spy knew he was a graceful man, the finest dancer he knew, and tripping on the floor like this was singularly uncharacteristic. Looking down, he saw nothing for him to trip on, but he remembered losing his balance from the telegram and assumed it had something to do with the suit. Moving as quickly as he had must have set off the bigger man’s more precarious balance. That was it.

      Muttering curses under his breath, he grabbed the edge of the cot to lever himself up onto his knees and reached for the box.

      Coming on like a sudden muscle spasm, his left leg shot back behind him, and his right knee twisted inward. Reinhart pitched forward, one hand slapping the edge of the nightstand. He managed a cry of surprise that was cut short by his face bouncing off the stone floor. Eyes bursting with a kaleidoscope of rainbow light, the spy lay upon the floor, legs uncomfortably askew, trying to figure out what was happening.

      The blow to his head didn’t make that endeavor any easier, but he didn’t have long to wait until further evidence appeared. Reinhart, face still pressed to the floor, felt a prickle of fear race up his back and burrow into his brain, as with agonizing slowness, he felt his body inching away from the nightstand.

      He wasn’t moving a muscle, but of its own volition, it seemed, his body was slithering backward across the floor.

      He remembered then that the instructions had told him to keep the knife on his person at all times while wearing the suit. He remembered those odd warnings that had talked about the suit almost like a living thing. He remembered that everything seemed to have been moved around in the apartment.

      As though sensing his rising panic, the skin that was not his compelled his limbs to scuttle backward faster. Feeling a scream form in his chest, Reinhart fought the movement, compelling his muscles to oppose the constricting pressure that manipulated them like a puppet.

      He writhed on the floor, straining every muscle in his body to assert some control. He needed to reach the knife, needed to get this thing off him.

      Spittle began to froth around his gritted teeth, and every second seemed impossible, but somehow Reinhart felt himself winning the battle against the suit. He managed to twist onto his back and then to sit up, though his arms and legs twitched and seized as the struggle continued. He convinced himself that he could feel the suit tiring, its strength slackening. His muscles were burning with exertion, but the suit was losing its hold with every frothing breath he took.

      Then his right arm seemed free, and he threw himself toward the box from his seat on the floor. His hand overshot the box, and he knocked his elbow on the edge of the stand. The impact sent a tingling shock up his arm, and in that moment of weakness, the suit struck, seeming to throw its whole energy into his numbed right arm.

      Unfamiliar fingers—Murdoch’s fingers—wrapped around Reinhart’s throat and began to squeeze.
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      Milo heard the dogs barking and knew he’d taken too long.

      The whole farmstead would be awake very soon if they weren’t already, and then things would become interesting.

      Gloved hands in the smoking chimney and with soot smeared across his face, Milo glared down at the dogs in the yard below. They’d been more than happy to take the scraps of meat he’d brought to distract them, but with their treats now gobbled down, the ungrateful curs had returned to their previous allegiance. If only they’d give him a few more minutes with his file.

      Voices from the house beneath, angry and sharp, hollered at the baying dogs. The animals persisted and the voice sounded again, this time calling from a window. Milo realized his inability to understand the Georgian tongue meant he’d forgotten to prepare and take the elixirs that allowed him to speak and understand any language.

      He swore under his breath as he extracted his hands from the chimney. He was losing track of things more and more these days. He knew why, of course. The answer was written across his black-veined body. Nightwatch was a remarkable elixir, but sustained abuse had other effects besides the unsightly discolorations.

      As he shook the last of the chimney dust into a pouch, he heard a man’s voice growling something, then the clump-clump of boots across the floor. The man of the house was headed outside to sort things out.

      Milo looked skyward, cursing the bright moonlight spread over the farmstead.

      If the man looked up, there was no way he wouldn’t see Milo. Milo imagined the owner of the home emerging, muttering curses, and then groggily following the straining hounds to look up at the roof. What would he do upon seeing Milo perched there like a black-streaked kobold or hobgoblin alongside his chimney? Scream? Run? Start throwing rocks?

      The magus had just started to sidle along the ridge of the slate roof as quietly as he could when the farmer stepped out of the house and stood at the edge of the yard. As a tube of black metal swept in front of the man, glinting in the moonlight, Milo realized that his concern about thrown rocks was grotesquely optimistic. Pennies to perogies, if the man spotted him, Milo was going to be shot.

      Sliding the pouch and file into his breast pocket, careful not to jostle glass vials and collection tools, Milo began to creep back down the other side of the house. A quick glance over his shoulder spotted the outhouse a dozen yards behind the house. Another dozen or so yards from that was a vegetable garden that butted up to the family’s fields. The winter wheat in the field was nearly ready for harvest and so stood over a meter tall.

      If he could clear the distance to the outhouse in one leap, he could scuttle behind it, using it to block line of sight from the house until he hopped the garden wall. Then all he had to do was crawl over the other side and worm his way over the first grain hill, and he was in the clear.

      Looking back, he saw the man was in the yard advancing toward the dogs, head and gun swiveling this way and that. The man’s movements were measured and suspicious. Was it just the disturbance that made him wary, or had he heard the rumors of the foreigners who’d taken up residence to the north in Shatili? Without the elixir of comprehension and tongues, Milo couldn’t even have asked him if he was trespassing.

      Milo turned away from the gun-toting farmer, feeling the back of his skull itch in preparation for a lead slug. He gauged the distance one more time, gathered his focus, and leaped.

      His coat flapped behind him, flickering from fabric into black-feathered wings that carried him easily over the muddy stretch between buildings. So easily was it that rather than landing in front of the outhouse, he thumped down on top of it.

      Milo swore as the Plutonian wings dissolved back into his coat and he fought to keep himself from tumbling headfirst to the ground. As it was, he perched atop the small roof, and the entire wooden structure gave a precarious creak as it bore his weight.

      For a second after the latrine’s protest faded, Milo heard only the constant yap of the dogs, and he dared to hope.

      The smell of the latrine being freshly used and a soft snarl strangled that hope in its crib.

      Milo barely had time to pull his leg clear when the door flew open and a sturdy young woman in a nightdress rushed out, her dark hair flying behind her. Three steps clear of the door, she whirled and saw Milo perching atop the outhouse, his silhouette clear in the silvery moonlight.

      She stood gaping up at him, and Milo thought the look of horror and wonder stamped on her face might have been empowering if not for the nature of his lofty position. The smell of excrement, old and new, was potent.

      “Eshmak’i!” she shrieked as she genuflected repeatedly. “Ts'adi!”

      Milo stared at her for a second longer, wondering what sort of incubus she imagined him to be, but the roar of the man at the front of the house knocked him out of his reverie.

      He needed to go and quickly.

      He spun and leaped into the air, applying the focus necessary to form the wings on his coat by reflex. He glided over the open ground and most of the vegetable garden. His feet nearly caught a tangle of vined stakes, but he tucked them up at the last second before slamming them down on the damp earth.

      “Mamik’o! Mamik’o! Mishvelet!” the young woman screamed behind him, her voice becoming a roar. “Mishvelet!”

      Milo didn’t bother to look behind him as he vaulted the garden wall and raced across the field, stalks of wheat whipping about him. This wasn’t the stealthy departure he had in mind, but he supposed it would do. A few dozen strides and he’d be over the hill, then it was only a short sprint into the forest beyond. Then it would only be a matter of tracking back west to where he’d left the bag of bones stashed along the bank of the Argun River.

      He knew his elevated mood was a side effect of the nightwatch, but he rode the wave of ecstatic energy, a laugh bubbling up from his throat.

      “De Zauber-Schwartz strikes again!” he crowed, throwing his head back to howl wildly.

      The cry was punctuated by the report of a rifle, and Milo saw the earth kick up on the slope to his right the barest heartbeat before he heard the ripping hiss of the bullet passing over his shoulder.

      Absently, Milo noted that the farmer must have been a good shot to have gotten so close. His pace didn’t slow but he began to weave, certain it wouldn’t matter but desperate to avoid having the back of his head proven right after all. Trampling wheat in his wild escape, kernels and chaff flew up behind him in a moonlit silvery spray.

      It might have been picturesque if the crack of another rifle shot hadn’t shattered the stillness.

      This shot came even nearer, zipping by close enough that Milo gave a cry as a sharp ripple of air slashed his ear in the bullet’s wake.

      “Just my luck,” Milo whined with a panting snarl as he crested the hill. “I got the village deadeye!”

      He plunged down the other side of the hill, glad for the dark stand of the trees looming at the edge of the field. With the hill between him and the rifle, he felt the artificial buoyancy of the alchemical drug coming back. He couldn’t bring himself to cheer, but a smile spread over his face even as his breath became ragged.

      “Almost in the clear,” he rasped.

      Then he heard the baying of the dogs and heard their sleek bodies shooting up the wheat-crowned slope. He’d be lucky to make the tree line before they were on his heels. He was going to have to decide how much of his power to display to get out of this mess, and that was assuming the marksman-farmer didn’t pop over the top of the hill and blow his head off.

      Milo swore as he heard canine growls coming up fast behind him.

      This night was not going as he’d expected, and he imagined the drugs had given him a rosy idea of his odds.
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        * * *

      

      Milo, scratched and battered, slid from the back of his unliving steed as dawn’s fingers worked their magic across the gray sky.

      “That could have been worse,” he muttered as he straightened, feeling sinews creak as bones popped and clicked. “But then again, it could have gone much better.”

      The Qareen horse, nothing more than bones woven with leathery cords of sinew, stared forward without comment. The shade that animated the corpus was one of the most docile and compliant entities Milo harnessed thus far, something that had seemed essential for what basically amounted to a vehicle. To Milo’s relief, despite this placidity, the animate had proven more than capable of driving its vessel at incredible speeds. Without the concerns of breath or muscle fatigue, the Qareen had torn through the countryside back to Shatili once Milo had finally managed to slip away from the dogs.

      “All right.” Milo sighed as he unslung the canvas bag from his shoulder and drew its mouth wide. “In you go.”

      The sigils inked inside the mouth of the bag flared with green light, and Milo felt a vague inhaling pressure from the bag. His soul felt it more than his skin, something like a gentle current brushing against his spirit.

      The effect on the undead horse was far more dramatic.

      Coming apart like a cheap children’s toy, the Qareen’s sinew unwound, sliding into the bag with a dry hiss. The sinew was still coiling inside when the bones danced apart from each other and tumbled into the bag, turning end over end. The bones deposited themselves in the sack, many of them vanishing inside a container that was shorter than their length. The weight of the sack barely increased as the enchanted remains slid into the ensorcelled container.

      In less than half a minute, where once a skeletal animate had loomed, there was nothing but some muddy hoofprints.

      “I’m sure that will get old someday.” He chuckled softly, then winced at the stabbing pain in his head.

      The nightwatch was wearing off.

      When was the last time he’d slept?

      Milo’s stomach twisted and his heartbeat quickened; he couldn’t remember. That wasn’t good.

      Nightwatch was a wonderful and potent stimulant, but extended use had its risks, not the least being a sudden loss of consciousness and even bodily trauma when it ran out. This was exactly why he’d adjusted the formula to give him a pointed reminder when it was wearing off. He’d told himself it was put in as a reminder to go get some rest, but lately, he’d been using it as a signal to take more of the stuff.

      Now he wasn’t sure if he hadn’t slept in days or weeks, but either way, he needed to get inside and take something before the full effects of withdrawal set in.

      Shatili, a small village in the Khevsureti highlands of Georgia on the northern slopes of the Caucasus, was largely untouched by time. Settled in a gorge carved by the Argun River, it would have been little more than a few simple hovels and homesteads except for the fortress complex that thrust up from the earth like a dragon spine. The Argun forked around the sheer-sided constructions of stone and mortar whose foundations predated the fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Empire. This was the face of the defiant little hamlet, a bastion in a land familiar with war, and it had been Milo’s home and laboratory for the past eight months.

      When Lokkemand brought their contingent of Nicht-KAT up from Afghanistan, Milo had assumed they were heading further north, but they never made it past the Greater Caucasus Mountains. As they started to pass into Chechen territory, which was nominally held by a coalition of German and Ottoman forces, word had come for them to find a place to rest and wait. The captain had said the situation was “fluid,” so they’d settle into the defensible village to wait for word from Colonel Jorge, but when winter struck the mountains and they were trapped in Shatili for months, no word came.

      Now with the thaw mostly done and spring in full bloom, they still waited, though Milo had not been idle.

      The magus skirted the left fork of the bridge, knowing a sentry would be keeping watch over the bridges on the approach to the fortress. The sentry wouldn’t challenge him, of course, but he’d report back to Lokkemand, and that was a complication Milo wanted to avoid if at all possible.

      A little farther along the bank was an outthrust of rock that stretched a few meters over the Argun, and here Milo made his crossing. Leaping into the air and trusting his coat’s transmogrification to handle the rest, he swooped over the rolling gray river and came down in a series of short hops. Milo imagined he was the most ungainly of birds, but needs must, and right now, he needed to get to his study.

      Typically, he would creep along and come in through a postern gate he could lock and unlock using a si’lat servant he kept in his coat pocket, but there was no time.

      Impatiently checking to see that no sentry was prowling the walkway near his appointed wing of the complex, he scuttled to the rough-edged balcony that adjoined his study. It was no small distance, and even with climbing gear, it would have been difficult to scale it without at least raising a lot of ruckus.

      Which was exactly why he wasn’t going to climb.

      In the back of his head, he knew this was a bad idea. The wings he’d fashioned into the complex fetish that was his black surcoat were meant more for gliding than flying, but another sharp stab drove the concern from his mind in a crackling wave of pain. He was confident that if he pushed them and drew deep on essence worked into the garment, he could reach the balcony. He had to.

      Milo took a steadying breath and looked at the balcony, which seemed to be farther up the longer he stood there. For the first time in days, his limbs felt heavier, the fatigue beginning to seep through the insulating nightwatch like a cold, dragging tide. He had to go now or never.

      “RISE,” he commanded as he leaped upward with all his strength, the verbalization giving potency to his focus.

      The black wings beat the air and he jerked upward, rising in fits and starts. Like an overfed vulture trying to take to the air, his progress was an uncertain thing, but by the time Milo opened eyes squeezed shut in concentration, he saw he was within arm's reach of the balcony’s ledge. Drilling deeper into the latticework of essence until he felt it threatening to fray, Milo pushed the wings to propel him upward the final meter.

      His arms were up over the ledge and one foot was planted against the stones below when his focus gave out and the wings collapsed into the coat. He tried not to think about how vacant the space beneath his other foot was as he hauled with his arms and pushed with the planted foot. Grunting and swearing, fresh sweat prickling across his brow, he dragged himself up and over onto the balcony. He collapsed on the stones with a groan and lay there panting and muttering incoherent promises to never do something so stupid again.

      He might have stayed there for hours, except the stab in his skull told him time was running dangerously short.

      Moaning half-formed curses, he dragged himself to his hands and knees to crawl into his study. The full light of the new day hadn’t reached mountain-shaded Shatili yet but Milo’s nightsight elixir let him spot the small bottle on his desk easily enough. Just a few drops of the nightwatch would stave off the oncoming unconsciousness long enough for him to take stock of things.

      Without knowing how long he’d been awake, he couldn’t let himself fall asleep since that could be fatal. However, he didn’t have time to make the restorative sleepbalm he normally took to protect him from the worst of his insomniac excesses. He hoped he could take enough of the nightwatch to give him time to make the sleepbalm and not so much that his stimulated mind forgot what he was doing and went back to his research experiments. The fact that this had been his goal the last several mornings did not escape him as a point of concern, but it shrank in significance as he inched across the floor to the desk.

      Arm feeling like it was laced with lead, he flopped it onto the desk and groped a clumsy hand over to the bottle. His blind fingers nearly knocked the container over, but mercifully his fatigue-softened grip was just strong enough to arrest its fall. He dragged the bottle off the desk and down to where he knelt, trembling, on the floor, his limbs threatening to abandon him altogether.

      With agonizing slowness, he tugged the cork stopper out and threw the bottle's contents into his yawning mouth.

      There was less in the bottle than he expected, but the taste of sweet onions in the back of his throat was soon accompanied by a rush of that pale, quivering energy he’d become fearfully accustomed to.

      Milo sighed as he rose to his feet, his burdensome limbs quickening to his command. ‘Well, that almost ended poorly.”

      Reflexively, he cast about the desk, looking for more nightwatch.

      After all, the dose he’d taken had been very small, and he would need more if he was going to get the sleepbalm made. That and he had to sort his gathered materials from the night, and maybe do a little more review of The Fluids Flow codex, and it might not be a bad idea to get breakfast, and then check in to see if Lokkemand had anything for him, and—

      “Where the hell is it?” he growled as his eyes swept over his desk and the shelves behind his desk and his thoughts raced. “I know I made more than this!”

      “Which is exactly the problem.” growled a gruff voice from across the room.

      Milo’s eyes shot up. Reclining on a couch near the door to his study was the thick, lumpy frame of Simon Ambrose.

      Milo felt a rush of several feelings at once, not the least of which were confusion and anger at being so startled by his bodyguard and friend. Swearing fiercely, he threw the empty bottle at the big man, the thick glass bouncing off the couch and then rolling across the floor.

      “What did you do with it?” Milo snarled, savoring the anger whose presence he didn’t quite understand.

      “I should have pitched it all into the river.” Ambrose sniffed, casting a baleful eye at the failed missile before glaring at Milo. “But I didn’t know how much you would need to get things in order after not sleeping for so long.”

      “It hasn’t been that long,” Milo lied, the anger falling out of his voice with chilling ease. “Don’t be dramatic. Just tell me where it is.”

      Ambrose eyed his ward with a frown and then rose into a sitting position on the couch.

      “Do you know how long it’s been since you slept, Magus?”

      The words were measured and precise, like someone talking to an ill-tempered child. This, of course, awoke Milo’s anger instantly.

      “I do, do you?” he asked in the most accusatory tone he could muster. “Do you, O dear nanny?”

      Ambrose let the words slide off him with contemptuous ease.

      “How long has it been?” he asked with infuriating steadiness.

      Milo stared back, his jaw working as his lips twitched and curled.

      “Five maybe six days,” he said, and then, seeing Ambrose’s expression, quickly added. “No, no, eight. Yes, eight days.”

      Ambrose stared at Milo for a few hammering heartbeats and shook his head ruefully.

      “Fifteen,” Ambrose said softly as he rose to his feet. “Fifteen days straight, and that’s after only catching up for two days after eleven days without sleep.”

      “It… I mean, no, it can’t… You forgot about…”

      The excuses died even as he tried to force them off his shuddering tongue.

      “This has got to stop,” the big man declared in a voice that would brook no argument. “Bad enough you’re running yourself down like this, but now your judgment is so impaired that you’re running about the countryside like some witch in a fairy tale.”

      Milo felt part of him nodding along in acknowledgment, but he stuffed that part down deep and nursed his indignation.

      “Do you even understand the pressure I’m under?” Milo asked, stalking around the desk to level a finger at Ambrose. “What they are asking me to do?”

      “Only in the vaguest sense.” Ambrose shrugged. “But considering Lokkemand doesn’t say anything to me, whose fault is that?”

      Milo snarled, throwing his hands into the air.

      “One more screwup then!” he railed, pacing around the room as he began to mutter. “First, the elixirs don’t activate, then fetishes don’t work, and nobody takes the time to think that I’m learning this all on my own and there might be a reason no human has ever done magic before this. Now it’s my fault I don’t burden you with the unreasonable expectations I’m under.”

      Milo spun and fixed Ambrose with his most malevolent glare before speaking in an acid tone. “So terribly sorry to have inconvenienced you.”

      “I forgive you,” Ambrose replied in placid defiance of Milo's vitriol. “We can talk about how things are going to change after you wake up, but right now, you need to take the last sleepbalm I put in your left-hand drawer.”

      Milo’s gaze followed the big man’s nod to the desk before swiveling to fix him with a furious but unsteady scowl.

      “I c-can make more on my own,” Milo said, his tongue suddenly feeling thick in his mouth. “Who d-do you think is in ch-char…aggh!”

      A warning stab of agony in his brain rocked Milo, and he choked on his tongue as Ambrose shook his head ruefully.

      “Take the elixir, Milo,” the bodyguard pressed.

      Milo spat out a curse between groans of pain as he staggered over to the desk and yanked out the drawer. He snatched up the balm, still spitting invectives, blind rage swirling through his tortured mind. Whirling around, he raised the bottle threateningly over his throbbing head. He wasn’t sure what he was about to do in a fit of drug-addled temper, but the look in Simon Ambrose’s eyes stopped him dead in his tracks.

      “Take it,” the Nephilim commanded, the crimson flare in his eyes pairing with a thickening pressure in the air. “Take it, or I will give it to you in a way you will not appreciate.”

      Hands trembling with what he told himself was withdrawal and encroaching fatigue, Milo obeyed.
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      Milo awoke nearly two weeks later, and for the first time since coming to Georgia, his pale skin was free of a gray tint. His veins still stood out darker than was natural, but they were not the tendrils of black that had twitched and writhed under his skin. Looking at himself in the mirror above his washbasin, he imagined he looked almost human again.

      His body was recovering, but for all that, it was hard to feel truly rested.

      His memory of the recovery process was a fractured series of twisted dreams where he stretched and disjointed specters circled. He recalled that they gripped his face in cold, hard hands, forced his jaws open, and poured gall down his throat. He would awaken choking and wheezing, just able to clear his raw throat before collapsing into sleep, where more wraiths crawled out of the dark to look him over before forcing more of their foul effluence upon him.

      Sometimes they wore uniforms, sometimes medical lab coats, sometimes stern priestly vestments. One had even come wearing Roland’s tattoos on its wrist, a skull on an orthodox cross.

      Milo had wanted to run from them, but even in his dreams, he was too tired. Limbs heavy as leaden weights, he lay and watched them come, knowing what they intended every time but always knowing he would do nothing, perhaps could do nothing to stop them.

      The final time of this liquid violation, something sparked in him, and his limbs responded with the shuddering speed of a dream. He knocked their hands away and, grabbing one by the neck, hauled himself up to his knees. His voice roared in that dark emptiness, battering the specters into motes of unlight.

      “учи учёного!”

      That was when he awoke, truly awoke, and found himself naked and kneeling in his bed. The springtime sunshine filled the room, and in that fair light, he saw Ambrose staring at him, wide-eyed, from a chair at the foot of the bed.

      “What was that?” the bodyguard asked, wiggling a thick finger in his ear. “Not sure I caught it.”

      Milo had collapsed back onto the bed, drawing the sheets across his bare form, but for the first time in a long time, he did not immediately slip back into sleep. He’d lain there for some time, wondering at how loose his skin felt on his bones before he realized that he was desperately hungry and thirsty.

      Before he could finish forming a request, which was harder than he would have imagined with his neglected vocal cords, Ambrose produced a beaten copper mug full of warm, creamy broth. As Milo greedily slurped it down, the big man filled him in on the events of the last two weeks, which mostly included Ambrose keeping Lokkemand from Milo and Lokkemand keeping the locals from Shatili.

      “Had a whole witch-hunting mob trudge right up the Argun,” Ambrose said, a bemused smile spreading across his face. “Farmers and foresters all coming to lay their claim against the night witch, meaning you, for everything from animals miscarrying to marital disputes. I might’ve been tempted to see if their nerve lasted past a few warning salvos, but I’ll hand it to Lokkemand; he knew exactly what to do.”

      Money, it turned out, was an incredible curative for all things witch-related. Lokkemand’s attempt to buy off the disgruntled locals seemed to have worked a miracle.

      “And after that, he stopped trying to get you up and about,” the big man explained, chuckling. “I think if nothing else, he wanted to buy himself a little more time to gather funds from Command before you woke up and start making your rounds again.”

      More funds had come four days ago, along with an interesting announcement.

      “Jorge’s coming,” Ambrose said simply, studying Milo. “Seems he wants to have another sit-down with you. Of course, we thought he was coming to talk to sleeping beauty, but the message he sent didn’t leave room for conversation on his arrival date.”

      Milo stood in front of the mirror a day later, still a little unsteady on his feet, but determined to make himself presentable before the colonel arrived.

      Aside from the effects of the nightwatch fading, the time off had not done much to improve his looks. His eyes were dark and contracted over his grotesquely sharp cheekbones, all riding over a collection of black facial hair made of wild wire and juvenile fuzz. As Milo reached over to start washing his face, he noted how shriveled his hands looked.

      “Vulture claws,” Milo muttered as his dark-veined, long-nailed hands took soap and towel in hand.

      “You strike me as more of a crow,” Ambrose commented from the doorway.

      “No one asked,” Milo croaked with more venom than he felt.

      Ambrose shrugged and leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed.

      Milo had tried to dismiss his bodyguard more than once, but the indefatigable Nephilim would not be deterred. He knew the big man’s supervision was more out of concern than anything else, but every time he saw Ambrose, it reminded him of how bad things had gotten. Milo hadn’t only let himself go in trying to prove himself, but he’d also let Ambrose down.

      The fact that this was the first time he cared about this since Roland’s band only made the sting strike deeper.

      “So, why is Jorge coming?” Milo asked as he plunged the towel into the warm water. “Did the message say anything about that?”

      Ambrose shook his head, his eyes fixed on the dust motes dancing in a shaft of light from a hallway window.

      “No, or at least Lokkemand didn’t tell me,” the big man said, then a lopsided grin spread across his features. “Not that he and I have chatted much.”

      Milo took a moment to digest the response as he washed his face. It felt like stripping off a mask, clearing away the residue of so many days of unconsciousness. When he looked up from the mirror, his flushed skin made the dark veins in his temples and forehead stand out more, but somehow, he seemed more human.

      “You mentioned before that you and he exchanged words,” he said as he gathered the shaving lather and brush Ambrose had brought him. “Anything I should know?”

      Ambrose let out a long, lilting curse that turned into a whistle.

      “He might try to tell you that I was rude to him,” the bodyguard explained matter-of-factly. “Which simply isn’t true.”

      Milo paused the lather brush centimeters from his bristly face.

      “And?” Milo prompted with a cocked eyebrow.

      “And he might also say I told him if he came into your room again, I’d peel him like an apple,” Ambrose said before muttering quickly. “Which is the truth.”

      Milo snorted and began to apply the lather.

      “You do know that he outranks both of us,” Milo said as he turned back to the mirror. “And the one thing any army loves more than victory is the hierarchy.”

      “As I’ve said before,” Ambrose declared, raising a finger to emphasize the point, “I’m not a soldier in the German Army. I am an unwilling—”

      “—Conscript forced to serve under duress,” Milo finished for him, rolling his eyes as he put down the lather brush and picked up the razor. “I know, you might have made mention of the fact before.”

      “Once or twice.” Ambrose chuckled. “You sure you know how to use that thing?”

      Milo, his scraggly face covered in lather, looked down at the folded straight razor and then back at the mirror to see Ambrose watching him. Without bothering to look back down, Milo flicked it open, then rolled it down his extended fingers before flipping it up to balance it on his lower two fingers. Eyes still locked on Ambrose, he walked the open razor up his hand with little flexes of his knuckles before spinning it around his index finger. The spin terminated in the razor leaping into the air and landing in his other hand.

      The little display done, he began to employ the blade across his face.

      “You could have just said yes.” Ambrose huffed, failing to conceal how impressed he was. “What were you, apprenticed to a barber at the orphanage or something?”

      Milo paused with the keen blade resting against his cheek.

      “Something like that,” Milo replied coolly, his eyes becoming cold and distant.

      Ambrose took note of the change, and for some time, neither of them spoke.

      Milo had nearly finished clearing his jawline after tending to his cheeks when Ambrose finally spoke up, his expression pensive.

      “I was in a sort of gang once,” he said, arms crossed over his massive chest. “Good boys, most of them, at the start. More scared than evil if you understand what I mean.”

      Milo flicked the blade in the water a few times before scowling incredulously through the mirror.

      “How is one sort of in a gang?”

      Ambrose’s lips worked beneath his mustache, making it twitch and wriggle like a woolly caterpillar trying to escape from under his nose.

      “July 1830. France was having another revolution, and my mother wanted none of it, so we went to Saarbrücken, where she had a cousin,” Ambrose said, heaving a sigh as he settled into his tale. “First taste of a real, modern city, and didn’t take long before I fell in with some other French lads whose families had also fled the turmoil in France. Told ourselves we were going to be the neighborhood protectors, keep those Prussians from mistreating us proud French.”

      “How noble,” Milo muttered as he considered whether to apply the razor to his mustache in full or just enough to tame the growth.

      “Soon enough, we found a group of hardy young men who weren’t afraid of throwing their weight around and didn’t have to do tedious things like work,” Ambrose remarked dryly. “We set off planning to protect ourselves and our people from brutal Prussian constables, but before long, someone called those constables to protect our people from us.”

      It was Ambrose’s turn to stare off into distant times.

      “Stupid as we were, when two constables showed up to have a word with us, we attacked them,” Ambrose said, a note of sad resignation in his voice. “It was a short fight and eight against two after all. Arnald Toulouse, our capitaine, knocked out a tooth from each man’s mouth and stuck it in their pockets as a reminder. Unfortunately for us, they remembered all our faces, and with a bunch more friends, they rounded us up the next day in the street.”

      Ambrose shook his head.

      “They beat us until we could hardly stand,” Ambrose muttered, his voice softer.  “And then they beat Arnald to death in front of us and made us carry him to an unmarked pauper’s grave in a nearby churchyard.”

      Ambrose stroked his mustache pensively.

      “First time I ever saw a man die, and he was my friend. I was seventeen.”

      Milo put the razor down, his freshly trimmed mustache and goatee shining and glossy.

      “I killed my first man when I was twelve,” Milo said, his tone too flat to be conversational. “Can’t remember the first time I saw a man die.”

      Ambrose broke free from his reverie to stare at Milo.

      “I can think of only a few reasons for a twelve-year-old to want to kill a man,” Ambrose said, his tone level but cautious. “I’m hoping I’m wrong.”

      “We needed a little more money to buy a case of schnapps from a smuggler that worked the Elbe,” Milo said after toweling his face off. “We were going to drink half the schnapps and sell the rest to the other children in the Krieg-Waisenhaus. We robbed a small old man in a top hat one evening. He fought back with his cane, knocked Roland to the ground. I stabbed the man under the arm seven times for that.”

      Ambrose’s eyes narrowed, studying Milo’s reflection.

      “We ended up drinking all of the schnapps,” Milo said, putting the towel down to inspect himself one last time in the mirror.

      Ambrose frowned, nodding as he turned back toward the dust motes.

      “And now here we are.” He grunted. “Working for the Germans. Funny how life works out.”

      “That’s a word for it.” Milo sighed.
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        * * *

      

      Jorge arrived in the late afternoon via auto caravan.

      Milo and Ambrose heard the sentry call out that Jorge was inbound and moved quickly down to the courtyard, where they encountered Captain Lokkemand.

      The towering officer glared down his nose at both of them but said nothing for a moment. Behind him, the platoon of soldiers they’d acquired before leaving Afghanistan, excluding those on sentry duty, of course, were arrayed behind him in immaculate parade-ground formation. To a man, the platoon stood with perfect discipline and composure, something Milo knew was the fruit of Lokkemand’s efforts.

      “Good to see you up and about, Volkohne,” Lokkemand managed stiffly as the seconds dragged on.

      “Thank you, sir,” Milo said, throwing up a salute as he suddenly realized his breach of military protocol.

      The captain nodded, returning the salute with a muttered “at ease” before turning back to watch the line of trucks come roll across the bridge.

      Milo dropped the salute, keenly aware, not for the first time, of what a poor soldier he made. Staring at Lokkemand, with his ramrod posture, crisp movements, and towering presence, he knew the officer was in so many ways the perfect soldier that Milo never would be. The magus knew down to the bottom of his soul that he couldn’t be like Lokkemand, and even if he could, he never would be. The realization of the difference between the unwilling penal conscript and the proud career officer had never been cast in sharper relief.

      And yet, as they stood waiting for the colonel, Milo knew he was the one of importance. Jorge would of course give Lokkemand his due respect, especially on arrival, but no one was under any illusion as to why he’d come this far afield.

      In a perverse inversion of all expectations, it was not to soldiers that the German Empire was turning for victory in this unending war.

      Looking at Lokkemand standing there, most certainly aware of this fact, gave Milo a new appreciation for the man’s struggle and no small amount of sympathy. No wonder Lokkemand turned to drink so often; the very foundations of his life and identity were being eroded in service to his nation. He may still have been a haughty ass with a penchant for drink, but Milo couldn’t find it in himself to dislike him quite as much anymore.

      The first truck rolled into the courtyard, cracking a few of the venerable stones under its weight. A squad of soldiers in matte-black uniforms scrambled out, forming a mirror formation to Lokkemand’s men that waited for the second truck to deliver their ward and master. A sergeant with a face like old boot leather watched over the honor guard with a flinty stare that trailed over Lokkemand’s unmoving retinue before resting on Milo.

      Milo stared back until the sergeant turned to watch the second truck come to a stop.

      Despite his defiant gaze, Milo found his hands starting to fiddle with the hair jutting from the back of his cap. Ambrose had promised to cut it, but Jorge had arrived before the bodyguard had gotten around to it. Milo hadn't thought anything of it before, but now, standing only a few paces from Lokkemand and the sergeant’s scrutiny, he felt keenly aware of his less than immaculate appearance.

      “Quit fiddling,” Ambrose muttered softly under his breath.

      The back ramp to the second truck opened, and Milo forced his hands to fall straight to his sides.

      “Attention!” bawled the sergeant as Colonel Jorge made his unhurried way down the ramp. Everyone in the courtyard, even Ambrose, straightened and saluted as the slight, slow man came to stand on the cobbles.

      His worry-worn face was browned by the sun, but other than that, he seemed very much the same man who had talked to Milo in Poland all those months before. He moved with the same senile gait, despite seeming to be a trim man in his late fifties, and his eyes still pierced through everything that fell under his gaze.

      “At ease,” he said with a smile as soon as he reached the end of the ramp. “No need to stand quivering as a cripple drags himself about.”

      It was clearly a joke, but none had the heart to laugh.

      Milo never knew why Jorge moved like he did, but climbing as high as he had in the Army was evidence he hadn’t always been this way. Jorge seemed determined to make light of his impairment, but no one else had the heart to.

      Jorge saw this yet seemed unperturbed by it.

      “So,” he said as he shuffled slowly toward Lokkemand, “I hear you have had a few local entanglements since the thaw. I’m glad to hear you were able to manage them handily, Captain.”

      Milo noticed Lokkemand grimace for an instant as he forced his eyes to dart toward the magus.

      “Yes, sir,” he replied smartly. “I understand that funds are scarce, but it seemed the best way to resolve the situation without further conflict, sir.”

      “When I compliment you, there’s no need to give explanations, Captain,” Jorge said with a chuckle. “I trust your judgment; otherwise, I wouldn’t have given you this assignment.”

      He then turned slowly toward Milo, his gray speckled brows bunching.

      “And speaking of the assignment,” Jorge intoned dourly, “it seems I have something important to ask him?”

      “Only one, sir?” Milo asked, unable to help himself.

      Jorge’s eyes twinkled sharply, and a sharp smile cut across his face.

      “Just the one.”
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      Milo led Jorge up to his study in the western wing of the complex, suddenly eager to display his efforts to the colonel. He told himself it was because he wanted to show that the trickle of magical items he’d sent to Nicht-KAT since being stuck in Georgia was the result of great efforts, but he knew the truth.

      He was doing whatever he could to avoid having to discuss the “something important.”

      Jorge seemed content to humor him, listening as he explained the intricacies of crafting a soul-well.

      “Once the ingredients are measured to the correct proportions and you’ve located a point of proper resonance, resonance again being a sign that essence is pooling, which means shades, you activate the ingredients by mental effort.”

      Milo scooped up one of his most recently expended soul wells, a small triptych of feline bones lashed together with hair from a pregnant mare’s mane.

      “Once activated, the soul-well acts as negative space, a sort of low point or void,” he explained, holding out the fetish to the colonel. “Just like water filling a fresh hole in the bottom of a river or lake, the essence rushes in and with it shades, which are kind of like fish caught in the current. The trick is to make sure to keep the shades there and not let them attack you in the process.”

      Jorge nodded as he gingerly took the used soul-well in his trembling hands.

      “So, how do you accomplish that?” Jorge asked obligingly.

      Milo nodded at a trio of earthen bowls on the table. The bowls were unglazed, their interiors blackened with layers of soot.

      “Typical with a warding elixir that burns to form a layer of protection,” Milo said, tapping each of the bowls with his finger. “At least that is the way they used to do it, but thanks to implementing my own essence, remembering the blood magic, I can construct internal wards.”

      The colonel inspected the triptych with a look of mild approval on his face.

      “So, that is why you are letting me touch this bare-handed?” he asked with a cocked eyebrow and a smile tugging at one corner of his mouth.

      “No, oh, no,” Milo said quickly, shaking his head so hard he thought he might become dizzy. “That is a used soul-well. Its shades were already expended, and in fact, the last shade went into the skin-coat you had me make a month or so ago.”

      Milo's stomach twisted as he watched Jorge’s smile vanish. It was like winter claiming a lake, a chill creeping in until there was nothing except a cold, hard expression. Milo knew the truth, but as he tried to force the words out, he found his tongue rebelling.

      “The fetish, that is, the skin-coat…something went wrong?”

      Jorge placed the defunct soul-well down on the desk, and without a word, shuffled over to Milo’s desk chair. Milo quickly and with a few muttered apologies got out of the way and stood waiting as the colonel eased himself into the stiff wooden chair.

      Milo fought back the urge to make excuses or justifications.

      He’d told Lokkemand, and by extension Jorge, all the reasons why just handing magical creations to German soldiers or operatives wouldn’t work, but they’d insisted that Milo’s function was to help them win the war. Saying this was the reason for his addictive binging on nightwatch would be a half-truth, but it was part of it. Yet, making excuses to Jorge now, with his eyes ready to pierce him to the marrow, seemed incredibly stupid.

      The colonel had heard his protests, his complaints. Repeating them wouldn’t change anything.

      “The skin-coat allowed the operation to be completed flawlessly, especially in conjunction with the healing unguent you provided two months ago,” Jorge said very slowly, his eyes never leaving Milo’s face. “However, future use of skin-coats for infiltration is suspended indefinitely.”

      Milo forcibly swallowed the “Why?” before his mouth opened, deciding to nod instead.

      Jorge steepled his fingers to tap his chin, clearly in no hurry. When Milo made no further response, the colonel bobbed his head in appreciation and continued.

      “The agent who was using the skin-coat was very nearly killed when he tried to remove it,” Jorge explained, his voice as even and steady as a man reading a routine expense report. “It appears that the shade you bound to it had different ideas.”

      Milo felt himself deflate but fought to keep his composure, spine straight, eyes forward, maybe a little bit like Lokkemand.

      “So, the healing unguent saved him,” Milo said pensively. “That’s something, at least.”

      Jorge looked up sharply, then slowly nodded.

      “No, the unguent was used to inflict a tumorous growth on the man he was imitating,” Jorge corrected with a frown. “We couldn’t have the man going around undoing what the agent had done. The growth put the man in the hospital, and he was unable to ascertain the changes he made.”

      Milo stared, feeling an off-beat rhythm in his chest at the thought of his attempt at healing being used to critically poison a man, even if he was technically his enemy.

      “They tried the unguent on a minor hand wound, and the man’s hand swelled horribly,” Jorge explained, pre-empting Milo’s question about how they knew the unguent would do such dastardly work. “The man’s wound closed, but excising the excess tissue required additional surgery. Not exactly the miracle we’d hoped.”

      Milo nodded, swallowing hard but still maintaining his decorum. Months of work fit for the latrine or worse.

      “Well then,” Milo said, not allowing his voice to tremble, “I suppose we should get to the question you wanted to ask me, sir.”

      Jorge nodded, the measured rise and fall of his chin signaling he’d been waiting for Milo to make the invitation.

      “What am I going to do with you, Milo?”

      The words hung in the air, and in the stillness, Jorge produced his cigarette tin.

      Without a word, Jorge offered Milo one, then took one himself. The colonel began to probe his pockets for matches, but Milo waved off the search. His hand dipped inside his coat and emerged one thumb smeared in red. With a snap, the resin sprouted a blue flame Milo used to light the colonel’s tobacco and then his own.

      Another snap and Milo’s thumb was free of flame, with only a small patina of ash left in testimony.

      “Quite the trick.” Jorge sniffed before drawing deeply and letting a slow stream of smoke slide between his lips. “That was blood on your thumb, wasn’t it?”

      Milo nodded as he held the first lungful of smoke for one second of searing savor.

      “Razor stitched into the lining of your coat?” Jorge asked, rolling the cigarette between his fingers.

      Milo nodded again.

      “Old habits die hard.” Milo sighed into a blue-gray cloud.

      A short chuckle and a crooked smile on Jorge’s face, and the two lapsed into soft, burning exhalations.

      The silence deepened, and Milo let his chin drift toward his chest as he leaned against a table across from his desk. Curls of smoke wound out of his nostrils as he contemplated the floor and the yawning future.

      “I told Lokkemand it wasn’t going to work,” Milo said at last without looking up. “I can keep trying, but there is a reason I’m the first wizard. No other human can do what I do.”

      Jorge’s eyes penetrated the streams of tobacco smoke as he studied Milo’s bowed head.

      “No, they can’t,” the colonel agreed.

      “You either need something to activate the essence, or you need activated essence in the form of a shade,” Milo continued. “If a person could activate the essence, they’d be a wizard, and a shade can only be controlled by a wizard.”

      Jorge took an empty glass and tapped his ash. “So, it either doesn’t work, or it has a mind of its own,” he said, a hint of weariness in his voice. “Neither of which are acceptable for military purposes.”

      “Or any other purpose.” Milo chuckled wryly as he raised his head and stared at the cigarette in his hand. “I could give you matches that don’t work, or ones that might cook the man carrying them. As I told Lokkemand, it won’t work.”

      Jorge stroked his chin, eyes narrowing as he watched the insistent magus.

      “I think you are far too hard on the dear captain,” Jorge observed, his head sliding to one side as he continued to scrutinize Milo. “But that doesn’t answer my question.”

      “What to do with a useless wizard?” Milo asked with a cocked eyebrow.

      “Don’t be dramatic,” Jorge chided as he dropped the butt into the glass. “And don’t pretend you don’t have something in mind. Chafe under Lokkemand all you want, but the man’s reports to me are always thorough.”

      Milo’s mind raced back to all those heated conversations with Lokkemand. The shouting and cursing as he demanded to launch an operation against the Guardians, while Lokkemand insisted their orders were to stay put and for Milo to play eldritch tinker. More than once, Milo had threatened to head off on his own, and Lokkemand had made it clear he would put a bullet in Milo’s head if he did. Milo’s first time sneaking out had been a test for running off, but the nightwatch and his lack of focus had seen him gathering ingredients for another experiment.  Milo had still harbored, out of spite if nothing else, a hope that he’d get a chance to help the Shepherds and hunt down more Questors.

      Especially with his secret project having gained crucial ground.

      Milo eyed the colonel warily.

      “Are you suggesting what I think you are suggesting?” he asked as he stepped to the desk to deposit the remains of his cigarette in the glass.

      “That depends,” the colonel said, drawing out the tin and fetching another cigarette.

      Milo noticed the case remained open, but Jorge hadn’t offered yet.

      “Depends on what?”

      “Depends if you understand what is at stake,” Jorge said, cigarette case between them. “Snarl about Lokkemand all you want, but he’s not the real enemy.”

      “I know who my enemies are,” Milo said, a defiant edge sharpening his tone. “That’s what we are talking about, aren’t we?”

      Jorge pulled the tin into his lap, his thumb fiddling with the lid.

      “That’s not precisely what I am talking about,” the older man said with forced patience. “You’d best listen carefully.”

      Milo noted the warning in the colonel’s voice, and, checking his temper, he nodded and slid back to lean against the table again.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Jorge stared at him long enough to make Milo feel a tickle of discomfort before raising the hand holding his unlit cigarette. Milo, huffing an impatient sigh as he rose, nicked his thumb and lit the tobacco with a snap.

      “Thank you,” Jorge said softly as Milo resumed his position against the table.

      Jorge took a single bracing toke, then positioned the glowing tip over the glass.

      “What I’m talking about is the General Staff,” Jorge said, the words coming with a weighty sigh. “The old eagles are finding themselves coming under more and more pressure, and as they do, they are going to squeeze anything they think might keep them in control. Which means the pressure from above is close to crushing everything we could achieve.”

      Milo frowned, the treasonous implication of the words settling like a weight across his shoulders.

      “The General Staff is our enemy?” he asked, fighting the urge to check the shadows.

      “Those blundering old warhorses?” Jorge said with a bite to his words that never touched his placid expression. “No, their behavior is a symptom, not the disease.”

      Milo felt the burden lighten a little. He had no love for the German Empire in general and the General Staff in particular, being a forced conscript under threat of being dissected. Still, he was technically part of the German Army, and being inducted into a war with its entrenched hierarchy compromised at the highest level seemed unwise. Even more so considering the threat of the Guardians.

      “So, we are talking about whatever has them under the gun,” Milo said. “And I’m assuming it’s not just the decades-long war effort.”

      “You are correct in your assumption,” Jorge said, the barest hint of approval in his voice.

      Milo nodded, then chewed his lip for a second. Lokkemand’s sweaty, flushed face loomed in his memory, and Milo remembered a conversation in Afghanistan about changes within the German Army, with men even being willing to defy their orders for charismatic leaders.

      “Ritter von Epp,” Milo murmured with a low growl. “Him and his cronies?”

      The memory of Lokkemand’s drunken rant about those within the Army longing to remove “impure elements” from among them heated Milo’s blood even as it sent sharp spikes of fear up his spine.

      “You are on the right track.” Jorge nodded, settling into the chair a little deeper. “But you’ve got the order reversed. Epp is the crony. He’s too old to be in the inner circle of what is stirring in Germany. His defiance and grandstanding in Afghanistan are either a pathetic and futile attempt to worm his way in or a reasonably clever ploy to make him sympathetic to those threatening to rise up.”

      Milo forced down a shiver. The thought of a man like Epp, a man who controlled vast military resources and authority, being a puppet or a stooge for whatever was coming was decidedly chilling.

      “Who is the real enemy?” Milo asked, the unspoken “and what do we do about them” hanging in the air with Jorge’s lazy curls of smoke.

      “I could tell you names that probably mean nothing: Dietrich, Göring, Hess, and others.” Jorge sighed. “The important thing is that they are veterans of this war, identifying as the Ewiges Reich. A terrible name, but they are gaining more traction every day. In fact, one of their toadies, a particularly loathsome madman named Röhm, just let a significant number of armed men from the Russian hinterland through German-held territories. Seems they are set on a path for a particular German-friendly but neutral nation.”

      Milo’s eyes narrowed for a moment and then widened, the periwinkle flashing like winter lightning.

      “It wouldn’t happen to be the one we are residing in at the moment?”

      Jorge’s smile said everything.

      Georgia had been part of the Russian Empire just before its fall, but since the collapse of the empire, the rugged nation had managed to keep its independence, along with a few of its neighbors. The Transcaucasian Federation, as it was called, had managed to be relatively uninvolved and un-harassed for nearly a decade. Part of the reason was that German forces intent on fighting battles elsewhere were granted unmolested passage through the mountainous lands. So long as major military movements did not harass or come near major cities, the peace was kept, though Milo had been here long enough to know that not everyone was as sanguine about the arrangement as the Federation let on.

      “Are they some sort of German militia?” Milo asked, wondering at the play being made by a bunch of ideologue warmongers.

      “That is what I thought at first,” Jorge said, tapping his cigarette ash into the glass. “But the information I have tells me no. With that information also came whispers about the man leading them. Whispers of monstrous sway he holds over his followers. The descriptions of his powers are inhuman.”

      Milo’s pulse quickened.

      “You think he’s a Questor,” Milo said, leaning forward eagerly. “Posing as a human militia leader.”

      “That or he is human, with help from our Guardian friends,” Jorge said, looking down at his nearly spent cigarette. “Either way, he is no good for Georgia, and, I assume, no good for the status quo in Germany. The huge, liver-spotted hands of the General Staff might clench down on Nicht-KAT as they capsize, dragging you to a sterile basement lab in Berlin and me to a firing squad.”

      Milo once again recalled Lokkemand’s terrified and guilt-wracked face.

      “That or we all get co-opted by the Ewiges Reich.” A low snarl tore across the room that set the hair on the back of Milo’s neck on end. The effect was even more pronounced when he realized the angry, bestial noise had emerged from Jorge’s thin chest.

      “I will see Europe made a wasteland and Germany’s name wiped from the record of history,” he growled, remembered battle-lust springing up in his worn face. “All that and more to keep such secrets from such men.”

      Milo stopped himself from pointing out that if the Reich had connections with the Guardians, such secrets as Nicht-KAT had might already be theirs. Jorge didn’t seem to be in a debating mood, and Milo didn’t want to find out that Jorge had deeper and darker secrets than the world’s first wizard.

      “Well, then it is not a question,” Milo said, stepping away from the table and walking toward Jorge, one hand inside his coat. “You know what you have to do with me.”

      “Yes?” Jorge asked, giving Milo a long glance out the corner of his eye.

      Milo forced his hand to be steady as he reached out and took a cigarette from the open case. Jorge didn’t stop him

      “Set De Zauber-Schwartz loose,” Milo said, lighting his cigarette with a snap of azure flame as it hung from his lip. “Stop having me waste my time with faulty baubles and let me do what I do best.”

      Another crooked smile crept onto Jorge’s features.

      “Which is?”

      Milo sent a plume of smoke over the top of his burning thumb, setting the smoke alight with a trivial amount of focus. The smoke writhed and burned like coiling cerulean vapors from a dragon’s maw before coalescing into leering death’s head that blackened and vanished with a sweep of the magus’ hand.

      “Fight fire with fire.” He laughed, a rich dark sound at odds with his scarred young face.

      Jorge nodded, the light of fury replaced by brooding glee.

      “Will there be anything you need from me?” he asked, depositing his cigarette in the glass.

      Milo considered the point for a moment, though he knew it was all theatrics. It was the thing he’d wanted and hoped for since leaving Afghanistan.

      “There’s a certain fey aristocrat we have in common,” Milo said, allowing himself a smile. “I believe she could be vital to the success of the operation.”

      “I think I might be able to help with that,” the colonel said, beginning the laboriously slow climb to his feet. “Assuming she is available, I don’t doubt she would be thrilled to work alongside you again. She seemed quite intrigued by you last time we spoke. A new operation would give her another opportunity to indulge her curiosity.”

      Milo was thankful the cloud of tobacco smoke helped conceal the flush that had come to his cheeks.

      “It’s not a new operation,” he said, his voice rough and throaty. “Just a continuation of what began in Afghanistan, sir.”

      Now standing, Jorge looked into Milo’s face with a strangely paternal glow in his gaze. Wary of such a look, Milo nearly flinched away when the colonel’s hand reached out and rested gently against his shoulder.

      “Have it your way, son.” Jorge beamed as Milo tried not to squirm. “Just remember what I said.”

      “Which part?” Milo laughed stiffly.

      “All of it.” Jorge chuckled as he gave Milo’s shoulder a squeeze and turned to leave.
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      Milo sat at his desk, smiling broadly as he went through the contents of the pockets of his coat. He hadn't had a chance to sort through the various ingredients he’d collected on his last late-night escapade, and it was just as well because it seemed his stimulant-soaked brain hadn’t been picky.

      The ash and soot from the fire of a loving home had many useful properties, but the splinters he’d shaved from nearly half a dozen thresholds were embarrassingly impotent. He also found a sack of petrified pig droppings in the extra-dimensional pocket, which as far as he knew had no use except for being refined into sulfur, which he had plenty of.

      There seemed to be even more, including a purse whose contents felt uncomfortably soft in his hands. Given the aura and smell emanating from the container, he wasn’t sure he’d ever open that one.

      Despite this befuddling chore of discovery, he was still smiling when Ambrose finally ambled into the room.

      “I assume you heard all that?” Milo muttered without looking up.

      Ambrose grunted an affirmative before shuffling over to the couch against the far wall. He settled onto the seat with a low groan matched by the protest of the furniture beneath him.

      “Why lurk outside in the hall for so long?” Milo asked, glancing up with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “Didn’t fall asleep again, did you?”

      Ambrose scowled but decided not to rise to the bait.

      “Glad to see you're in a good mood,” he said, leaning back and clasping his broad hands across his wide stomach. “But, to answer your question, I was waiting for you to remember you forgot something and run after Jorge to tell him. It lasted so long because, as you know, the colonel is uninterested in hurrying.”

      Milo stopped his sorting and looked at Ambrose, his smile hardening along the edges.

      “What did I forget?” he asked, feeling a twitch in his guts that told him he knew exactly what the big man was talking about.

      “Well, besides recommending me for some sort of medal for putting up with you,” the big man began his heavy lids sliding to half-mast over his green eyes, “there’s the whole issue of your extracurricular research he might want to know about. I mean, I’m glad your little crusade is coming to you, less huffing about for me, you see, but it seems ill-advised to keep from Jorge the reason you’re so obsessed with the Guardians.”

      Milo pushed back from the desk, his good mood in danger of becoming permanently soured.

      “If you did hear all that, then you know Jorge doesn’t need to know,” Milo said with a shrug. “He’s a soldier, after all, and aren’t soldiers supposed to care only about the mission?”

      Ambrose, eyelids so low they might as well have been closed, heaved a great sigh.

      “I suppose, but if you have what could be vital intel or a time bomb in your lap, it seems unwise to keep it there without a superior having knowledge of it. I mean, I understand not telling Lokkemand since the man’s an ass, but if you can’t trust Jorge, we’ve got bigger problems.”

      Milo fought the urge to let his gaze slide over to a stone in the study wall where an engraved wooden box sat. Ambrose knew where the box was, but it bothered Milo to even acknowledge its presence except in the process of accessing it. Eyes fixed and voice steady, he regarded Ambrose with forced calm.

      “We don’t know that we have anything of value,” he said evenly as he climbed to his feet and gathered the partially sorted supplies on his desk. “Until we do, there is no need to bother Jorge or anyone else with what we might or might not have.”

      Ambrose’s gaze remained hooded as Milo deposited the supplies on the table and went back to scrutinizing what was esoterically useful and what was just a curiosity.

      “You’re the magus.” Ambrose shrugged. “I’m just the shuffling assistant.”

      “Oh, don’t pout,” Milo said with a groan. “Come on, let me finish sorting this rubbish, and we’ll go get something to eat. I’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

      Ambrose’s belly gave a low rumble, and the big man had a look of betrayal stamped on his face.

      “You’re always on his side.”

      Milo laughed as his pile of discards continued to grow.

      “Just because we both know what’s best for you.” Milo chortled as he twisted around to nod at his bodyguard’s stomach. “Now quiet, or I’ll mess something up and have to start over.”

      Ambrose lapsed into silence, gaze downcast for a heartbeat before his eyes swung over to the hiding place in the wall. His hands slid down the slope of his belly to rest in knotted lumps on the tops of his legs.

      “You’re going to try to talk to her again, aren’t you?” he said, his voice low, almost angry.

      Milo straightened a little, back stiff, neck tight, too rigid to turn around and face the big man.

      “It,” Milo said through a clenched jaw. “She’s not there anymore, just an impression, an echo.”

      Ambrose rose from his seat and moved to the doorway.

      “When?” he asked while in transit to the portal.

      “Tonight,” Milo confessed, still fixed in place like an insect on a corkboard. “If I have the strength for the attempt.”

      Ambrose took up his position at the open doorway, a flat, unapproachable expression settling over his features.

      “Don’t worry about dinner for me, then,” he muttered darkly. “I seem to have lost my appetite.”
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      Despite his claim, Ambrose was still munching on a small loaf of dark bread when the witching hour crept up on the slumbering Shatili.

      “I thought I was the one who was in a coma,” Milo muttered as they made their way into the nether regions of the fortress complex. “You’d never guess it from dinner.”

      That wasn’t necessarily true, but Milo savored the color that rose to the big man’s cheeks.

      Ambrose muttered something rude-sounding through the bread stuffed into his mouth. His hands were full of supplies and implements Milo had stacked in his arms. Snuffling and grunting, he followed Milo downstairs lined with mossy walls and the smell of old damp. Neither man bothered with a lamp, a candle, or any sort of light. Milo’s eyes had been treated with nightsight elixir, and Ambrose’s half-angel nature had proven darkness to be no impediment.

      It wasn’t until they reached the lowest level, bypassing several doors and passages during their descent, that the first light interrupted the utter darkness they’d been walking in.

      The raptor-skulled cane shed viridian light over a wide corridor where iron staples had been driven into the wall to hang manacles from the damp, moss-furred walls. Both staples and manacles were corroded beyond use, but they hung in rusted stillness as a testament to the dark and hopeless times witnessed by the space. Despair dripped from the walls as surely as moisture from the Argun wetted the moss.

      The resonance in the room was a strident clamor against Milo’s magical senses. Even braced for it, he paused for a moment as he adjusted to the sensation washing over him. The light radiating from above the cane’s beak flickered for a second, then flared to painful brilliance before settling to an even glow again.

      “Not sure I’ll ever get used to that,” Milo murmured, his heart coming down from a threadier pace in fits and starts. Drawing his focus from inward to outward, he pressed the witchlight to reach out and caress the sigils carved into the floor and filled with a mixture of ash and silver. They glimmered with a sinister opalescence in the green light, winding in concentric rings of eye-searingly intricate patterns. Satisfied that everything was still in place, Milo fitted the cane into a sconce set in the wall, where it continued to glow.

      “Not sure you’re supposed to,” Ambrose grumbled around a mouthful of bread as he stepped around Milo and carefully deposited his burdens on the floor. “But if you do, let me know.”

      The big man handed over the wooden box retrieved from the hidden alcove in the study, clearly glad to get some distance from the vessel.

      Milo’s fingers traced the engravings worked into the box, right-angled versions of the sigils that coiled on the floor in front of him. He could feel the traceries of silver he’d dribbled into each side, a modified version of a warding recipe in Spectral Ruminations. The abridged texts he’d been studying since his tutelage among the ghuls had proven to be the only beginning of knowledge rather than the boundary. With not much to do during the claustrophobic winter in Shatili, he’d quickly raced through the codices he had and was soon pushing the limits of the theories and the directives presented. More and more, he had learned magic was an art, even among the seemingly regimented practice of alchemical necromancy. Rules could be bent with ingenuity and fortitude.

      The top of the box was sealed by a locked latch worked in heavy pewter. The padlock’s keyhole had been filled with molten brass, so the congealed lump denied any attempts to unlock the container.

      Milo took the box and set it in the exact center of the concentric rings.

      “I still say that you should tell Jorge about this,” Ambrose muttered, holding out a bowl full of iron filings. “I mean, what if something she’s told us could be useful?”

      “It,” Milo corrected, scooping out a generous handful of the ferrous dust. “It, not she.”

      Ambrose rolled his eyes.

      “Well, it sure looks a lot like her,” the bodyguard shot back before trading the bowl for the pouch of hearth ash. “And that doesn’t change my point.”

      “We don’t know that anything we’ve heard is even true, much less useful,” Milo retorted before he took a pinch of ash and sprinkled it across the filings. “The last thing we need to do is waste the colonel’s time.”

      The iron fractals began to hiss, smoke, and then glow with a forge’s heat. Milo let the simmering particles fall from his hand toward the floor, watching as they tumbled around and into one another. By the time they reached the stones, they’d coalesced into a key whose toothy tip still glowed with heat.

      Testing first with a light touch before pinching the blackened ring between his thick fingers, Ambrose drew the key up and carefully handed it to Milo, wary of the glowing end.

      “I think it has less to do with the colonel’s time and more to do with his permission,” Ambrose grumbled as he stepped clear.

      Milo shook his head but didn’t take the time to argue.

      Instead, he stepped to the box and pressed the glowing head into the brass-choked lock. There was an instant of resistance, then a bubbling hiss as brass wept from the keyhole and the key began to slide in. Even with the molten metal dribbling across its face to pool on the floor, the ensorcelled box remained unmarred. Sweat sprang to Milo’s brow as his spirit strove to unfasten wards under intense pressure without destroying them. The key and lock were ritual instruments, physical manifestations of magical realities, a pantomime for an operation that was metaphysical yet necessary for its success.

      The day Milo understood exactly why one needed the other was the day he’d understand things at a much deeper level than he could imagine. For now, though, he had to focus his will and try not to scorch his fingers to the bone at the same time.

      Milo felt as much as heard the soft click through the spitting brass as the key drove home. Steeling his mind and body for the next step, he turned the key as he released a single steadying breath.

      The pewter lock fell into the pool of brass, the heavy latch flew open, and a nightmare emerged.

      Lightless beyond even Milo’s magical senses, it was a living shadow given a perverse physicality as it twisted and wrenched itself from the container. Amorphous flesh writhed around warping disjointed bones, refusing to take any shape except that of something straining and raging with overlong limbs and groping digits. The only thing which remained fixed was some semblance of a head, which flopped this way and that while two glowing eyes remained fixed hatefully on Milo as he watched it struggling.

      The temperature plummeted, and soon Milo could see his breath forming in front of him in little puffs. A scream like the shearing of a soul pierced the stillness of the dungeon. The air seemed to vibrate with the pent-up malice of the cry as though trembling to bear such hatred.

      “BE STILL,” Milo commanded in an eldritchly-empowered voice.

      Impossibly the horror emerging from the box ceased its straining, and its keening faltered into silence. It swayed slightly, an oscillating torso with an odd number of limbs jutting from a box that could not have held half its mass. The lolling head watched Milo with open hunger, a low cunning glinting in its eyes.

      “You come to us again, Milo,” the shade burbled in a voice as foul as a septic wound. “Do you think we have anything more to teach you?”

      Milo met the taunting glare with a cold, unrelenting stare that bored into the undead specter until it shivered. The magus felt a smile tug at the corners of his mouth; he was either getting better, or the familiar wraith was finally beginning to understand the nature of things.

      Milo warned himself not to get cocky even as he raised his chin to glare imperiously at the shade.

      “You are the shade of Imrah Marid of Ifreedahm, daughter of Bashlek Ifreedahm,” Milo declared, his eye contact not flinching for a second. “I command you to remember what you once were. REMEMBER.”

      The shade clearly did not appreciate the instruction, flailing at itself with its too numerous limbs with a sob, pinching and clawing in a fit of masochistic defiance before surrendering. Like water taking the form of a vessel, it poured its umbral flesh into the shape of Milo’s former teacher.

      Only this time, instead of donning Imrah’s ghulish form, it emerged from its roiling coils as she had appeared when wearing her human guise.

      A small, shapely woman with dark hair and flashing black eyes had replaced the grotesque creature, but her midsection was painfully pinched in the box, flesh compressed beyond mortal endurance. An ephemeral gown of black gossamer lay lightly over her body, the spectral cloth rippling in an ethereal wind.

      “I think you are happy to see me, Milo,” she cooed in a voice that was Imrah’s yet wasn’t, lacking her typical scorn and impatience. “Or perhaps it’s the form I’ve taken.”

      Milo’s gaze remained icy as he reminded himself of what he was looking at and what it wanted. Shades were not souls, only the fractured echoes left by the violent dislocation of death. It was devious, hungry, and desperate, but it was not a true living thing or even an unliving thing. Rather, it was something longing for unlife.

      “Shade,” Milo said, sending a twitch of irritation across the Imrah-esque face, “I need to know what memories you have that might tell me about Guardians operating in Russia.”

      “Why should I?” it asked, lip thrusting forward in a pout Imrah would have never deigned to wear. “Come on, Milo, you can’t drag me out just to start making demands. Don’t I deserve at least some consideration?”

      A ticklish feeling in Milo’s mind pressured him to give a little, offer a word or two of simple greeting maybe, but he squashed it. The shade was playing on his ingrained interactions, hoping to have him consider it a living thing, a person. That could be fatally dangerous; Spectral Ruminations had explained that manifested shades, especially potent ones like Imrah’s, could form bonds with the unwary. Those connections resulted in living things wasting away, their vitality drained by an ever-hungry parasite, or perhaps worse, their lives co-opted by an unliving will that took hold when the host was weakest.

      The reminders sharpened Milo’s focus, and the sigils glittering in the witchlight flared with power.

      “Answer the question,” he said, his voice low and unyielding. “Or you go back in the box, and who knows when you’ll come back out again?”

      He pressed his will on the thing, the blast furnace of his determination washing across it. He was the magus and it was a parasitic memory.

      There would be no contest.

      The human Imrah disguise ran like wax from a lit candle for a moment, exposing the shriveled ghulish body beneath, all rubbery skin and jagged teeth. Milo glared into the dark eyes that melted into a ghul’s bulging orbs and through them to the greedy points of light deep within, which belonged to the shade alone.

      REMEMBER

      The command was not spoken, but the shade flinched as though struck. Hands that were human except where the flesh had crumbled away to reveal ghul talons flew to its face. Eyes glinting weakly between the shivering claws, it nodded jerkily.

      “Yes, yes, YES!” it whined. “There was a Guardian! Many of them! The old forests teamed with Hiisi, who hate men! I knew many who still savored the wild hunts, who still decorated groves with the skins of men and hung the shoes of children above their caves. They were monsters of the oldest order, savages who—”

      “No,” Milo interjected, cutting off the shuddering recitation. “This would be one who could stand to work with humans, or at least use them.”

      The shade’s sunken gaze lifted above its jagged fingers, wild and terrified.

      “They were so awful, taking twisted shapes as they chased the little ones between the trees,” it sobbed. “I was so scared when I met them, the air full of blood and howling. And the screaming—always the screaming.”

      Milo felt a flicker of empathy for the pitiful figure trembling before him, but then his eyes flickered to the sigils shining on the floor.

      “Enough of that,” he snarled, throwing off the subtle glamour as he bared his teeth in fury. “Tell me something useful, or the box is closed, and I start thinking about which ocean to send you to the bottom of.”

      To punctuate the point, Milo bent and scooped up the lock from the floor in one fluid motion.

      The trembling display held for a second longer, then the shade collapsed on itself to hang limply. Even its eyes fell to the floor in defeat.

      “Fine,” it croaked in the cold, wicked tongue of the ghuls. “There was one that I knew who won me over to their cause. He understood the truth of what we face. He came down from the north in secret, and when I’d sworn myself to the Guardians, he took me back with him to meet others, including the Hiisi of the First Wood. Last I knew, he was still there doing his work.”

      Milo heard Ambrose shuffle a step forward in interest, and the magus couldn’t deny he felt the same. This was the most coherent the shade had ever been, and it was revealing the most it ever had about Imrah’s descent into the fanatical group.

      Still eyeing the warding sigils as a reminder to himself, Milo asked his next question in a carefully measured tone.

      “How did he know to reach out to you?”

      “Rumors and whispers,” it replied. “I can’t remember if I contacted him or he me, but either way, once it began, I became his pupil, almost his acolyte. He understood that it wasn’t going to be as easy as baring our teeth and scaring a few villagers. We needed tools and allies, even among the humans we went to war against. He was the one who gave me the knowledge to seek Kimaris and bind him. he…he—aghhh!”

      The shade twisted sharply, the movement so violent and distorting it would have snapped the spine of a living creature. Its ragged arms flew over its head in a warding gesture as it shook and gibbered. Wisps of smoke curled up from its body and hair, and a shriek of blood-chilling intensity tore from its spectral throat.

      “IT HURTS! STYX! IBLIS! I BURN! I BURN!”

      Translucent ghostly flames began to bloom across its form, and the room filled with the faint smell of ash.

      “Anything you can do to stop it?” Ambrose called from behind Milo, hands pressed to his ears. “You were finally getting somewhere!”

      Milo shook his head as the shade began to flail and scrabble.

      This was how all the interrogations ended. Anything that could remind the shade of Kimaris had a chance to connect to the traumatic memories of Imrah’s final moments of self-immolation before being crushed and devoured by the gelatinous demon. Once the shade began to burn, any further communication was pointless, the violence of the memory overwhelming everything else.

      “REST,” he intoned, forcing the frustration out of his mind by raw will as he drove it back into the ensorcelled box. If he interacted with the shade’s essence with any strong emotion, there was a chance it could provide an anchor for connection even now.

      “It hurts!” it sobbed even as it began to shrink and thin to translucency, drawn inexorably into the vessel. “Milo, please! It hurts so much! Help me, please! HELP ME!”

      A few more seconds and Milo could see through the shade and into the box. The interior was plain wood enclosed a pitted skull and a few fractured bones, the last remains of Imrah Marid.

      “I never could,” he said softly as he bent over the box, ignoring the fading image of the ghul’s fire-wreathed form. “She never let me.”

      “What was that?” Ambrose asked.

      “Nothing,” Milo said flatly.

      With an effort both magical and physical, the magus closed the box and replaced the lock.
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      “Do you think it was true?” Ambrose asked the next morning.

      Milo had been too drained to carry on much of a conversation after interrogating the shade. They’d emerged from the depths of the Shatili fortress, thankful the misdirection fetish he’d hung over the dungeon stairs had kept the other occupants ignorant, and headed back to Milo’s study. They hid the box again, stored the unused ingredients, and with hardly a word between them, Milo went to bed to endure dark dreams.

      Milo had not known pleasant sleep many nights of his short, hard life, and becoming a magus had not improved the quality thus far.

      After waking and going through the motions of getting ready for the day, Ambrose came in with breakfast, which the two had on the balcony of Milo’s study.

      Milo sat munching bacon and considering Ambrose’s question as he stared at the green slope of the mountain arm sweeping around Shatili. Despite everything he’d endured, Milo could not deny that Georgia was a beautiful country, especially since the green of spring had taken hold. The land was rugged, with climbing outcrops of rock and steep cliffs in abundance, but it was a living land where wooded valleys nestled between the verdant carpeted slopes. He’d never felt at home anywhere, but he liked to imagine that here among the Greater Caucasus Mountains, he could find a little cabin or village to live for a few quiet years, maybe even a lifetime.

      That dream would have to wait until he’d ensured this land wasn’t overrun by the Ewiges Reich’s cronies.

      “I’m not sure how much was true,” Milo said at last. “But if there is a possibility that it is, we are dealing with a Guardian higher up the chain of command than Imrah.”

      Ambrose grunted and took a drink of coffee, then grimaced before eyeing the bottom of his cup in disappointment.

      “Which means he’s liable to be even more dangerous.” The bodyguard sighed as he lowered his cup. “Probably has a whole stable of demons at his beck and call.”

      Milo gnawed through the last of his bacon, which was gristlier than he liked, but he savored it all the same. With a final swallow, he frowned upon seeing that Ambrose hadn’t procured some other flesh for him to savor. It turned out that magic was a tiring business, and about the only thing that seemed to put him right was meat and lots of it.

      “Maybe.” Milo grunted, licking grease from his lips, the motion bittersweet in its intensity. “But last I checked, we were veteran demon slayers.”

      Ambrose gave an incredulous huff as he drew out his pipe and began to pack the bowl with tobacco. “One hellspawn destroyed with pluck and good fortune does not a demon slayer make,” he intoned sagely before leaning forward expectantly, pipe stem between his teeth.

      “You're telling me you don’t have matches?” Milo asked even as he reached inside his coat to nick his thumb.

      Ambrose cocked an eyebrow and gave a meaningful look at the tobacco pouch sitting on the small table between them.

      “You are telling me you won’t want some of my premium tobacco?”

      Milo gave a resigned sigh, and with a snap, offered his burning thumb.

      After gentle coaxing, the pipe was lit, and Ambrose settled back into his chair.

      “I’ll be honest, Magus,” Ambrose began after sending out a pair of smoke rings to follow each other. “This whole business of chasing Guardians and working with the Shepherds makes me nervous.”

      Milo nodded but didn’t speak as he fetched rolling papers from one of his coat’s many internal magical pockets. Ambrose took another draw on his pipe and let it spiral out in an impressive corkscrew before continuing.

      “Maybe it’s because I’ve spent my long life fighting wars against men. Men are simple, fragile things, and I know what makes them tick here and here.”

      His free hand tapped a thick scarred finger to his head and then thumped his chest over his heart.

      “But these things, ghuls, fey, demons, and whatever in God names a Hiisi is, they work with different rules and have different plans, schemes, and ways of getting those things done. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I’m not sure how much use an old soldier like me is going to be.”

      Milo finished rolling his cigarette, then stopped and looked at his bodyguard, puffing on his pipe and staring at the mountains. The ache of regret and powerlessness in the big man’s words was palpable enough to strike at Milo’s heart, and as he stared, he found it hard to understand. Just to look at Simon Ambrose was to see a man of not only incredible physical prowess but enduring power. Like an old oak or mountain face, Ambrose seemed made to survive beyond mere mortal men, and given his half-angelic nature, he very well might. Yet, it was clear his friend was troubled.

      Startled, Milo realized that survival wasn’t enough for Ambrose.

      The magus had spent his whole life trying to survive, to stave off disaster and see one more day. To him, the power to endure was akin to the ultimate treasure, but now, staring at his century-old bodyguard, he wondered if he hadn’t been wrong all this time. Ambrose wasn’t afraid of surviving but of what would remain when he did.

      Given the power he now wielded, Milo wondered if this was a question he should be asking himself.

      His stomach growled, clearly unhappy with his focus on non-gustatory matters.

      “You haven’t been totally useless thus far,” Milo quipped as he tucked the cigarette behind his ear. “But your continued usefulness will wax and wane, depending upon one important task. Really, the entire operation—no, the future of Nicht-KAT and the world of man—may hang upon this singularly important endeavor.”

      Ambrose glanced up and fixed Milo with an incredulous frown.

      “And that task is?” he asked warily.

      “Finding some more food,” Milo replied as he stood up and grasped his belly. “What are these starvations rations? A growing magus needs his meat!”

      Ambrose eyed his lanky frame disapprovingly and, placing the pipe between his teeth, heaved to his feet.

      “Come on then.” Ambrose chuckled. “I’ve never been the type to leave a job half-done.
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      Jorge sent word through encrypted radio signals that Rihyani would be arriving within a week. She would be accompanied by two companions, which Milo expected would be the verdant woman and the bronze giant, her fey comrades from before.

      For five days, Milo’s world was one of eager, almost painful anticipation combined with mounting anxiety. He suddenly became acutely aware of how the stains on his circulatory system from the nightwatch were slow in fading and how emaciated he looked since the whole debacle. He doubted whether a few days of ravenous eating and vigorous exercise would restore him to something closer to what he’d been, but he was determined to give it his best anyway.

      He ate like a sow and sweated like an ox at the plow, engaging in a routine that was one part military calisthenics and the other parts getting bounced around while he had Ambrose teach him a thing or two about fighting. The idea had sprung up after the bodyguard’s confession on the balcony, but the moment he’d thought of it, he’d found the idea appealing.

      Ambrose was less optimistic.

      The big man had first complained that it was fruitless, not only because Milo was in his words, “hopelessly weedy,” but also because he felt Milo should be learning to do magic.

      “Why waste time shooting or stabbing when you can kill with a word?” he asked as Milo dragged him down to the courtyard for their first session. “Jorge wants you doing magic, doesn't he?"

      “I don’t always have the time or ingredients for necromist magic,” Milo said, shoving Ambrose ineffectually from behind. He would have had more luck pressing on the walls of the fortress.

      “Besides,” Milo grumbled, refusing to be deterred, “this is as much about my recovery as learning to fight. Really, I’ve had more than enough practice.”

      Ambrose gave an unimpressed grunt.

      “That so, eh?”

      Milo smiled like a shark scenting blood.

      “Yeah,” he said, throwing a cocky swagger into his voice as he stopped pushing. “In fact, it will probably be exercise only because I don’t imagine there’s much I’ve left to learn about such things.”

      Ambrose had turned and given Milo a supremely disapproving frown before heaving a sigh and letting it melt into a smile. Milo had won, and they both knew it.

      For five days, Ambrose had put Milo through the paces of his eclectic style of training to “end things,” as he put it. It was a strange combination of skills training, applied anatomy, mental attunement, and a relentless series of nearly abusive physical challenges. Milo was introduced to ways to kill and maim with his body, blades, and firearms, none of which he mastered, but he was more dangerous for it all the same.

      Milo never said anything because he didn’t want Ambrose guessing why he had asked him to train him, but the truth was that Milo was coming to understand the considerable breadth of knowledge and expertise Ambrose had. Even as he learned a new way to break an arm, cut an artery, or shoot on the run, he understood that the big man was only revealing a fraction of the prowess he’d developed.

      The magus was soon thankful that the big man’s skills were not limited to the realm of violence but also encompassed acquisition.

      The effort was so intense that whenever Milo wasn’t engaged in the regimen, he was either sleeping or eating. By the fourth day, Ambrose had resorted to stealing rations to keep Milo sated and regaining weight on a fatty, protein-rich diet.

      Daily Milo felt his strength returning and it was just as well, for the night of the fifth day since Jorge’s message the fey arrived.

      The pair was in the courtyard, running through a blades drill, folding a closing parry into a diagonal elbow into a draw cut, when Ambrose paused mid-attack. Milo, on sheer opportunistic instinct, sprang forward, feinting the parry before smashing an elbow across the big man’s jaw. At that moment, Milo realized every time he’d struck the Nephilim, the blow had been rolled with. Distracted as he was, Ambrose did not bow with the blow, and Milo realized he might as well have struck a brick wall.

      Pain shot through his elbow, and the knife tumbled from his numbed grip.

      “Damn!” Milo barked before proceeding into a few more picturesque descriptions.

      “Quiet,” Ambrose muttered distractedly as he cocked his head to one side, squinting.

      “Pardon me,” Milo grumbled caustically as he bent to retrieve his knife. “Do you hear something?”

      Ambrose’s brow wrinkled with annoyance, but he didn’t respond until somewhere to the west, there was the faintest crackle, like a chorus of tiny thundercracks. Milo saw a few of the soldiers along the walls of the fortress moving to the higher points of the complex equipped with tripod-mounted field glasses, locations dubbed observation posts.

      “Is that gunfire?” Milo asked, feeling the hairs on the backs of his arms starting to stand up, his brain racing through scenarios.

      Ambrose nodded and moved toward the wall where he’d left the gear and weapons he always kept close at hand.

      “Several rifles, and a pistol or two as well,” the Nephilim said. “From the sound of it, the fire is one-sided, men firing together with fair discipline and coordination.”

      Milo wanted to ask how he could tell that from a few muffled pops, but he knew better than to waste time questioning Ambrose about such things.

      “People training with firearms?” Milo asked. “A local militia, maybe?"

      Ambrose’s cocked eyebrow and the frown he gave Milo were clear indications of what he thought of the idea.

      “That or someone is under attack,” Ambrose growled as he slung his rifle over his shoulder and checked a bandoleer hung with rifle magazines. “And they aren’t firing back. You know anyone coming our way that might be a high priority target that wouldn’t carry firearms, at least not modern ones?”

      Milo had already scooped up his skin-coat and had his hand out for the raptor-crowned cane.

      “Rihyani would have ridden the wind, don’t you think?” Milo asked, taking up the cane and moving toward the motor pool parked outside the fortress’ gate. Ambrose was still tugging things into place as he ambled after his charge, seeming at ease as his big hands worked quickly.

      “Maybe they stopped over for a rest, or maybe one of them got wounded by a lucky shot from the ground,” Ambrose proposed as he stumped after Milo. “Point is, we need to get there quickly.”

      Milo was already pelting toward the Rollsy before Ambrose finished his sentence.

      The British armored Rolls-Royce had been captured in the fighting in Macedonia some time ago, and by a long winding path, it had found its way into the service of Lokkemand and his entourage. It was hardly an inspiring sight, with a ramshackle aesthetic and a drab paint job of heavy gray. Much of the original armor was gone, replaced by cheap, crudely fabricated pieces in the field, and the armored driving cabin had been decapitated. As such, the driver was exposed from above, and whoever manned the machine gun directly behind the front seat, a venerable water-cooled MG 08, had his whole upper body exposed.

      But the engine in the rugged automobile, free of much of the old armored bulk, could roar across the rugged hills to the west better than anything else in the motor pool.

      A quicker-thinking sentry on the wall ducked into the guardhouse, having seen the pair run for the Rollsy, and hollered down as Milo climbed into the gunner’s nest.

      “Keys, Magus!” the soldier cried as he tossed them into the air.

      Milo caught them despite the sting of their descent from the top of the fortress wall.

      Without delay, he bent and shoved the keys into Ambrose’s hand as the Nephilim clambered into the driver’s seat.

      “We’re headed straight west,” Milo shouted up, his words almost swallowed in the wakening roar of the Rollsy. “Tell Lokkemand, and I’m sure he’ll send a bunch of you after us.”

      “Very good, sir,” he hollered back. “Will do.”

      Before Milo could say anything more, Ambrose had them tearing across the bridge and racing toward imminent violence.
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      The sun was dying in shades of vermillion and violet as they vaulted over the last hill to the scene of the ambush.

      The attackers were so intent on pouring fire into a copse of trees that Milo’s and Ambrose’s arrival was a shock. The crack of rifle volleys stuttered to a halt as the Rollsy skidded down the hill. Now Milo could see what they were up against. Two staggered lines, each ten strong, had been creeping down the slope, with five-man wings advancing along either flank. They were men in common Georgian dress, chokhas and tall boots, but the rifles in their hands were not local arms. They looked like combat rifles, but none Milo had ever seen.

      They’d dominated the field before firing salvo after salvo into the trees where the fey must have been, and despite the pause, they were eager to reassert themselves. He had just enough time to turn the MG 08 on their firing line splayed across the far hill.

      The heavy rounds left the short, stocky barrel in a hail of death, stitching a line of rent earth and scattering attackers in its wake. They dove and scrambled into whatever dimples and brush they could find. Milo had only nominally been instructed in the use of the machine gun, and he didn’t believe he was going to put them down with one. He just needed their heads down and their return fire scattered.

      As though in answer to an unspoken prayer, a bullet zipped through the air to Milo’s left, and another rang off the plated forequarter of the Rollsy.

      Milo pumped out a few bursts of fire in response, but the results were far less impressive with his targets hunkering down and the vehicle plummeting downhill. A second later, the copse came between him and the attackers.

      Milo swung his eyes back to the front with no obvious targets and realized there was no way they were going to get the Rollsy between the close-growing trunks. Ambrose, apparently coming to the same conclusion, swung the vehicle to the left and went thumping along the tree line.

      “Do you see them?” Ambrose bellowed over the roar of the engine.

      Milo squinted between the trees, searching for the radiant creatures or maybe the dark blotches of their heavy traveling cloaks. Fallen limbs and underbrush whipped by, and they were nearly halfway around the copse and heading toward the enemy when Milo began to wonder if they’d misjudged the situation and the fey weren’t here. It still raised the question of why well-armed Georgians were assaulting a patch of trees, but Milo felt the tension mounting in the back of his neck.

      Ambrose was going to have to swing them around soon, or they’d plow right under the enemy’s sights, and scattered or not, they would be in a much better position to fire down on the open-topped car.

      “I can’t see ‘em,” Ambrose shouted, doing his best to alternate between keeping the Rollsy under control and searching the trees.

      “Maybe they need a sign,” Milo shouted back, letting go of the MG 08 and scooping up his skull-topped cane.

      “What?” Ambrose replied, stealing a glance over his shoulder.

      “BURN!” he said in reply, and two darts of green witchfire lanced skyward and detonated in twin bursts of stinging light above the treetops.

      “Magus, down!” Ambrose roared as he swung the car around in a chugging uphill U-turn.

      The ambushers’ flankers sent a flurry of shots at the Rollsy as Milo did his best to flatten himself inside the gunner’s nest. Two rounds clanged off the boot, while the rest buried themselves in the churned earth behind the roaring automobile.

      Milo thought about hopping up and swinging the machine gun around, but as he was working himself up to it, he spied something amidst the trees—a shimmer, then a flash of silver light between the blackening trunks in the decaying sunset.

      “Milo!” a clear voice rang out, and she strode toward him like an elfin queen in an enchanted wood. The bullets hissing through the air and the roar of Rollsy’s laboring engine only made the scene all the more surreal.

      “There they are!” Milo shouted, reaching over in his crouch to slap Ambrose’s blocky shoulder while the other hand pointed into the wood. “Right there!”

      Ambrose twisted to follow Milo’s finger, then a terrible humorless smile split his broad face.

      “Hold on!” he howled as he whipped the wheel over and they darted between two trees with scant centimeters to spare.

      Milo let out a wild whoop of excitement that transformed into a wail of terror as tree after tree leaped into their path and Ambrose yanked the Rollsy over to avoid impact by a hairsbreadth. In some mad see-sawing path, the bodyguard threaded the three-ton vehicle through the needle’s eye over and over.

      When they finally pulled level with Rihyani in the heart of the copse, Milo felt like his whole body was a series of jellied lumps held together by rubber bands. Limp and nearly boneless, he tumbled free of the vehicle to smack into the loamy ground.

      “Somebody call for a rescue?” he groaned, his head lolling upward as Rihyani came toward him.

      Her fingers were thin and as strong as tines of steel as she gripped him by his coat and hauled him to his feet.

      “My hero!” She laughed and lunged forward to plant a fierce kiss upon his lips.

      Milo’s body recovered from its flaccid state with remarkable alacrity, and when she finally pulled away her dark lips, he found his feet under him and one arm around her waist.

      “That was unexpected,” he muttered, wishing he could make a wittier riposte. He felt saying nothing would be worse.

      “Quite.” The fey contessa grinned ferociously before shoving away from him easily. “Now come on, we’re not out of this yet.”

      Still a little staggered he spun around to see if Ambrose had seen what happened. Unfortunately, Ambrose seemed more concerned about the oncoming soldiers and survival and seemed to decide that such a situation required more than his Gewehr 98 rifle. Half the mountings that bound the machine gun to the Rollsy had been unfastened, but the big man seemed to have run out of patience.

      Muscles bunched in like a nest knotted ropes across his shoulders and arms, and then with a metallic plink, the gun came free. A second later, the ammo hopper was ripped free in a similar fashion. Milo gawked at the display of power but was still unsure how he could wield the cumbersome weapon.

      “Ambrose?” Milo called tentatively.

      “Half a moment,” he muttered. More quickly than seemed reasonable, he looped some cabling from the gunner’s nest around his neck and the barrel of the gun, then held the MG 08 in his right hand with a belt of brass-cased rounds coiling into the hopper in his left hand.

      Ambrose turned to the magus, his face set in a grim frown, not a sign of strain across his frame.

      “Yes?”

      Milo gaped and then heard Rihyani shouting behind him.

      “Just be careful!” Milo shouted and turned back to follow the fey.

      “You do the same,” the big man growled, then set off in a heavy-footed lope.

      Milo would never have called himself an empathetic man, but by God, he felt bad for whoever ran into the Nephilim first.
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      Milo rushed to follow Rihyani but found himself nearly running past where she knelt next to the large trunk of a lightning-split tree.

      Next to her, nearly at Milo’s eye level even on his knees was the Bronze Colossus, his hands pressing down on the belly of the Green Lady. His fingers were dark with emerald blood, and the air was thick with the scent of crushed lavender.

      “She’s bleeding,” the giant gasped, his herculean features unnaturally bent into numb shock. “Why is she still bleeding?”

      The Green Lady’s breathing was shallow, and her skin paled more with each heartbeat. More than mere death, Milo felt like he was watching the death of a star or ocean, the eternal fading impossibly but inexorably in front of him.

      “Milo,” Rihyani said sharply to draw his attention. “Is there anything you can do for her? Our charms of mending aren’t working.”

      “It’s cold,” the Green Lady sobbed. “So cold. What’s happening? Beli, hold me.”

      Her trembling hands reached toward the metal-skinned titan.

      Beli raised a stained hand to stroke her cheek.

      “I’m here, my love,” he rumbled, his voice choked with despair, before turning accusing eyes to Rihyani and Milo.

      “This isn’t supposed to happen,” he snarled, his words as hot as furnace sparks. “Do something!”

      Milo snapped out of the grip of the tragic scene and reached into his coat, snatching up the healing unguent after a second of scrambling.

      The Green Lady gasped and shuddered, rivulets of brilliant green liquid running from her lips.

      “Milo, hurry,” Rihyani pleaded as somewhere out in the distance, the chatter of the MG 08 echoed beyond the trees.

      Milo tore the wax seals from the vials with his teeth and knelt near the wounded fey’s abdomen.

      “Move your hands,” Milo instructed, holding the vial at the ready as he drew his focus into a searing point of will.

      “You better know what you are doing, ape,” the colossus warned, his voice simmering like molten metal. “If your witchery harms her—”

      “Beli!” Rihyani snapped, her voice reverberating with wrathful command. “Do as he says.”

      Beli shot Milo one more warning look before his hand came away.

      Milo nearly froze at the sight of so much blood welling, but his burning will cried out to be unleashed. With a sure hand, he pressed down to stretch the wound open wide, drawing a cry of pain from the Green Lady as the other hand emptied the vial into it. Blood clung to the unguent, but driven by his will and the burning essence imbued from Milo’s own body in its preparation, it burrowed deep into the wounded flesh.

      Like a seed springing to life, it mended and knit flesh together, devouring spare blood and dead meat as it spread. Milo took the gory hem of the fey’s garment and swept away the blood pooling on the skin to better watch and impel the unguent to work faster.

      Before their very eyes, the wound began to shrink, and the Green Lady’s pained whimpers quieted.

      “Thank Arawn.” Rihyani sighed. “Oh, praises, she’s okay.”

      The wound had shrunk to no more than a pinprick, and Milo felt the urgent threat of his regenerative work overflowing the mended flesh. Like cutting a taut string, his will severed the essence from the ingredients. The backlash of unrooted energies crackled through the magus’ body like a live current, and he bit back a scream of pain. As quickly as it had come, it passed.

      “Meinir, my heart.” Beli sobbed and bent to kiss her forehead before turning to Milo. “Thank you, Magus.”

      “Glad to help,” Milo said, suddenly feeling self-conscious under the giant’s earnest attention. “I’m glad I got here in time. Did they shoot her out of the air?”

      “I’m not sure what happened,” Rihyani said, wincing as a stray bullet cracked off a tree a dozen meters from them. “We were wind-riding as usual, and suddenly we felt the currents turn against us. I still don’t understand how it happened, but we knew we had to descend, and as we did, there was a gunshot—”

      “Something’s wrong!” Beli cried, then Meinir’s body arched upward, and a weak cry slipped between her lips, along with more blood. With a lurch of his heart, Milo looked down and saw the wound coming apart like a torn seam, blood flowing freely.

      “What is happening!” Rihyani sobbed, darting to the dying fey’s side. “Milo, what is happening?”

      Milo opened his mouth to answer but then snapped it shut. He didn’t know.

      Hunkering down, he held a hand over Meinir’s wounded belly and felt a pressure, almost a tangible force pressing back. It was like another will, different from the resistance a shade might give, but it was strangely distant like a voice coming from a long way off.

      “Magus, explain!” Beli roared, and only an outstretched hand from Rihyani kept him from seizing Milo by his collar. “Why is this happening?”

      Milo’s mind fractured with a million different theories, terrors, and insecurities. He wasn’t a doctor; he barely understood anatomy, and necromist healing was his weakest discipline.

      His gaze moved from one fey to the other as the thunderous clatter of a machine gun moved away from them.

      “I-I don’t know,” Milo admitted, holding up his hands hopelessly. “Something is keeping the wound from closing, even forcing it open.”

      They all stared helplessly at each other until a drawling gravelly voice sounded at Milo’s back.

      “Hot damn, you can’t tell I didn’t put her to bed now. That’s ten Lincoln skins you owe me, hoss.”

      Milo’s daily dose of omnitongue, an elixir that let him understand all languages, relayed the meaning of the words, even as his ears bore the auditory assault of American English. Milo whirled in time to have the rusted bore of a six-cylinder revolver shoved in his face.

      “Easy, partner,” warned the ragged voice belonging to the man holding the pistol. “Don’t go gettin’ yourself killed before I can put some money on it.”

      Milo nearly choked on the smell of chewing tobacco, cheap whiskey, and oil smoke that seemed to radiate from the man who held the gun on him. He was short and slight, with a rangy bow to his legs and a hawkish face that was so filthy it was hard to know what was stubble and what was dirt crusted across his face. Eyes, jaundiced and bloodshot, met his glare with a wild stare while his mouth was split into a wide grin to display brown teeth and a few flashes of gold.

      Milo broke off his glare at the leering face, noting first the worn and drooping cowboy hat and then the cracked and peeling buckskins. Milo stared at the hanging fringe for a second, his mind unwilling to come to grips with what he saw even as he squinted at gnarled hanks dangling along the small man’s arm.

      “Oh, you like that, hoss.” The gunman chuckled, blasting Milo with his malignant breath as he flapped an arm to make the not-fringe dance. “Barked each one of them scalps, a collection of sorts. Every one dead at my hand.”

      Milo gulped and fought back the bile rising in his throat as he realized the tassels were withered strips of scalp sporting the forelocks of their previous owners. A deep, abiding rage blossomed in his chest.

      When a bellow like the bell of the Ares tore through the air, Milo realized he wasn’t the only one.

      “YOU!” Beli howled as he sprang to his feet, twice the height of the pistol-armed scalp hunter, hands curled into claws that could have encompassed the small man’s neck. The fey’s usual glowing aura now seethed with fury, and his brass fingers rippled with heat. Milo didn’t doubt one touch could sear flesh to the bone.

      “I still got one for you, big ’un,” the gunslinger spat, whipping another corroded pistol from his belt and leveling it at the approaching fey quicker than seemed humanly possible.

      “Beli, no!” Rihyani shouted, throwing herself between the gun and her comrade as the huge fey tried to shoulder past her, his eyes fixed on the small man.

      “Please, there’s no need for this,” a smooth, gentle voice called from amidst the trees. “This doesn’t have to end poorly.”

      A stately man in a pinstripe suit and a matching fedora stepped out from the bole of a tree. He was everything the gunslinger was not: tall, older, impeccably groomed, and looking altogether uncomfortable. In one hand, he held what looked like a very dog-eared book with an unadorned leather binding, while the other fidgeted with something in the pocket of his vest. He stepped closer, eyeing Meinir, who had collapsed, her breathing growing softer and shallower every second. His expression cycled from disgust to amorously curious before settling on a sort of apologetic placidity.

      “Damn it, Percy!” the cowboy growled, eyes rolling upward. “Chucklehead spoils everything.”

      Milo’s hand tightened on the raptor cane, drawing on the essence within the polished stone haft.

      “Please,” the well-dressed Percy implored, almost managing to sound sincere.  “No one else has to die.”

      “Only one more,” Beli bellowed and surged forward like a sudden storm.

      The gunslinger swiveled both pistols to the charging fey, his movements viper-quick, but Milo, driven by the cane’s auxiliary powers, was faster. Both pistols barked into the canopy as Milo swept the cane upward into the gunslinger’s outstretched forearms. The smaller man barked a curse that was garbled by a broken-voiced giggle as the revolvers tumbled from his nerveless grip.

      He twisted back toward Milo, a long, pitted knife appearing in his hand as his perpetual smile widened to maniacal proportions.

      “Now this is a proper shindig!” he howled, lunging for Milo.

      Mid-leap, Beli crashed into the man like a bronze battering ram. Smoking fingers clamped down with a hiss on ragged buckskin as momentum carried them both several strides into a broad trunk. The tree shuddered, and Milo was certain the cowboy was broken in two by the impact, but a wild, blood-chilling cry announced the opposite. The cowboy had somehow twisted his way out of Beli’s smoldering grip and was now astride the huge fey’s back, plunging the rusty blade into the broad bronze back he rode. Milo would have thought the metallic flesh of the giant proof against the dilapidated knife, but it punched through, leaving a ragged, corroded wound that wept black ash.

      Milo sprang forward, thinking to swat the clinging cowboy off Beli’s back with one magically enhanced swipe of his cane.

      “Milo!” Rihyani shouted behind him. He felt a sudden pressure at the back of his head, and the air filled with sparkling motes. His body pitched forward and hit the ground as the forest faded and the motes expanded into silvery clouds that hung in front of his eyes. The sounds of Beli’s and the cowboy's struggle became distant and forgettable. He thought about rolling over and seeing what had brought about this remarkable change, but at the moment, it all seemed incredibly uninteresting. Better to wait for things to sort themselves out.

      He was enjoying watching the beautiful clouds, after all.

      He heard Rihyani cry in outrage somewhere closer than the rest of the fighting, but then there was the distinctive mechanical click of a pistol cocking.

      “Have no fear, dear lady,” he heard Percy saying. “The blow was learned from an ancient Tibetan scroll. The young man will be fine so long as you don’t do anything foolish. Just allow those two to settle their differences without interruption, and I will see your human servitor revives without any permanent damage.”

      Milo felt something hot and sharp pressing in his mind, something that demanded to be noticed, but the mists were so beautiful and everything else was so far away.

      “I’m going to pluck the eyes from your skull,” Rihyani snarled, her voice throaty and bestial. “Then I’ll whisper a charm so they can bear witness to the terrible things I will do to the rest of you.”

      “Madame, not one step closer,” the fancy man warned in an admirably steady voice. “One more, and it won’t much matter what you do to me as far as this fellow is concerned. He’ll be dead, and then you will have to contend with my compatriot.”

      As though in answer, the cowboy threw up a strained holler of triumph, and there was a tremendous crashing sound. The painful point in Milo’s mind, which he finally realized was his will, began to burn away the discombobulating clouds, his sight and soundness of mind returning by degrees.

      Milo could make out the shape of Percy standing over him, a pistol held right above his face.

      “Ha-ha, hot damn!” the cowboy crowed somewhere beyond the looming barrel that eclipsed Milo’s vision. “Two for one! Now, this is a good day!”

      Another carnivorous snarl issued from Rihyani, but Percy demonstratively leaned a little closer to Milo.

      “The worst of this is almost over,” he assured her, his voice like that of a doctor consoling a fussy patient. “Just please, don’t do anything rash.”

      Milo’s hand was resting on his cane, and he slowly curled his fingers around the polished stone haft. Keeping his eyes half-lidded, he slid his gaze to Rihyani, who was in a half-crouch. Milo almost didn’t recognize her with her face twisted by rage. He wasn’t sure, but it looked like her teeth had become fangs.

      “Your turn’s comin’ next, darlin’,” the cowboy muttered as he busied himself with something Milo couldn’t see. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about that.”

      “Ezekiel Boucher!” the well-dressed man snapped in his first show of temper. “Bad enough I must tolerate your deplorable habits, but you are now putting our operation in jeopardy. Get on with it.”

      “Good ol’ Mister Astor, dishing on a man in his moment of consummation, no less!”

      “Now, Zeke!”

      “Yankee spoilsport.”

      Milo slid his eyes over and could just make out the cowboy, Ezekiel, bending the toppled hulk of Beli’s bronze body. The corroded black wounds dotting his bowed muscular back were heartbreakingly numerous. It hadn’t been a clean death, and given what Ezekiel seemed to be doing, even the fallen fey’s death was not without the rending touch of the pitted knife.

      Milo turned the cane ever so slightly in his hand, the raptor’s sockets now at the proper angle.

      “You’ll pay for this!” Rihyani growled, edging a little closer, every muscle coiling for a spring.

      “Madame, this is getting tedious.” Mr. Percy Astor sighed. “I understand this all seems in bad taste, but I must insist your stop threa—”

      BURN

      Milo’s command sent two darts of burning energy lancing at Percy, but Milo had misjudged the angle. Instead of striking the man in the chest and ending him in an immolating burst, both darts grazed the man’s gun hand and then blasted his shoulder. Superheated by the sorcerous flames, several rounds in the pistol went off at once.

      Only luck and the enchanted resilience woven into the black cloak kept Milo from being perforated by the wild eruption of rounds and metal shrapnel that filled the air. The suddenly less well-dressed man was not so lucky, tumbling backward as he held up his mangled hand in a ravaged sleeve. He stared at the ruined flesh and gave a shrill scream even as Milo climbed to his feet.

      “Percy!” Ezekiel croaked in genuine concern even as he leapt over Beli’s body, knife in hand.

      Milo spun to face the man, but for the second time, a fey beat him to the punch. Like a lioness, Rihyani sprang forward, covering an inhuman distance as she sailed toward Zeke, fingers stretched into ivory sickles. The fiendishly quick scalp hunter slipped to the side of her impaling pounce, but not to be denied, the unleashed contessa raked her talons across his face and shoulder.

      Unnaturally dark blood welled up in the wounds, slow and gummy, made more horrible by the crazed grin that stretched across the man’s face. He whipped the knife around as she flew past but only managed to shear through her traveling cloak.

      Rihyani landed on all fours and bounded to her feet with liquid grace as she whirled to face Ezekiel’s advance.

      “Get Meinir to the car!” she snarled through a mouthful of what most certainly were needle-sharp fangs. “Now, Milo! Please!”

      Milo nearly defied the instruction, leveling his cane to blast the monstrous scalp hunter, but in a blink of an eye, he and Rihyani were engaged in a lightning-fast exchange of darting swipes and nimble dodges. There was no way he could be certain he wouldn’t hit her, so with a frustrated growl, he spun and made for the Green Lady lying on the ground behind them.

      Even as he bent to scoop her up, no easy feat since she was taller than him, he knew she was dead. Her features were locked in a rictus of agony, but no breath stirred her chest, and the emerald blood on her body had grown thick and tacky. A tremor of rage and frustration threatened to shake him to pieces, but with a brutal effort of will, he shoved it from his mind.

      Grunting and huffing, he heaved upward with Meinir draped across his arms, feeling the muscles of his back scream in protest. Righting himself after a misstep almost toppled him and the dead fey, he took off at a jog before a sharp cry made him swing heavily around.

      Rihyani was slashing savagely with one hand, but the other hung at her side, pale blood seeping from a gash across her shoulder.

      Ezekiel kept clear of the sweeping claws even as he slowly advanced, tossing the knife from hand to hand playfully as he chuckled.

      “Three little faeries in one evenin’,” he cooed in a sickeningly tender voice. “Oh, I’m a lucky, lucky boy.”

      Milo looked down at Meinir’s limp form, imagining the same agonized death mask on Rihyani’s silver face. A deep, tempestuous rage came over him, and the world shrank to the path that led straight to the back of the scalp hunter’s skull.

      Placing Meinir at his feet, he started advancing, cane in both hands like a pick hungry to bite deep. He made it two steps before his tunnel vision exploded with pain as something sharp bit into his calf.

      Percy, creeping on his belly unnoticed, had buried an ornate dagger in Milo’s calf and twisted it cruelly even as he glared hatefully up into the magus’ face.

      Righteous fury keeping him upright, Milo jerked his leg away, the knife still buried in the meat of his calf, and brought the cane down on Percy’s upturned face. The abused man slumped to the ground bonelessly, a deep gash across his forehead.

      Milo might have delivered the fatal stroke then and there, but another cry from Rihyani drew his attention. The contessa, a second slash across her arm now, was scrambling back from Ezekiel, snapping her fangs at him but clearly weakening. The scalp-hunter followed her as she lurched behind Beli’s fallen form.

      Spitting curses through the agony in his leg, Milo threw himself after her. The dagger still in his flesh gouged and tore with each step, so blind with pain and rage, Milo threw himself over Beli’s body to smash his shoulder into Ezekiel.

      The maniacal cowboy tumbled head over heels, his hat flying from his head and the scalp fringe tangling. It was all Milo could do to keep his feet, his limbs trembling as he gripped his cane with unsteady hands. The world swam for a second, and at that moment, Ezekiel Boucher had found his feet and advanced, waving his bloody knife in front of him teasingly. The strangled purple of the sunset glinted like a bruise across his thinning pate. His smile was transcendentally terrifying and perversely suggestive.

      “Oh, boy, it’s been a while since I barked a dude.” He wet his lips with a craggy tongue. “But don’t you worry, kid, Uncle Zeke is going to take his time with you. I’m not going to take a little bit off the top, oh no, sweetie, never. I’m going to peel you clean and do it just right so you’re still breathing when I show you every inch of your own hide.”

      Milo wished he could draw his focus to blast the sadistic fiend, but the knife was still buried in his leg, and the pain was making it hard to stay conscious, much less do magic. What wouldn’t he have given to have remembered to put his service pistol on his hip before he’d rushed off to be heroic!

      “The only question is do you want me to start at the bottom,” Ezekiel purred, gesturing at Milo’s feet before rising to eye his scalp lasciviously, “or go with the classic top?”

      The magus tightened his grip on his cane. There was no way he could beat the madman, but he would go down swinging.

      “If you’ve got to start somewhere, why not the ears?” he quipped, forcing a smile despite the agony in his leg. “I’ve never been scalped, but I can’t imagine it's worse than listening to you a second longer.”

      “Ohhh,” Zeke groaned with unseemly gusto. “Now I’ve got to start with your tongue and save your ears for last. It’s going to take some work, but you're worth it, kid.”

      Milo drew back for a swing as Ezekiel made what would most certainly have been the fatal slash had an empty ammo hopper not smashed into the cowboy’s chest.

      Milo’s head whipped around to see Ambrose pounding toward Ezekiel.

      “Again?” Ezekiel shrieked wetly as he dragged himself out from under the heavy metal bin. There was something wrong with his chest, one part of it sunken and unwilling to follow the rhythm of the other side.

      Milo winced at the sight, but he had little time to dwell on the man’s injuries as Ambrose leaped forward to inflict new ones.

      Ezekiel tried to indulge in more of his taunting, but he hardly had formed the first words before the big man’s fist lashed out and cracked across his jaw. To the small man’s credit, though he rocked with the blow, he swung back to spit a mouthful of blood and resume his mad smile.

      “Now, this is going to be one hell of a fight!” he cackled as he fluttered the blade in front of him again.

      “No,” Ambrose said in a flat, icy voice, “it won’t.”

      As Milo had known since the first time he’d met him, Simon Ambrose was a man who didn’t need to lie.

      Ezekiel was fast, vicious, and had already proven his knife work was lethally proficient even against a giant like Beli, but none of that was enough. Ambrose didn’t seem to be moving fast so much as he knew exactly where he did and didn’t want to be. Three slashes and one thrust passed within inches of his skin, Ambrose letting them slide by as his burning green eyes remained fixed on the maniacal scalp hunter, who had begun to giggle.

      The fifth strike was never finished as Ambrose, deciding he had the measure of his opponent, grabbed Ezekiel’s wrist in one hand. Milo knew what was coming but couldn’t tear his eyes away as Ambrose gave a quick twist and bones snapped like wet kindling in a fire.

      Ezekiel’s tittering swelled into breathless hooting as the knife fell from his suddenly limp grip.

      What followed next was the quickest and most complete ruination of a man he’d ever seen, which the Nephilim did with nothing but his bare hands. His rifle and bayonet remained fixed and the sword on the big man’s belt remained sheathed in utter contempt of Ambrose’s opponent.

      A change of grip, one sharp tug, and the cowboy’s shoulder separated with a hollow pop. Then one shuffling series of steps and Ambrose launched two stomping kicks, one into the back of each knee, and there were more sickening sounds of tendons parting.

      Ezekiel fell flat on the ground, only one hale limb left to clutch at the loamy ground as the other three twitched pitifully. The fit of hysterical laughter was approaching a crescendo.

      “HAHAHAHA!” On and on he screamed, his voice growing more and more hoarse.

      Ambrose frowned at his broken foe before stomping down with his heavy boot. This time Milo did look away as the laughter finally ended with a wet crunch.

      He spied the knife still jutting from his calf, and remembered he was in agony. The world wobbled, and he didn’t have the strength to fight the quavering call of the earth. He sank down with enough presence of mind not to let his descent drive the knife deeper into his flesh.

      By reflex, his fingers reached out and brushed the hilt, but that brief touch made his stomach lurch into his throat, and the world was swallowed in a static crackle of obliviating pain.

      When he came to, Ambrose was crouching next to him, a bandage in one hand and the strap of his Gewehr in the other.

      “Here,” the big man said a second before he shoved the leather strap between Milo’s teeth. “This is going to hurt.”

      “Whuf iz?” Milo choked out around the taste of tanned cowhide, then Ambrose tugged the knife free.

      Milo was a man experienced with pain; it might not have been the worst he’d ever felt, but it was in the running for a place on the podium.

      His teeth drove into leather, his scream choked by the tooth-sparing gag, and then it was all he could do to keep breathing. He felt the big man at work, binding up the wound, cruelly and carefully making sure each wrap and twist of the dressing was cinched tight.

      “Up on your feet.” Ambrose grunted and gripped Milo by the elbow.

      Despite every expectation, a moment later, Milo was on his feet. He leaned on his cane heavily and swore in a jagged string of incoherent profanity, but he knew he could force himself to make it to the Rollsy. Swiping sweat and tears from his face, Milo turned and was happy to see that Ambrose was binding Rihyani’s wounds.

      It was also a relief to see that she had the strength to argue with him, though her voice was faint and soft.

      “No, not me,” she wheezed, raising one pale arm to point at Meinir and then Beli. “They need your help.”

      Ambrose ignored the entreaty and two more as Milo limped over and awkwardly squatted next to the contessa to take her pointing fingers in the hand not clutching his cane.

      “Rihyani,” he croaked, pausing for a heartbeat when his voice sounded raw in his own ears. “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing we can do.”

      Rihyani’s gaze swung to him, and for an instant, Milo feared she would sink her fangs into his face as her fingers dug into his hand.

      “This shouldn’t happen,” she sobbed, a fierce light shining in her eyes. “This can’t.”

      ‘It did.” Ambrose huffed as he tugged the bandages tight, drawing a cry of pain from the contessa as she let go of Milo’s hand. The magus stared at five dots of blood where the fey’s nails had bitten into his flesh, thankful she’d kept herself from sprouting the wicked talons from before.

      “Right now, we need to get out of here,” the big man added.

      The shadows had deepened in the copse of trees to the point that Milo was finding it hard to see beyond the trees to the hills. The paranoid itch of being exposed to the enemy spread from the back of Milo’s head to nestle between his shoulder blades. He didn’t dare to hope that Ambrose had managed to kill or drive off all the ambushers. In truth, there could be enemy reinforcements closing off their retreat right now.

      He felt the tightness in his wounded leg and saw the bandages on Rihyani already growing damp with her pale blood. They wouldn’t survive much longer if they didn’t get moving.

      “Carry her and let’s get to the Rollsy,” Milo said before rising with a heavy grunt. “Lokkemand should be on his way, so let’s hope to God we can outrun the bastards long enough to reach friendly forces.”

      “We should bring their bodies,” Rihyani said, obviously taking great pains to keep from sounding too desperate. “Their clan will wish to perform the rites, and—”

      A trunk less than a meter from Ambrose sent up a shower of splinters an eyeblink before the report of a rifle was heard.

      They were out of time.

      “Their clans will have to understand that we’ll come back for them,” Milo hissed through clenched teeth. “Ambrose, let’s move.”

      Ambrose scooped Rihyani up as though she weighed no more than the cloak she was wearing.

      Bleeding, limping, and ducking each crack of rifles in the growing dark, the trio made their way between the trees to the patiently idling Rollsy. A second later, the engine growled and Ambrose wove through the trees to thread a course back up the hill and toward Shatili.
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      The Rollsy gobbled up the miles as the last of the daylight was swallowed by the horizon and the countryside became a series of undulating shades of black.

      Thankfully, none of those in the vehicle required visual assistance, though Milo did have to fetch the nightsight along with more healing unguent for his leg. As he applied the former, shaking the distortions from his eyes, he looked at Rihyani in the back of the Rollsy. Her bandages were beginning to seep blood, and Milo wondered even with his leg throbbing abominably if he should work on her first, but then he remembered the failure with Meinir.

      Had he made things worse by attempting to save her? There had been so much blood; Milo was no trained doctor, but it had seemed to do something, if only for a minute or so. Was it because she was fey, or did it have something to do with her attacker? Something about Ezekiel Boucher had struck Milo as unnatural, and it was not the unnerving laughter or bloodlust. As a budding magus, Milo was learning that there were clues and truths that could be discerned but not by anything as pedestrian as the five senses.

      Remembering the deceased cowboy sent a shiver down Milo’s spine, but then the car thumped over a section of pitted land and Milo’s leg bounced against the bed of the truck.

      Another mind-throttling surge of pain sprang up from his leg and the immediate course of action resolved itself. If Milo didn’t do something about it, he wasn’t going to be any good to anyone very soon.

      Wincing and blinking back tears as he unwound the dressing, Milo finally had the clearance he needed to pour in the unguent. Steeling his mind and soul against the pain that tried to distract him, he compelled the unguent to work and soon felt the stinging itch of flesh mending. He went slow, careful lest the regenerative create a distended tumor or jar his focus to create some other even worse side effect.

      The wound began to close as they rolled on, their headlights off as Ambrose used whatever supernatural senses he possessed to steer them across the countryside

      They very nearly plowed into Lokkemand’s patrol, which came rolling up along the crest where it slid alongside the Argun and thus toward Shatili. Milo had unclenched his focus and dissipated the last of the unguent as the light of many headlamps broke over the Rollsy like a false dawn.

      Ambrose swore and swung over to the side, sending Milo scooting across the bed to fetch up next to Rihyani. Only his outstretched hands kept him from losing his teeth, but his momentum still saw the wind knocked from him. He sank down to the bed, gaping like a landed fish as he looked at Rihyani’s downturned face. Her skin was ashen and almost translucent enough that he thought he could see the layers shifting as her lips parted in a weak smile.

      “You don’t look so good, Milo,” she said, her voice barely audible above the trembling growl of the engine. “Maybe you should lie down and catch your breath.”

      Milo forced enough air into his stubborn lungs to manage a wheezing laugh.

      “Speak for yourself, my lady,” he got out as he struggled to his feet.

      “I’m just a little tired.” She gave him a wink. “Had a long trip to see a good friend, you know.”

      Even with his entire abdomen determined to never breathe again and his limbs trembling as he favored his recently mended leg, Milo felt that staring at her face was something he could do forever. It plucked his shrunken heart like the first note of spring, taunting and teasing a gnarled tree to consider awakening. It was so unfamiliar it seemed painful, but he knew somewhere in the root of him he couldn’t deny the siren song, not forever.

      Then her wine-dark eyes with their piercing golden pupils rolled upward as her whole body shivered. A soft groan escaped her gray lips, and her fingers groped her wounded shoulder. Pools of her pale blood had formed under her on the floorboards.

      If his heart ever wanted to hear that tune, he needed to get her help and quickly.

      “Lokkemand!” Milo barked as he stood in the bed of the Rollsy. “Captain Lokkemand!”

      There was the protesting squeal of a heavy door swinging on ill-maintained hinges, then the clank of that door on an armored hull.

      “Volkohne, report,” Lokkemand’s voice instructed coolly from behind a large set of headlamps.

      Milo hated how calm and confident the man sounded, even though somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew it was a good thing.

      “The contessa and her companions were ambushed by Georgians and two Americans,” Milo shouted back, trying to force his voice to be steady but not succeeding. “The contessa is wounded and needs immediate medical attention.”

      “The companions?” the captain asked, his voice neutral and unassuming.

      “Dead,” Milo reported stiffly, unable to ignore the soft sob that came from Rihyani at the proclamation. “Killed by the Americans.”

      There was a pause, then Lokkemand’s voice rang out, steady and sure.

      “How was the enemy equipped?”

      Milo faltered as he thought of how to describe the Americans, but Ambrose piped up readily.

      “Small arms only, sir,” the big man reported. “The Georgians were probably just a militia turned mercenary. Fair shots and they knew the ground, but they weren’t organized or motivated to face hardened opposition.”

      “The Americans?” Lokkemand asked.

      “Dead or wishing they were,” Ambrose said confidently. “Left them in a small copse of trees about ten miles west of our position with the bodies of the contessa’s companions and whatever is left of the Georgians, which is shy of a dozen by my count.”

      Milo couldn’t keep from giving Ambrose an impressed look. He’d single-handedly reduced the enemy numbers by half and had still found time to save Milo and Rihyani from the Americans.

      “Any clue as to the enemy objective?” Lokkemand asked. In response, Ambrose shrugged and threw a glance at Milo.

      “Umm, p-possibly the capture of the contessa,” Milo stuttered lamely, trying to replay and interpret the events in his head. “Not entirely sure, Captain.”

      “Any signs of pursuit?”

      “No, sir,” Milo said with a shake of his head after looking over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t being proven a liar.

      Milo could almost see Lokkemand give a thoughtful nod before straightening and issuing his orders in crisp, smooth commands

      “Brodden’s vehicle escorts the magus and sees that the contessa is tended to. The rest of you, adjusted pattern Roth Ritter. We sweep wide around the last confirmed point of contact and approach from the east.”

      There was a quick chorus of confirmations from the men in the other vehicles, then one of them peeled off from the formation and executed a three-point turn to head back to Shatili and the fortress. Ambrose followed, almost as though he might nudge the vehicle along with the Rollsy’s jutting nose.

      “We’ll retrieve the contessa’s companions,” Lokkemand shouted before turning back to address his soldiers. “Maintain fire discipline out there. The last thing I need to do is pay to replace some shepherd’s goats.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t understand,” Ambrose said as they carried Rihyani into Milo’s study. “Why can’t you just rub one of your potions on her or something?”

      Brodden the medic strode alongside Rihyani, working to apply a tourniquet as they moved into the room. Seeing an open table, he barked an instruction that she be laid on it.

      “I tried that with Meinir,” Milo said as they eased the fey’s limp form onto the table. “It worked for a second, then the wound opened again. I think it might have made things worse.”

      “Is it because she was fey?” Ambrose asked as they stepped over to observe Brodden as his hands worked with crisp professional rapidity.

      “I’m not sure, but Rihyani acted surprised when she started bleeding again,” Milo said, trying to force his brain to work but only managing to stare helplessly at Brodden’s pink-stained hands. “Really, they all kept asking why it was happening, almost like they were surprised she had been hurt at all.”

      Ambrose and Milo both winced as Brodden tightened the tourniquet, drawing a soft but distinct moan of pain from Rihyani.

      “One of you with a strong stomach, get over here,” the medic directed as he held Rihyani’s arm up in the air.

      Ambrose was quicker to step forward and was soon holding the contessa’s arm aloft while Brodden worked some sterile packing into the wounds. Milo moved closer to watch, though his mind was preoccupied with possible adjustments he could make to the formula so he could try his healing unguents again.

      “She seems close enough to human,” the medic said as he worked. “So I’m assuming that the amount of blood she’s lost is as dangerous to her as it would be to a human.”

      Ambrose nodded with a sigh as Brodden reached out and grabbed Milo, who started but didn’t resist as his hands were led to press against the packing.

      “What does that mean?” Milo asked, staring into Rihyani’s face. Her eyes were shut and seemed sunken into her face, which they had not previously been.

      Milo felt an icy talon of fear digging through his guts, searching for his heart.

      Was it already too late?

      “Means she needs blood,” Brodden said, wiping sweat from his forehead with a forearm while his other hand plunged into his bag. “Plenty of blood if she’s going to last much longer.”

      “Take mine,” Milo said without pause as the medic dragged out a series of tubes and an arcane set of steel devices. “Take however much you need.”

      “It’s not like books and radio programs,” Brodden growled as he set about assembling and checking the equipment for the transfusion. “If I give her the wrong type of blood, it could kill her as surely as not giving her any, and seeing as she’s not human, I doubt we’re going to be able to hook you up and hope for the best.”

      Milo’s fear kindled to a frustration that sharpened his tongue into a flailing weapon.

      “Then why are you wasting time getting that wretched thing out?” he demanded with a snarl.

      “Because I’m a medic, damn it!” Brodden shot back. “I’m doing what I know how to and hoping someone’s going to tell me they’ve got a stash of faerie blood in this weird workshop of yours.”

      Ambrose raised a hand to give Milo’s trembling shoulder a steadying squeeze.

      “Got anything like that, Magus?” he asked, his voice steady and soothing like a man seeking to calm a skittish horse. “Anything that could help?”

      Milo almost threw off the hand and screamed in the big man’s face for the stupid temerity of the question. He almost raved at the idiocy of thinking he kept bottles of fey blood for just such an occasion.

      But he stood there silently, mouth moving in a string of unvoiced half-formed words as his mind hit upon something that could help. The healing unguents had sought to regenerate and bind flesh, and to his mind, they had been violently rejected by either fey physiology or something in the wound created by Ezekiel Boucher, but what if it was something where the magical process had ceased and was just, from all points of view, blood? It wouldn’t heal Rihyani like his unguents, but it might give them time.

      “I don’t have fey blood on hand,” Milo said, his eyes searching the shelf behind his desk for his copy of Transitional States: Transmogrified Truths of Matter Living or Otherwise. “But I might have a way to make some.”
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        * * *

      

      Not for the first time, Milo wondered if the dreaded ghul scholars who’d penned the works he studied ever thought a human would come along and break what constituted the few taboos of their kind.

      For reasons both practical and similar, the ghuls had strict injunctions against using the blood of the living in their magics, especially a necromist performing alchemy. The fact that Milo, in refusing to use human remains, used his own blood to power his works was a smack in the face of everything the ghuls held sacred. Using his blood magic to pervert an alchemical formula into making blood now seemed comically transgressive.

      He hoped he was going to live long enough to be able to gloat the next time he met one of those depraved troglodytes.

      “You sure this won’t kill you?” Ambrose asked for the third time since Milo had rushed through the rough outline of what he was going to do.

      “No,” Milo repeated, also for the third time as he ground a pungent mixture of herbs, preserved amphibian extracts, and his own blood. “I’m not, but we don’t have time for me to be sure.”

      “You really don’t,” Brodden said as he hovered over Rihyani, his face a grim mask. “She’s hanging on by sheer willpower at this point.”

      “You’re saying this might not even save her?” the big man asked, his eyes working a jagged triangle between the medic, the fey, and the magus.

      “I’m saying we do this,” Milo cut in before Brodden could answer. “And that’s the final word.”

      Ambrose opened his mouth to argue, but his jaws clamped shut with a snap.

      Milo checked the consistency of the contents of the bowl, not only physically but through his probing magical senses, then checked his text.

      It was two parts daring and one part foolishness, bending the theory the way he was, and it involved more than a few intuitive leaps, but one look at Rihyani’s listless body on his workbench told him all he needed to know. He was going to make her blood or die trying. Everything from here on out was a consequence playing out.

      “Are you ready with that thing?” Milo asked as he approached with his elixir.

      “I suppose.” The medic shrugged and held up a long needle connected to a strand of tubing that wound back to the bizarre arrangement of metal that Milo had a hard time believing was not magical. “Are you?”

      “Almost,” Milo said, and he stepped over to Rihyani.

      Her wounds had slowed to a trickle, but that trickle still stained the packed bandages. With a muttered apology, Milo squeezed the bandage to get a few drops of blood from the fabric that he flicked into the bowl. Though not apparent to anyone else in the room, Milo felt the ingredients align metaphysically, almost snapping into place with a ripple of magical pressure.

      “That’s got to be a good sign,” he told himself before tilting back his head and downing the mixture.

      Milo felt the magical matrix bound up in the ingredients slide down his gullet and diffuse as it went. Magic was not science, though necromantic alchemy came the closest in comparison, and gestures meant things. The act of ingestion wasn’t about digestion so much as reception, willingly partaking so that the power imbibed could work itself into a welcoming host.

      And work it did.

      Milo’s body spasmed as the power poured through his veins and arteries.

      “Now!” Milo gasped as he sank into a chair next to the workbench. “Quickly.”

      Brodden slid the needle in and then activated a pump, and within seconds, a stream of living fluid was spiraling through the tubes and headed to the needle already buried in Rihyani’s arm. The vitae was a pale shade of pink.

      “It worked,” Ambrose murmured, then frowned as he stared at Milo’s face. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m trying to control it,” Milo growled, sweat running from his brow as he wrestled with the catalyzing forces inside of him. “Changing what’s going out without changing all of it and killing me.”

      Ambrose swore, a long and potent assemblage of profanity in a particularly florid French dialect.

      “How much does she need?” the big man asked Brodden, who was busy overseeing the technical aspects of the transfusion.

      “As much, ugh, as much as I can give her,” Milo hissed between gritted teeth, which became a strained, defiant smile as Ambrose glared down at him.

      “Don’t be stupid,” the bodyguard spat even as his eyes softened at the sight of his ward’s pained expression.

      “Too late to turn back now.” Milo laughed and held onto the arms of his chair in a knuckle-popping grip. “Now, if you w-will excuse me, I need…oh, God…to manage a complex alchemical reaction while not dying.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            The Wound

          

        

      

    

    
      Milo awoke with a start on his bed, clawing at his arm frantically. He stopped when he realized the vampiric eel, a resurrected casualty from a bygone alchemical project, was not in fact affixed to his arm as he’d just been dreaming.

      “You’ll make a mess of your bandage,” Ambrose growled around the pipe between his teeth from the spot near the balcony where he slouched.

      Milo had indeed made a mess of the bandages around his arm, so much so that he found his fingers entangled in the wrappings he’d wrenched free. As he tugged his fingers loose from the snaring fabric, he saw the puckered mouth of the puncture marking where the transfusion needle had been sunk into his arm.

      “How long was I out?” he asked in a numb mutter as he decided to unravel the linen on his arm. The wound seemed sound and unlikely to reopen.

      “For the past twelve hours.” The big man puffed with a gust of pipe smoke. “Brodden demanded you stop after giving what he guessed was three pints, and forcibly cut you off after nearly four. I gave you a double dose of the restorative and brought you here. They’ve moved her to a separate room that’s become a makeshift infirmary.”

      Milo stared at the scabbed-over red wound as he recollected the events of the night and early morning at Ambrose’s prompting. It had been like holding onto a cliff’s edge by his fingernails the whole time, but as the blood flowed from his veins into Rihyani, he’d drawn strength from knowing that he was doing everything in his power to save her. When the needle had come out and he’d released the energies of the spell into the ether, it was an almost pleasurable feeling, followed by utter exhaustion.

      Milo’s stomach rumbled grumpily at the debt he’d run up with all his heroics.

      “Is she showing signs of recovery?” Milo asked, unwilling to hope that she was on the mend.

      Ambrose frowned and then reached over the balcony to tap out his pipe. The stretching silence made Milo shudder, and he reflexively pulled the covers up, performing the necessary mental gymnastics to convince himself it was the blood loss that was making him act this way.

      “She’s not dying.” Ambrose sighed as he pocketed his pipe. “But all the same, her wounds aren’t healing.”

      “What does that mean?” Milo asked, willing his teeth not to chatter as he shivered.

      Ambrose rose to his feet and shrugged.

      “Exactly what I said; her wounds aren’t healing,” he said, not sounding angry so much as frustrated. “We’ve got the bleeding down to barely a trickle, through pressure and some clever needlework by Brodden. After twelve hours, her body should be showing some signs of clotting, but as far as we can tell, it isn’t.”

      Milo started, trying not to let an overarching wave of despair spread over him.

      “The truth is that she shouldn’t have lost as much blood as she did from those wounds.” Ambrose’s gaze slid to the floor, and he brushed the fingers of one hand over the knuckles of the other hand. “The cuts were thin and pretty shallow, and they don’t seem to have hit any major arteries. It doesn’t make sense.”

      At those words, Milo felt a prickling along the skin of his arms and the back of his neck.

      “Magic,” he breathed. “The Americans—that maniac Ezekiel. He must have had something or known some way.”

      Ambrose froze, his eyes narrowing as he stared at Milo.

      “You mean, you aren’t the only wizard?”

      The question struck Milo harder and deeper than he would have imagined.

      He knew that it was entirely possible, even probable that there would be others, but recognizing that he might have met another human who could perform magic shook him all the same. His unique and even privileged, though weighty, position suddenly felt precarious in a way he wasn’t prepared for. Milo had only been a wizard, the world’s first, for a short time, but it seemed that his short furlough had indelibly marked him to assume, at least subconsciously, that it would always be so.

      What had Ezekiel Boucher learned that Milo hadn’t? What creature had shared its dark arts with the despicable man so that he could inflict wounds that denied healing both magical and mundane?

      He can’t tell you, now can he? Milo thought, welcoming the memory of the madman’s final moments. Milo told himself it was his well-honed survival instincts that could gauge the utter depravity of a man like Ezekiel. However, he imagined even a half-witted rube could have spent one minute with the American and understood him to be reprobate of the lowest order.

      “Maybe I wasn’t the only one,” Milo said with a meaningful glance at Ambrose’s boots. “Before he met you, that is.”

      Ambrose looked down, and a sudden grim smile spread across his face.

      “I don’t often take pleasure in killing a man,” Ambrose said, his voice lower and thicker, “but I’m not going to pretend that ending that monster wasn’t satisfying.”

      Milo nodded, agreeing that if anyone had deserved such an end, it was the scalp-hunting American. The sight of him gleefully hoisting the trophy carved from the fallen Beli was something that would not leave the dark and bitter corners of his mind any time soon. The way the wounds had seemed fouled and corroded on the dead titan had seemed like a greater insult than the injuries.

      Milo straightened, his mind struggling to accelerate despite his hunger and fatigue.

      “Where are Beli's and Meinir’s bodies?” he asked, throwing off the covers and climbing hastily if unsteadily to his feet. “If I can examine their wounds, maybe take samples, I might be able to figure out what is wrong with Rihyani.”

      Reverse-engineering magic, especially magic he was unfamiliar with, was doubtful, but not impossible. He wasn’t sure about the burial customs of fey, but he was sure that both of the contessa’s companions would have been glad to not have their deaths be in vain.

      Ambrose blinked at Milo as the magus retrieved his coat from the foot of the bed, straightening as he slid it on.

      “Where are the bodies?” Milo asked again, testing his repaired leg, thankful for only a hint of stiffness.

      “They weren’t there when Lokkemand and crew got there.” Ambrose sighed. “The fey bodies and the Americans. Seems like the Georgians scooped up everything before getting out of there. Lokkemand said they didn’t make contact with the enemy after two wide sweeps of the area.”

      Milo ground his teeth in frustration. Nothing could be easy, could it?

      “Damn! Where is Lokkemand?”

      “In his office,” Ambrose answered, his frown deepening. “Wait, why couldn’t you take samples from Rihyani?”

      “I could,” Milo acknowledged, moving toward the door. “But since we think it is actively malignant magic, it could react badly to my magic.”

      “Your blood-changing bit didn’t seem to bother it,” the big man pointed out as he followed Milo into the corridor. The fortress at Shatili was a venerable military structure, designed so that even when enemies breached the exterior walls, defenders could mount a strong opposition. The hallways were tight passages where only one man could pass easily, so Ambrose was forced to follow as the magus stalked toward Lokkemand’s office at the center of the complex.

      “The magic had already happened by the time the blood reached her,” Milo explained. “Whatever is doing this to her wouldn’t have sensed the magic I was using because it was done, inert, finished.”

      Ambrose’s brows knit as they hustled into the heart of the complex.

      “When will she need more blood?” Milo asked.

      “Not sure. Maybe a day or two,” Ambrose confessed as they rounded a corner and came within sight of the small antechamber that led to the captain’s room. A soldier stood guard in the room, which was furnished with a small rug and a wooden chair, as though Lokkemand expected that his appointments might need a place to sit while they waited for him.

      “I should be able to give again,” Milo muttered mostly to himself.

      “Not sure that’s how it—” Ambrose began as they moved into the antechamber before Milo cut him off.

      “Magic,” Milo interjected before turning to the straightening soldier in front of the door. “I need to see Captain Lokkemand. Is he in?”

      The soldier, who would have been classically handsome with his strong chin and dark, lively eyes if not for a crooked nose and a goat-toothed mouth, eyed Milo. What was possibly habitual defiance seemed ready to creep into his stance until he met Milo’s pale eyes. Whatever he saw gave him pause.

      “Yes,” he replied with the slightest nod.

      “Yes, sir,” Milo snapped. He still wasn’t sure of his position, but he’d been given the black coat of an officer, so not acting like he was an officer confused the men.

      “Yes, sir,” the guard replied with only a little sullenness in his voice. “But he said he was drafting a report or something. He instructed me to not let him be interrupted, sir.”

      “I’m afraid this can’t wait for paperwork,” Milo said, straightening a little to leverage his greater height. “Open the door, or get out of my way so I can.”

      The soldier stared at Milo for a second, his eyes searching the wizard’s, then, uncomfortable with what he saw, they dropped to Milo’s shoulders and the black coat covering them. That seemed to seal the deal, and with a muttered apology, he opened the door, stepping aside to let Milo pass as he began his speaking.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you, Cap—”

      “But certain things can’t wait,” Milo interrupted, sweeping past the soldier. Ambrose ambled after in his wake.

      Lokkemand sat at the far end of what might have been the castellan’s war room, a square apartment where rustic tables were pushed together in a large rectangle. Lokkemand’s files, maps, and various other forms of paperwork were spread across the tables, obviously possessing some order that was unclear to anyone except the captain. Lokkemand was standing over the maps, arms crossed with his chin in one hand. He did not appear surprised or put out by Milo’s sudden arrival.

      “Thank you, Dieter,” he said with a nod. ‘You can go.”

      With a relieved sigh, Dieter retreated, closing the door behind him.

      “Magus,” Lokkemand said, turning his gaze back to his maps. “What can I do for you?”

      “Captain, Ambrose told me you didn’t recover any of the bodies from the battle site,” Milo began. “Did you find anything else there? Anything in the copse of trees or around there?”

      Lokkemand bobbed his head and without a word, he walked over to his desk at the head of the assembled tables.

      “We found these,” he said as he drew out a thick envelope and shook out its contents. “When the men found them, I wasn’t sure if they had anything to do with those who attacked the contessa, but it seemed remiss not to bring them in.”

      The captain flipped open the unsealed top of the envelope and dumped its contents onto the desk. The first thing to emerge was a twist of hair attached to some shriveled leather that fluttered feather-like down onto the desk. Milo’s mind flashed back to Ezekiel holding up the sawn-off section of Beli’s scalp and Ambrose’s boot descending on that grinning face.

      Almost as though to make the point, the second item fell out, thunking point-first into Lokkemand’s desk. Its pitted surface still crusted with blood and flecks of hair, Ezekiel’s knife stood defiantly upright before them.

      “Didn’t feel the need to mention that?” Ambrose asked tartly.

      “You asked about bodies,” Lokkemand replied coolly. “And the second you heard there were none, you were off. I wasn’t going to chase you down. I figured once your ward was up and about, someone would come looking.”

      The two men exchanged glares before Lokkemand, as was almost customary now, looked away as though suddenly very bored.

      “Fair enough,” Ambrose grumbled as he nodded, turning to Milo. “That might do the trick, eh?”

      “Yeah.” Milo swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. “That might work.”

      He was having a hard time not staring at the weapon, something inside him twisting at the thought of touching the horn handle. Milo tried to tell himself he was being foolish, that it was a simple piece of metal and bone fastened together, but he remembered Jorge and Imrah’s shade talking about the one who could be using men to do his dirty work. If he was dealing with a Guardian and therefore magic, it was possible the knife was far more dangerous than a simple piece of metal.

      Was this his handiwork, the Guardian who’d recruited Imrah? Was Ezekiel Boucher one of those fanatical followers? The man had seemed insane enough for such things.

      The more Milo thought about it, the more he was certain that was what they were dealing with.

      “I’m judging from your reaction that these are significant,” Lokkemand said with a sweeping gesture toward his desk. “Will they help you identify the ambusher or assist the recovery of the contessa?

      “Both,” Milo said, dragging his eyes from the knife to meet the captain’s face. “Thank you, sir.”

      Lokkemand’s eyes darted between Milo and the knife before he stooped to sweep the scalp and slide the blade into the envelope.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” he said, holding out the envelope for Milo to take. “We need to resolve this business as soon as possible. Our operation is about to become active, and I need you focused on the task at hand.”

      “Our operation, sir?” Milo asked as he stepped forward and took the envelope. He tried to tell himself the uncomfortable and beguiling tingle he felt upon taking it was a function of his fatigue and hunger.

      Lokkemand narrowed his eyes at Milo, then looked at Ambrose.

      “Did he suffer a blow to the head or something?”

      “More tired and hungry than anything else, I expect.” Ambrose grunted noncommittally. “He sorts himself out just fine, though.”

      Milo found himself looking between the two men as he stood there gingerly holding the envelope.

      “What are you two talking about?”

      “The operation, Magus,” Ambrose prompted, which Milo was certain he thought was helpful. “The bit about taking out the bad men heading this way from Russia.”

      “Oh, that,” Milo said, almost relieved that he wasn’t the one falling behind. “We’re already there, aren’t we? I mean, a guerrilla force waylays the fey, and we find one of them in possession of magical paraphernalia. Seems pretty clear to me.”

      Ambrose opened his mouth and then fell silent, digesting the words, while Lokkemand shook his head and pointed at the maps and reports on the tables.

      “I’m almost certain those actors were a third party,” the captain said firmly. “That or perhaps they are operating as a vanguard for a much larger force, which is what you need to be preparing for right now. Didn’t you say they were Americans?”

      Milo felt a familiar tension in the back of his mind and across his skin as he responded to Lokkemand, unable to keep the heat from his voice.

      “They could have been posing as Americans, or maybe the mind-twisting Guardian picked up a few American operatives.” Milo shrugged as though it was settled so simply. “Either way, it doesn’t matter. I need to figure out how to help Rihyani first, sir.”

      Lokkemand bristled a little and gave a fractional snarl of irritation.

      “I think you need to spend less time concerned about the fey and more time concerned with the mission Jorge gave you.”

      “I’m not a scout or a jaeger, sir,” Milo shot back. “The most dangerous of the two Americans is dead and the other could be also, but either way, they are in retreat. If you are so worried about them, you should start patrolling the countryside to finish off stragglers or find a new target and leave me to look after Rihyani, sir. When you have something real for me to worry about, maybe I’ll give it my due attention.”

      Ambrose’s hand settled on Milo’s shoulder and he led him toward the door.

      “I think the magus needs a little more rest and a lot more food,” the bodyguard stated as Lokkemand bristled.

      “Quite,” the captain replied curtly. “See him put in good order and soon because we’ll need him fighting fit when the time comes.”

      Milo turned to argue but Ambrose didn’t give him an option, driving him onward like a small boat before a massive wave.

      “What’s that, Magus?” the big man called in a booming voice as he raised a free hand to his ear. “Sorry, I can’t hear you over the sound of your growling stomach.”
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        * * *

      

      “Just what the hell was that?” Milo asked, forcing down another mouthful of seasoned lamb before taking an embarrassingly large bite from a slice of black bread.

      It wasn’t the fatted calf, but it seemed Ambrose had somehow encouraged the quartermaster to provide a veritable feast for the recovering magus.

      Ambrose had quickly ushered Milo down to the mess hall on the ground floor and placed him at the waiting table where a large lump of goat cheese and a whole loaf of black bread sat. After he needlessly instructed Milo to eat, Ambrose had vanished for a moment, before returning with enough lamb to put even the magus’ ravenous appetite to bed.

      His hunger roused to an unbearable intensity by the sudden profusion of edibles, he’d stuffed himself for several minutes before he had the presence of mind to remember he was angry at both his bodyguard and the captain.

      In fact, the bewildering idea that both seemed dead-set against his sound advice had been so bemusing, he’d needed a few more minutes and several more mouthfuls to compose his thoughts.

      “Since when do you take up with Lokkemand?”

      Ambrose, standing on the opposite side of the table with a jug of water and a cup he was filling, looked almost offended.

      “Take up with?” he asked, slapping the cup down and sliding it to Milo, sloshing water on the table. “I wouldn’t call it that. More like keeping a tired and naïve man from making a fool of himself. Lokkemand was inconsequential in that equation.”

      “Naïve?” Milo said after washing down his last bite with a slug of water. “What in all our time makes you think I’m naïve?”

      Ambrose scowled as one of his eyebrows cocked up.

      “You know, it is exhausting, trying to find ways not to believe you are just stupid.”

      Milo choked on a hunk of bread and cheese as much as the insult, coughing and hacking for a bit before he could retort.

      “I’m stupid?” he croaked, jabbing his chest for emphasis, forgetting he still had a greasy hunk of lamb in his hand. “I’m not the one letting enemy forces get away with valuable intelligence and friendly remains. That’s Lokkemand, remember?”

      “Take a drink already,” Ambrose growled irritably as he bent and refilled Milo’s glass, his brow knitted in thought. “You sound awful.”

      “Must be from all the time spent with you,” Milo quipped as he raised his cup to comply. “All that smoking and carousing. You're a bad influence on the younger —much younger—generation.”

      Admittedly, it wasn’t his sharpest bit of humor, but in the realm of friendship, the laughs and barbs flow easily, so it was unsettling to Milo when he realized that neither chuckling nor a stinging retort was quick in coming. Milo looked up from his drink to see Ambrose staring at him, brow bunched as it had been in Lokkemand’s office earlier.

      “I’ve been thinking about what you said on the balcony,” Ambrose said, slowly at first but warming to his point quickly. “You said I had something to offer you still. I’m beginning to believe that you might be right, but it’s nothing to do with fighting. Rather, I think it has more to do with imparting wisdom and insight that you as a young man don’t have.”

      Milo stared at Ambrose, then carefully placed a hunk of meat back in the bowl and licked the grease from his fingers. He pushed the plate of cheese and bread away next and set his elbows on the table, fingers intertwined in front of him. Ambrose watched it all in silence, his expression unreadable.

      “All right then,” Milo said in a dangerously soft tone. “Tell me. I’m listening.”

      Ambrose looked unsure, but he shook off the anxiousness like a bear shaking water from its pelt as he set the jug down. His pawlike hands settled on the table as his head slung forward between his expansive shoulders so he and Milo were nearly eye to eye.

      “You’re scared,” he rumbled. “Worse, you're too scared to admit you're scared.”

      Milo met his gaze, felt the pressure building between them, then slowly and deliberately picked up his cup without letting his eyes wander.

      “Do tell,” he replied frostily before taking a small sip of water. “What am I afraid of?”

      He wanted to lash out, but he knew that would confirm to his bodyguard that he was unstable because of his supposed fear.

      “You’re afraid you aren’t the only wizard,” Ambrose said, refusing to look anywhere except directly into Milo’s eyes. “You’re scared there are others, and that means you might be the lesser wizard, the inferior one.”

      Milo felt the urge to look away and squirm just a little.

      “Doesn’t the idea of another wizard, one working for the enemy, concern you?” Milo asked smoothly to cover the internal shifting he felt. He told himself he had to keep being rational, and everyone would follow suit eventually.

      “Concern, maybe,” Ambrose admitted with a slow bob of his head. “But not so much that I’m going to deny what is right in front of my face.”

      Milo couldn’t keep a short, sharp laugh from cutting between his teeth.

      “Oh, really?” he said, chuckling without a hint of humor. “And what is right in front of me?”

      “The threat isn’t over,” Ambrose said, each word coming slow and heavy from his lips. “The Americans weren’t the ones Jorge was worried about, and we need to think about what that means for you, for the operation, and for Rihyani.”

      Milo felt something hot and angry building in his chest.

      “What do you mean, for Rihyani?”

      Ambrose wasn’t quick to answer, the anxiousness creeping back into his eyes as he rose from where he perched on the table.

      “I’m not saying it’s easy,” Ambrose began. “I’m just saying we can’t have you going off the deep end trying to save her. We’ve got other problems, big ones, headed our way.”

      Milo felt a twist in his chest as the implication of what Ambrose was suggesting began to sink in.

      “You want me to let her die,” Milo muttered, disbelieving.

      “Now that’s not what I said,” Ambrose began, but Milo shoved away from the table hard enough to make the bench bark across the stone floor.

      “You’d rather me focus on preparing for some enemy that may or may not be coming,” Milo growled as he rose slowly to his feet, “than spend my time trying to save the woman who is responsible for saving both of our lives and who came here to help us because we asked her to!”

      Ambrose crossed his arms over his massive chest and scowled.

      “First, I’m not saying you can’t try or even that I could stop you from trying,” the big man retorted, his voice sinking lower, softer, and yet somehow more powerful. “But you nearly killed yourself trying to figure out formulas for Jorge. We don’t have time for you to be out for a week again, trying to save her.”

      Milo could see his concern, and part of him even acknowledged it was a fair point, but his temper was up and he was standing angrily across the table, so he wasn’t about to back down just yet.

      He sneered. “Anything else?”

      “Second,” Ambrose growled, his hands curling into mallet-sized fists. “These aren’t weather predictions you can shrug off. The Americans weren’t the real threat, and pretending that things are ready to wrap up is setting yourself and everyone else up for a hard fall. Like it or not, Lokkemand may be the commanding officer, but you’re the one leading this operation. You need to think bigger, bigger than Rihyani. You bleed yourself dry and wreck yourself trying to save her, then this all falls apart.”

      Again, Milo could see Ambrose’s point, but there was something his anger and will could find traction on, and he went after it with zeal.

      “Why do you think I need to save her, huh?” Milo asked, pointing toward his study where the stricken fey now lay. “You think it’s because she’s beautiful and I have some childish feelings for her?”

      Ambrose looked ready to fire back but caught himself with his mouth opening and shutting. He let out a spluttering sigh and ran a hand over his face.

      “Are you telling me that isn’t the case?” he asked with deliberate calm.

      “I’m telling you it is more than that,” Milo replied, leaning forward so Ambrose could look deep into his eyes. “I’m telling you I’m thinking bigger, much bigger, and yet smaller.”

      Ambrose narrowed his eyes and shook his head.

      “Start making sense, or I am going to have Brodden check you over for a head injury.”

      Milo felt his anger cool at the bemused look on the big man’s face, even as he warmed to his subject.

      “The bigger picture here is not that a bunch of armed men is moving around Georgia,” he explained. “It’s the Great War, after all, and that’s been normal for decades. No, the bigger issue is that we are dealing with intervention and manipulation by supernatural forces into this ugly, bloody mess.”

      “By which you mean, besides you, the Shepherds and the Guardians?” asked Ambrose, cocking his head to one side.

      “Exactly,” Milo agreed. “We are certain the Guardians mean all humans harm, while the Shepherds mean to help at least some of us, right? And we’re fairly certain that unless something drastic happens in this war, it will keep dragging on as it has for the last twenty years. The drastic thing is either the Guardians or the Shepherds. The Guardians have already chosen to side with, or at least manipulate, bastards like Epp and others.”

      “Which is precisely why you need to be focusing on preparing for them. You know, arming up and resting up?”

      “All the preparation in the world won’t do me much good if I don’t have a guide,” Milo explained, forcing the words through gritted teeth. “There’s still so much I don’t know. You say I’m scared of being an inferior magus. Sure, I guess that is true, but I’m not nearly as scared of that as I am of not knowing what I can do to stop the Guardians. For that, I need the Shepherds, and last I checked, the contessa is the only Shepherd we know.”

      Ambrose began to nod.

      “So, having her come here wasn’t just a bribe from Jorge, and you saving her isn’t just an act of desperate romance?”

      Milo gaped at his bodyguard.

      “Is that what you both thought this all was?” Milo asked, appalled. “Some sort of schoolboy crush?”

      Ambrose shrugged, his cheeks coloring a little.

      “You have to remember something, Magus,” he said, scratching his whiskery cheek. “To us hoary old veterans, you look half a step past being a snot-nosed brat, yet we all know you’ve got the keys to the kingdom, as it were. I think sometimes we forget there’s more meat than milk running through you.”

      Milo shook his head slowly, and then, looking at the reminder of his food, decided he’d calmed down enough he could do with a little more lamb.

      “Given what you feed me,” he said before stuffing the cooling chunk of flesh between his teeth, “you’ve got no one to blame but yourself.”

      “I suppose so,” Ambrose said, his eyes twinkling as he watched Milo. “You never explained the smaller thing.”

      “Huh?” Milo asked as he filled his cup.

      “You said you were thinking bigger and smaller,” Ambrose said. “You explained the bigger, now what about the smaller?”

      “Oh.” Milo grunted as he gulped down a mouthful of water. “What I meant is that when it comes down to it, even though the smaller thing is to worry about the damsel in distress, that doesn’t stop it from being the right thing. In fact, I’m beginning to wonder if it’s the only thing any of us can do and still be something like decent humans.”

      “So, here you get to be a decent human and take care of the big picture?”

      “I’m sure hoping.” Milo took one last bite.

      “I guess if you're wrong, it’ll be too late,” Ambrose mused. “And at least you’ll have tried being decent.”

      Milo nodded somberly.

      “That’s the idea.”
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      “Nothing,” Milo snarled, throwing the codex on top of the others. “Nothing!”

      He stalked away from his desk then walked back to snatch up the opened envelope they’d retrieved from Lokkemand. Milo’s hand slid inside, and his fingers rested on the bone handle as Ambrose watched him from a chair he’d dragged over to the door. It was the third time Milo had magically “inspected” the knife, but each time made Milo’s hands trembled as he opened his senses to what lay beyond the physical.

      The knife was possessed of magic, Milo was certain, but it was unlike anything he’d ever encountered. Energies simmered within it, but they were not the raw essence Milo had learned to manipulate. It was too active for that, possessing a nature that he at first compared to shades, but it was both more and less than that. It seemed to have a will or life of its own, where shades only had impressions and echoes of original lives, but the life and will was unidirectional, a myopic focus, unlike anything Milo knew in life.

      And that focus was ruin.

      Milo could feel the corruptive, gnawing potency seething hot and tight within the crude material of the knife like an infection in a swollen wound. Having felt it, Milo grasped the corroded punctures in Beli’s skin and the unhealing wounds on Rihyani’s arm. When flowing freely, such magical energies would lodge themselves in wounded flesh and render it as impotent and lifeless as salted earth.

      But it didn’t flow freely, not now.

      It was present but seemingly inactive, and even stranger, it didn’t seem to respond to Milo’s metaphysical probing. When he had first opened himself to inspect the blade and felt the potent conscious energies within, he’d withdrawn quickly, fearing it would try to infect him, maybe even form a bond like a shade. Yet, that hadn’t happened. The magical presence in the knife stayed within the confines of the weapon, seemingly oblivious or uninterested in Milo’s mind or his power observing it. Oddly, when he pressed as deep as he dared against the skein of the magic, he felt as though it was waiting like an expectant hound at the door.

      When its master returned, it would spring to its unkind work, but until then, it waited, death roiling invisibly under the surface.

      A fresh inspection revealed nothing new, and Milo let the envelope and its infuriating burden slide to the table.

      “Is there some sort of experiment you could run on it?” Ambrose asked after giving Milo a heartbeat or two to stew in his deepening despair. “You know, exposing it to different ingredients or elixirs or whatever else, to show something.”

      Milo shook his head and then threw it back to rake his fingers through his hair.

      “I could expose it to everything in my lab,” he said, trying to keep his voice level and failing. “But there is no guarantee it will do anything I could understand, and there is a very real possibility it could touch off some sort of magical meltdown.”

      “What would happen if you set that off?” Ambrose asked, eyeing the knife suspiciously.

      “Anything from destroying the knife to setting off some sort of magical backlash that could kill me and possibly others,” Milo said, glaring down at his suddenly useless pile of codices.

      When he’d first been given the texts, they had seemed like such a treasure trove of knowledge, but now it seemed like the treasure was in a currency that could not buy him the answers he needed. He needed a translator, someone who could show him where the connection was to his experience and this new magic. A guide or a teacher.

      Milo’s eyes wandered to the hidden resting place for Imrah’s remains.

      “Ambrose,” Milo began, moving to the door to check that no one was passing through.

      Ambrose had followed Milo’s gaze before he’d gone to check the hall, and he stood up from his seat sharply.

      “Are you certain that’s a good idea?” he asked, his tone making it quite clear what he thought about the situation. “It’s pretty taxing, and you still are going to need to get bled for the contessa soon. I’m not sure we have enough restorative.”

      “This isn’t necromist work,” Milo said, stepping back from the door, satisfied they had the necessary privacy. “I don’t have the breadth of knowledge. I can’t even guess what this is.”

      Ambrose shuffled to the concealing stone but stopped short of fetching the box.

      “But if it isn’t necro-whatsit, what use is she going to be?” the big man asked with a scowl. “Isn’t that the only kind of magic her kind does?”

      “True,” Milo said, nodding as he dragged out the box where they kept most of the necessary materials for managing the shade. “But she has lived in the world of the supernatural longer, and she could probably recognize what is going on, maybe give us a direction to go for finding answers.”

      Ambrose’s mustache bristled and gave a fretful waggle.

      “All right,” he surrendered, his face downcast. “But for the record, I think it is a dangerous waste of time.”
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      REMEMBER

      The word was intoned, the tortured transformation occurred, and Milo stood in front of Imrah’s shade, now a patchwork of human and ghulish flesh held together by rippling strings of shadow.

      “Oh, Milo,” it cooed in a layered voice that was human and ghul tongues speaking together. “I knew you would return to me.”

      “Enough of that,” Milo instructed, the words driven by simple confidence rather than magical will. “Speak plainly, or you are going back in the box.”

      He stared directly into the shade’s eyes as if it were a cur that needed chastening. He needed to convince the shade in whatever capacity it could understand that he was in control. It couldn’t know how desperately he needed its help, or else it would use its low cunning to extract something from him, and Milo was scared to admit to himself how much he would sacrifice.

      “Very well,” came the petulant groan, and the specter imploded with a hiss of tightening strings.

      A second later, the collapsed fold burst open, and Imrah’s human guise emerged from the waist up like a gory fresh blossom.

      “Does this suit you better, master?’ the shade asked as it trailed fingers through the crimson fluid that coated its hallucinatory flesh.

      “I’m growing bored.” Milo sighed and bent to pick up the lock in front of him. “Maybe we can talk when you are in a more serious mood.”

      “NO!”

      The shade’s cry had a desperate, piercing note that made Ambrose wince and shuffle a bit, but Milo only paused, his fingers hovering over the lock.

      “If you want to have your time out of the box,” he began matter-of-factly as though speaking to a rather slow child, “you need to behave correctly while you are out.”

      The shade’s gleaming eyes tried to burrow into Milo’s gaze but found no purchase in the glassy surface of his pale blue eyes. It may as well have tried gouging an iceberg with a teaspoon.

      “I’m sorry,” the shade muttered softly. “It was worth a shot.”

      Milo gave the wraith a long, sardonic stare until it flinched.

      “No more warnings,” Milo told it, praying he wasn’t painting himself into a corner with all this tough talk. “Behave yourself, or I’ll have your remains sent to the bazaar in Ifreedahm to be ground up for essence. I imagine you would fetch a pretty penny.”

      The shade drooped slightly, looking up with teary eyes, but upon seeing Milo’s face, the tears dried with incredible speed.

      “As you wish.”

      Milo sensed an undercurrent of sinister will behind the obedience, but for now, he was glad she wasn’t testing the limits he knew he wouldn’t keep to.

      “Good,” Milo said and held out his hand behind him.

      Stepping reluctantly forward, Ambrose opened the envelope and placed the knife in Milo’s hand before backing away once more.

      “Have you brought me a gift?” the shade asked, leaning forward so her blood-soaked hair dripped phantasmal blood on the dungeon floor. “Or is this something even more precious than a gift for your old teacher?”

      Milo remained unmoving, glaring until the specter of Imrah leaned back, after which he held the knife out for a visual inspection.

      “This knife was used in the murder of two fey, and it clearly has magical properties,” Milo explained. “But it is not necromistry. I need to know as much as Imrah knew about what it might be.”

      The shade’s gaze had remained fixed on Milo’s face, a wide smile spreading from human teeth to the overlapping fangs of the ghul.

      “I see, I see,” it purred, still refusing to even look at the blade. “Dead fey? Not easy to do. Is that smoke-sucking strumpet one of the two? Is this a quest for vengeance? Are you on a quest to avenge your slain lover?”

      The words rolled out of the shade’s throat with an unctuous timbre that roused Milo’s anger, and when his command came, it seared the wraith-like flame.

      LOOK

      REMEMBER

      There was an instant of resistance, but the shade’s pseudo-will snapped beneath the driving piston of Milo’s command. Its head twisted around, and its eyes wrenched wide open to look at the knife. Milo could feel something shifting within the slippery phantom as deeper recesses of echoes and their fractured memories bubbled up to the surface like the last gasps of a drowning man. Milo held the shade through will alone until he felt its essence heavy with congealing memories.

      “Enough!” it cried. “I remember! I remember! Please! Enough!”

      Milo released his command and watched as the shade clutched its skull, swelling like a balloon until the locks of bloody hair were stretched over a grotesque bulb.

      “What did she know?” Milo asked, channeling Lokkemand’s utter and certain command.

      The shade’s neck bowed under its immense, wobbling head, struggling to raise a hateful glare to meet Milo’s gaze. Its fingers trembled over bulging veins on its distended skull as though trying to come to grips with what had happened to, its bitter stare never leaving Milo’s unflinching gaze.

      “The blade is curzed,” the specter hissed through a scraping thicket of fangs. “It’z been touched by a dark hex.”

      Milo didn’t allow his determined expression to so much as flinch as he slid a glance to the blade and back to the shade.

      “Curse? Hex?” Milo mused. “I haven’t read about anything like that in the texts.”

      “Becauze it is not ghul magic,” Imrah’s echo snarled, the very effort of speaking the memories seeming to be accomplished only with significant discomfort.

      Milo couldn’t keep the eagerness from his voice as he leaned forward.

      “What sort of magic is it?”

      “Err! Wretch…agh! Wretched fey witchery! Ahhh! It hurtz!” the shade gasped, squeezing its skull until the flesh was dimpled and he could see tiny rivulets of glittering ectoplasm leaking between its fingers.

      Milo frowned at the shade’s behavior, sensing an undercurrent of movement, like a loose thread being jerked fiercely. Could some of the memories be potent enough, dangerous enough, that clear remembrance put the shade in danger of losing cohesion?

      Milo wasn’t sure, but that uncertainty made him wary of pushing much further.

      He knew it was fey magic, a hex, or a curse, and that would mean he would need someone to tell him about their magics. It seemed a cruel irony that the very one he was saving was the very one he could trust to give him advice on how to handle this curse, but then again, Milo remembered he was Russian, and expatriate or not, cruel irony was par for the course.

      “How do we undo the knife’s curse?” he pressed, his words coming out fast as he watched the shade digging fingers deeper into the pulsing skull, gouging past the first knuckle.

      “Kn-knife izn’t, ugh, c-curzed,” it moaned. “The hex is the owner’z. Knife iz hiz, zo-erkh! Zo knife touched by curze—AHHH!”

      The last utterance became a shrill scream, and a silvery seam began to form along the crown of its skull. Ectoplasm leaked freely, and Milo felt flashes of essence dissipating into the aether. The shade was coming apart from the weight of the memories; there could be no doubt now.

      “I think it’s time to wrap this up,” Ambrose suggested at Milo’s shoulder, his voice brittle with horror and disgust.

      “If Ezekiel is dead, why is his knife still carrying his curse?” Milo asked, partly of Imrah’s shade and partly of Ambrose. “If he’s the one who’s cursed, and the knife is cursed because of him, it follows that if he is dead, this hex should be lifted.”

      The shade didn’t answer except to gasp and give a series of mewling screams, as hideous as they were pitiful.

      “Either way, I don’t think we are getting anything more from her.” Ambrose pointed at the widening gap in the shade’s head. Inside the wound, past the ragged ectoplasm-leaking edge, Milo saw the trembling darkness of the shade’s essence made manifest. Staring at it, he felt the fragile energies beginning to shake apart in psychic tremors of growing intensity.

      Milo bit back the furious questions demanding to pour forth and snatched up the lock.

      REST

      A few moments later, the shade was bound and recovering in its box, and Milo stood with both palms against the growing ache in his skull. He told himself they weren’t sympathy pains, but the voice in his head was not entirely convincing. He wondered, not for the first or last time, why he couldn’t be as good at lying to himself as he was at lying to other people.

      “Well,” Ambrose said, gingerly scooping up the supplies, “we’ve got part of the puzzle.”

      “Yes, we do.” Milo heaved a sigh and gave up his feeble attempts at forcing the tension back. “And I’m pretty sure I know where we are going to get the next piece.”

      “Really? Where?”

      Milo fought back the sick feeling in his stomach at what lay ahead.

      “Doing something I’m going to hate even more than this,” he groaned. “Let’s hope I get better results from the next person I have to ask.”

      Ambrose paused as he bent to pick up the box with Imrah’s remains.

      “You’re not saying what I think you are.” Incredulity sharpened his words. “You can’t be.”

      Milo shook his head and headed out of the dungeon. He suddenly felt more tired than he had that morning when the nightwatch was wearing off, except this was fatigue of the soul rather than the body.

      “I didn’t say it was a good idea,” he muttered as he slowly began to mount the steps that would take him out of the darkness. “Just the only one I’ve got.”
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      The elixir was in his hand as he stood over her, but his whole body seemed locked in place by some paralytic. His heart hammered in his ears, and between the throbbing beats, he could hear his breath rasping horridly loud.

      “We don’t have to do this,” Ambrose said at his shoulder, his deep voice seeming sudden and alien against the clamor of Milo’s body.

      “What are our other options?” the magus asked, certain he knew the unsatisfactory answer.

      “We could wait and see if Jorge has any more fey contacts,” Ambrose said, sounding less than convinced. “Maybe one of them can get here before she’s too far gone.”

      Milo looked at the contessa, noting her silvery glow and the dull sheen that could be explained as a trick of the light. Her skin was gray and loose around her long form as though she was withering from within, which given that she was constantly losing blood wasn’t far from the truth.

      “Does she look like she can wait?” Milo asked, the question broken but without malice or anger. “You heard Brodden say it was a miracle she was holding on, and even if we can keep up the transfusions, the efforts to keep the bleeding under control are going to start having lasting effects if they haven’t already.”

      Ambrose wanted to argue, but his eyes were downcast as he looked at the fallen fey with welling sadness.

      “I assume she’s too weak for an amputation?” the big man asked, eyeing the pink-stained bandages across her shoulder.

      Milo nodded.

      “She’d be dead before they could even start to close things up.”

      Ambrose swore softly in French and sucked his teeth as he scratched his chin.

      “And none of your magic can fix her up?” Ambrose’s expression said he knew the answer before Milo gave it.

      “Besides changing my blood, everything else has magic interacting with the wound,” Milo explained. “That triggers the curse that pulls it apart, and pulling it apart like that means it could do more damage. Even if it doesn’t do more damage, it will use more of my energy and ingredients, and thus I will be less able to do anything useful if and when we do have something we can do.”

      “So, this is it, then.” Ambrose’s massive shoulders drooped in a way that might have been comical had it not been for the circumstances.

      “Like I said,” Milo murmured, raising one hand to the stopper on the vial, “not a good idea, but the only one I’ve got.”

      Ambrose nodded. “Should I wake Brodden up?”

      In true veteran fashion, the medic had collapsed into sleep the second the two of them arrived. The steady sawing of his gentle snores was the only thing that confirmed the lump on the cot opposite Rihyani’s wasn’t a bundle of old laundry.

      “No,” Milo said softly. “Let him sleep. If things go wrong, he’ll know soon enough.”

      Milo remembered the man’s bloodshot eyes and harrowed face and made a mental note to do something for him, however this turned out. Ambrose would probably know what to do and could see it done.

      “Dear God,” Milo whispered, the word sounding like an entreaty instead of a curse, “let this work.”

      He removed the stopper, gently opened Rihyani’s mouth, and slowly poured the nightwatch down her throat as he impelled the ingredients with essence from a razored thumb.

      As predicted, the elixir took some time to work. Rihyani’s eyes fluttered teasingly as her limbs trembled and her fingers twitched. Milo could feel Ambrose’s gaze shifting from the fey to himself and back, checking to see if anything the contessa had done was a good or bad sign. He could have told him that he had no idea if any of it was a good or bad sign, that he was flying blind, but he had a feeling Ambrose already knew that.

      Milo watched silently, half-remembered prayers overheard in his youth going up with every twitch. He’d seen demons and he walked with a half-angel, so it wasn’t beyond hope that someone was listening, though in Milo’s experience, fathers and mothers, divine or otherwise, were never around when they were needed.

      That thought, one thorny musing amongst a field of bitter brambles, dug deep into the prayers. The entreaties became pleadings, became demands, became accusations. Gradually, as his eyes bored into Rihyani’s supine form, he saw through her to the flow of essence he’d issued into her, which sparked and tickled along chords of magical power suffusing her frame. His will and fury stoked by his prayers-turned-condemnations lashed at the essence, driving it onward.

      God was not here, but Milo the Magus was, and he would be damned if he let this fail.

      “Milo!” Rihyani cried, and Milo’s eyes focused on crude matter once more.

      The fey’s body was sinking down from a cruel imitation of ecstasy’s arch, her limbs still trembling.

      “Milo,” she murmured softly, one hand reaching out to him feebly. “You hurt me.”

      Milo, blinking and wondering at the wetness upon his cheek, met her searching wine-dark eyes and nearly gasped at the sadness rippling behind those golden pupils. Pain he had expected, anger he had accepted, but sadness struck him where he was unhardened and unguarded.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, deflating as his guilt sucked the bile from him and left him aching. “I needed you to wake up.”

      “All for the best, chéri,” Ambrose said in a steady, soothing voice.

      The sadness still swimming in Rihyani’s eyes told him that neither of them was afforded the ignorant innocence of the bodyguard. Milo inwardly cursed himself for letting his emotions, and such powerful and bitter emotions at that, interfere with his magic.

      As she stared up at him, Milo felt the urge to run and hide like a child, such was his shame, but then a shudder wracked her body, and he realized what was happening. He was making it about him again, and it was costing them time they didn’t have.

      “The cowboy, Ezekiel, was hexed,” Milo began, his words coming clean and fast. “The knife was cursed too, so your wounds are cursed. That’s why my magic can’t heal them and they won’t mend on their own.”

      Rihyani seemed to be struggling to maintain focus, her gaze drifting, but as he finished speaking, she began to nod.

      “A Death Hex,” she whispered, and her eyes slid to half-mast. “We should have known. Should have und…understood…”

      The words slid out, then the contessa lost the understanding of where she was, her head lolling one way and then the other. Milo hadn’t expected her to burn through this much of the elixir this fast.

      He dropped down and took the hand he’d been too ashamed to hold before. Her skin was cold to the touch and rolled freely over the delicate bones of her hands.

      “Rihyani,” he called, hating how weak he sounded.  “Please, can you break the hex?”

      Her head stopped rolling and she looked at him, her lips spreading into a glorious sleepy smile.

      “No.” She sighed, her eyes drooping a little lower. “But you can.”

      Milo’s fingers tightened around hers as though by his grip, he could keep her from succumbing to the trauma-induced slumber.

      “How, Rihyani?” he pleaded. “Tell me how.”

      With what must have been the last of her strength, she drew Milo closer to her.

      “Tsminda Sameba,” she whispered. “Go there.”

      Milo’s heart sank. He didn’t know where Tsminda Sameba was, but he knew every town and landmark within a day's travel. If it were farther than that, what hope could there be that she would last that long?

      “Rihyani, we don’t have time for that,” he implored, his heart sinking. “You are dying.”

      Rihyani shook her head.

      “I’ve strength enough to wait for you,” she muttered softly. “Climb to Tsminda Sameba and ask to meet the marquis.”

      Milo pulled back so he could look at her face, his heart beginning to beat in his ears as he felt the magic weakening in her and her grip on his hand loosening.

      “The marquis?” Milo asked, the questions springing from his tongue before he had time to even consider them. “Who is that? A fey? Will he help me, teach me how to break the curse?”

      Rihyani’s eyes were closed now, but her smile was even more brilliant, as though transported by whatever she saw behind her eyelids.

      “He won’t want to,” she said, a laugh she didn’t have the strength for dancing behind her words. “You’ll have to make him see.”

      “See what?” Milo demanded even as he felt her slipping away. Ambrose’s big hand descended on his shoulder.

      “Easy, Magus,” the big man muttered thickly. “Easy.”

      “See what?” Milo repeated miserably.

      But Rihyani was unconscious once more, fresh blood seeping from her bandages.
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      “Not that I mind you taking a concern outside your study,” Lokkemand called sharply as he strode into his office, heels snapping on the stone floor. “But I do prefer it when subordinates ask to enter my office rather than assume the privilege.”

      Milo straightened from gazing over Ambrose’s shoulder as he sketched out a rough imitation of the map before him. Goat-toothed Dieter watched, helpless and befuddled, from the door until Lokkemand firmly shut it. It wasn’t a slam, but it was hard enough to punctuate his entrance.

      “Do you care to explain to me exactly what it is you are doing?” he asked in a tone that made it very clear it was a courtesy. “Or do you want me to start filling in the blanks?”

      “We needed a map,” Milo replied simply, eliciting a distracted snort of amusement from Ambrose. Milo’s gaze slid back down to the maps once again.

      “Obviously,” Lokkemand replied in flat disgust. “Perhaps I should have been more specific. Where do you plan to go that would require you to acquire a map?”

      “Just about done,” Ambrose muttered, his gaze sliding between his map and the one on the table. “

      “Volkohne?” Lokkemand demanded, his voice dropping to a low growl.

      “Tsminda Sameba, sir,” Milo said as he met Lokkemand’s glare. “Took us a bit, but we found it. Seems it’s an old church on the slopes of Mount Kazbek.”

      “Kazbek,” Lokkemand repeated, and Milo could practically hear the files being shuffled behind Lokkemand’s gray eyes. “That’s in the Khevi province, nearly two days travel from here.”

      “I think I’ve got it down to a day and a half if we use the Rollsy and these routes are cleared out,” Ambrose said as he straightened, his map held out at arm’s length for a final inspection.

      “Is this where the guerrilla force is going to be?” Lokkemand asked, his tone hopeful despite the incredulous scowl on his face. “I heard from some mutterings that you’ve been engaging in your own methods of reconnaissance.”

      Milo and Ambrose shared an uneasy look. They’d always assumed their efforts were wilfully ignored by the soldiers in Shatili, and even more so when they attempted secrecy. The fact that their investigations, however vaguely observed, were known to the men was a shock.

      Both men lapsed into silence, alternating between looking at each other and the captain.

      “You didn’t seriously think I wouldn’t keep tabs on you?” Lokkemand barked with a sharp, mocking laugh.

      The magus’ and the bodyguard’s silence offered a clear answer, but it was not appreciated by the captain. His eyes blazed with outrage as both hands tightened into fists.

      Milo struggled to meet the man’s gaze as he loomed huge, trembling with righteous indignation.

      “I know both of you don’t think highly of me, but I am an intelligence officer, for God’s sake! Give me a little credit!”

      Again, neither spoke. Milo stole a glance at Ambrose, who, as usual when dealing with Lokkemand, wore an expression of boredom. Milo was certain this did nothing to improve the captain’s mood.

      “So, this has nothing to do with your actual mission?” Lokkemand spat the question out like it offended his tongue. “Even with food in your belly and time to get your head on straight, you are still chasing miracle cures. Now I find out that you are going to run across the country because you broke into my office.”

      “Dieter let us in,” Milo began, and Lokkemand’s fist came down on the table like a mallet.

      “Dieter be damned!” the captain bellowed, taking one long step to loom over Milo. “You think you can do whatever you want, do you? This is the Army, Volkohne, not some back-alley gang, and discipline will be observed! I have orders, you have orders, and by the Kaiser and Almighty God, you are going to start acting like it!”

      Milo met the captain’s glower, his unease giving way to growing defiance, warmed by an indignant fire in his belly

      “If the fey dies, you are going to be a soldier and take it in stride. Do you understand?” Lokkemand hissed as he bent so he and Milo were nose to nose. “I’m through indulging in your petulant romanticism. If you hadn’t noticed, there is a war going on, and it’s a lot bigger than whatever you’re hoping to get out of that faerie tart.”

      The corner of Milo’s mouth curled up to form a disdainful snarl. So far, he had not wanted to engage out of some unfamiliar sense of guilt, but at the callous mention of Rihyani’s death, that guilt evaporated.

      “You idiot,” Milo snarled. “You petty, jealous moron!”

      Lokkemand reared back at the venom of the words. Even Ambrose’s eyes widened in surprise at the sudden vitriolic retort.

      “What did you j—” Lokkemand shouted, but Milo thrust his face upward as he set in like a dog with a bone.

      “You don’t even see it, do you? Bitter and blind, you don’t see that it isn’t just about Rihyani, though God knows that should be enough. You claim to be an intelligence officer, but you need me to put the pieces together for you.”

      “You arrogant little—”

      “I’m not finished!” Milo roared. a bass note of magical potency underpinning the declaration. “I need information, expertise, and knowledge to fight the kind of fight we are going to face. Rihyani represents that, but it isn’t just her or even other fey, but the Shepherds who are going to be our best bet for taking on the Guardians and the Reich. That being the case, it seems a piss-poor decision to let their friendliest agent die when we could save her, doesn’t it?”

      Lokkemand’s jaw worked as he ground angry retorts into furious silence.

      “I’m going to that mountain, and I’m not coming back until I’ve got something to save her,” Milo pronounced before turning to Ambrose and jerking a thumb toward the exit. “Come on. I’ve got to bleed one more time, and you’ve got to prepare for a trip.”

      Ambrose, his face flushing under the burden of bewildered respect, nodded and tucked the map under his arm as they moved toward the door.

      Milo felt Lokkemand tense at his back, his body coiling to spring. The magus was more relieved than he cared to admit that in the end, Lokkemand decided against it. That was a fight no one would have won.

      “The enemy is expected in three days' time,” Lokkemand said, his voice as hard and sharp as a chisel’s edge. “You are putting everything at risk. Everything.”

      “I can live with that,” Milo spat as he yanked the door open, sending Dieter scrambling to get out of the way. “I guess you’ll have to also.”

      “I’m within my rights to stop you,” Lokkemand warned, his voice sullen and dangerous. “I could have both of you shot right here right now and that fey dumped into the river to become someone else’s problem. It would take one word, Volkohne. One word.”

      Milo paused in the doorway, the cane in his hands giving the briefest flicker of witchfire.

      “Then say the word,” Milo challenged, his eyes fixed on the room beyond. “Captain.”

      His words hung upon the trembling air.

      A few fragile seconds more and Milo nodded and walked out of the office, Ambrose right behind him, one hand still resting on the knife at his belt.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You think she’ll be okay here?” Ambrose asked, casting a concerned glance at Rihyani’s recumbent form. “I mean, after everything Lokkemand said?”

      “What did Lokkemand say?” Brodden asked as he finished bandaging Milo’s arm.

      Two and a half more pints of blood.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Milo grumbled as he rose from his seat next to her cot. “And yes, Ambrose, I think she’ll be fine.”

      Milo wobbled for an instant, and both bodyguard and medic shot out a hand to steady him. The magus waved them off as he righted himself, surreptitiously leaning on his cane and taking the smallest sip of supernatural strength from it.

      “You need to rest and refuel,” Brodden said, looking Milo over and shaking his head. “I know you’ve got that magic business to help, but in less than forty-eight hours, you’ve given the equivalent of a human body’s entire blood supply. It can’t be good for you.”

      Milo patted the man on the shoulder and gave what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll have nearly two days to do nothing but sleep, eat, and whine at my nurse.”

      “A day and a half,” Ambrose corrected. “And the second you complain about my bedside manner, I’m throwing you in the trunk.”

      Brodden snapped a look at the two, dragging a hand over his haggard face.

      “When they told me I had signed on for Nicht-KAT duty, I expected things to be different,” the medic muttered as he started cleaning the transfusion kit. “The truth is that in some ways, it's been both better and worse than I ever thought it would be.”

      “Didn’t exactly think serving the Fatherland would involve swapping blood with faeries, eh?” Ambrose asked with a chuckle.

      “A patient’s a patient,” Brodden stated. “Sure, pink blood and all is a little off-putting, but the rest of it is pretty familiar.”

      “Then what part is throwing you off?” Milo asked with a yawn. He was suddenly looking forward to taking the restorative and hunkering down in the cab of the Rollsy.

      “Honestly?” Brodden asked, his gaze sliding between the men, seeming to size each of them up.

      “Of course, honestly.” Milo laughed, but the sound died on his lips as understanding dawned on him. “O-oh, you mean us?”

      Brodden nodded slowly, weight shifting cautiously to his back foot.

      “Yeah,” he said softly, his eyes narrowing even as his tone edged toward an apology. “Fact is, we, meaning the other grunts like me on this detail, we’re used to some friction between NCOs and COs, and even rivalries between officers, sure, but this is something different.”

      The magus nodded before he realized what he was doing, the medic professing something Milo had felt since donning the black greatcoat. A dissonance, an uncertainty, and not only in himself.

      Brodden took a deep breath,

      “We came expecting to face strange things, but I expect most of us thought the backbone of our time in the army, duty, chain of command, order, wouldn’t be the thing to change. You two are walking, talking deviations from that.”

      Ambrose shot Milo a look, mustache bristling as he formed a retort, but Milo gave a slight shake of his head. Brodden carried on, either not noticing or not caring what had passed between the two men.

      “Neither of you has a real rank, but you're not civilians,” Brodden said with a shake of his head. “You defy orders and aren’t punished for it, and when a high-ranking officer shows up, he barely has time to notice your superior officer before having a chat with a former conscript wearing the black.”

      Milo felt the urge to bristle rising, but a combination of curiosity and fatigue shut down the impulse.

      “We all have to wonder if you’re the one running the show, but we don’t even know what the show is.” Brodden shrugged. “You whisper together and steal supplies, then disappear, only to come back and fill the nights with screams and the smell of sulfur and smoke.”

      Milo took a deep breath, his mind filling with the realization of how the horrors and marvels of his new reality might look to common men, many not so different from him. He had to admit that he’d not given them much thought, and he’d never seriously considered what they thought of him.

      “We’ve all been doing this long enough that we’re used to not knowing the reasons we’ve got to fight and die,” the medic said with a grim smile. “But with everything else we count on going out the window, maybe we just need to know what it is we’re trying to do.”

      Milo knew the answer, but for a second it hung on his tongue, seeming like something more fantastical, more impossible than even talk of faeries and curses. Ambrose, seeing the conflict in Milo’s eyes, made to answer, to guard, but again Milo warded him off with a look.

      Brodden, faithful to his patient despite everything, at least deserved the truth.

      “I’m trying to end the War,” Milo said.

      To his relief, Brodden didn’t laugh or sneer. He stared, eyes narrowed, waiting.

      “I found out I can do magic, and now I’m trying to use that magic to end the War,” Milo explained.

      “You mean to win it?” Brodden asked, eyes still narrowed.

      “If that’s what it takes,” the magus said, his gaze unwavering. “No matter what, it’s got to end, but to have hope for any of this, I need help, and for that, I need her. She’s fighting to help stop the War too.”

      Brodden looked down at the fey, his face flat and unresponsive even as his eyes revealed a riot of feelings.

      “So right now, all of this,” Brodden continued, not looking up. “It’s to help a fellow soldier, then.”

      Milo felt a smile creeping across his face.

      “I suppose that’s the truth.”
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      The wind was on fire.

      He could smell it, could hear it, and when he finally had the courage to open his eyes, he could see it.

      Cinders trailing tails of stinging flame moved like a swarm of locusts, flying up and out over the street to slither across the rooftops. Some of the hellish sprites caught amidst the snowy crevices, winking out, but others found drier homes where they could nest and start colonies of flame. These colonies soon gnawed deep enough that they were sending up their own infernal offspring to reinforce the burning pestilence roiling through the air.

      The wind continued to burn, and he watched it ravish the City.

      But where is this?

      The question struck his mind like a hammer, and the whole world rippled, even his body. He wondered if the firestorm had asked the question, and a sudden fear gripped him. If he did not answer, would the storm take him away?

      “The City!” he cried out in his small voice.

      His fingers tightened around the blanket in his hand, but he didn’t put it in his mouth like he wanted to. Momma had said he was too old for that sort of thing, so as bravely as he could, he stood and watched the storm, waiting for another question.

      Where is Momma?

      The last word came out strangely, as though the storm was unfamiliar with the word. He supposed that storms did not have mommas, so it made a sort of sense.

      “I don’t know,” he said, and the utterance of the words made his throat tight and his chest flutter. He felt his eyes doing another thing Momma told him he was too old for.

      “Sorry.” He sniffed as he ground his blanket against his treacherous eyes. “I don’t know.”

      The storm did not speak again, but he felt heat against his back. Looking back and up, he saw that the building he sheltered beneath was now burning. One of the windows on the second floor burst into a cloud of brilliant razors that fell twinkling on the street just a few steps from him. His bare feet itched and ached at the thought of walking that way.

      Black smoke belched from the shattered window, and he knew it was time to go.

      Stepping down from the house, he heard two more windows break, and the roar of the flames within almost drowned out the chiming tune of glass shattering behind him.

      He made it several steps before realizing he didn’t know where he was going. He looked back down the street and saw that the house he’d been in front of had spread its fiery infection to its neighbors. Snow-covered roofs sent up clouds of steam that were blotted out by black smoke. Windows shattered and doors cracked as the infection consumed more of its victim.

      He looked back up to the storm again, red and vast above him.

      “Where do I go?” he pleaded. “I’m lost.”

      Again, saying the words prompted his eyes to betray him, and he was obliged to mop his face.

      The storm did not answer in a voice he understood, continuing its crackling howl, but he heard something that made him turn back to where he’d come.

      There were screams and snorts and shouts, and for a moment, his eyes could make no sense of what he saw. Shapes emerged from the corridor of flame that had become the street behind him, their gait wrong and ungainly as they moved with incredible speed. They seemed to be made from smoke, they were so dark and swift, but at the ends of their outstretched limbs were angry flickering stars. The closer they drew, the more he could hear of their hooves striking the cobbles and the more he understood their harsh, baying voices, but the less he could see of them, their forms wavering and running together. He realized that his eyes had played Judas once more, and by the time he’d swept the obscuring tears away, it was too late.

      They were bearing down on him, and from where he stood on the street, he couldn’t avoid them.

      “Bolshevik whelp!” “Red brat!” “Traitor-spawn!”

      Stamping hooves and stars at the end of hard sticks swept around and over him, a new storm to bear. He scrambled and shrieked in fear, but there was nowhere to go. He glimpsed their faces over him, stark white faces streaked with soot, with eyes burning like the storm.

      A hot, hairy flank bludgeoned him to the ground, and one of the stars was thrust toward him.

      He felt the heat, but at the same time, he felt hands, small but strong, drag him up and away. He was on his feet as an equine scream, chillingly familiar, rent the air. The hands were pushing him now, moving him forward. The next scream was distinctly mannish, and there were loud impacts that made his body shake hearing them. He tried to look around to see what was happening, but the hands kept him moving, off the street and between two houses that had not yet succumbed to the storm’s infectious presence.

      He’d lost his blanket somewhere along the way, and without thinking, made to go back and look for it, but the hands slammed him against the alley wall.

      “What are you doing?” hissed a voice that wasn’t a man’s but wasn’t a boy’s either. “Do you want to die?”

      He blinked and saw the face of a boy, a much older boy, glaring down at him with dark, angry eyes. Even with the eyes blazing, he recognized the boy’s face as very handsome, even beautiful. It took him a moment of staring to realize that the hands that held him and the beautiful, angry face that watched him belonged to the same person. He felt silly and scared all at once, and that made it even harder to respond.

      “Are you just stupid?” the boy demanded, and somehow the words made it clear he wasn’t so much older. Maybe not the words, the way the beautiful boy said them.

      “What’s your name?” he managed to squeak out as the older boy let him go.

      “Roland,” the boy said, his face losing some of the anger. “What’s your name?”

      “Milo,” he replied, then he felt something hard and unforgiving in his throat. “And I’m lost, and I don’t know where Momma is.”

      He hated himself for the tears that were running down his face, hated how disappointed Momma would be, even hated how the older boy didn’t get mad at him for being a baby, only looked sadder and more scared.

      “Hey.” The older boy sniffed, looking away as a palm drug across those burning eyes. “We need to move. They might look for us.”

      He peered at the beautiful boy who was trying to pretend he wasn’t crying too and decided that the boy wasn’t that much older after all. Bigger, yes, braver, certainly, but not that much older. Somehow that made him feel closer to the boy, warmer. He decided then and there to trust him.

      He took one of the strong hands that had saved him in the hand that had held his blanket, and there was no effort to shake him off. They were friends now.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Roland answered. “But we stick together, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      So, this was how it started?

      Within the alley, the presence of the storm seemed diminished, and he realized the voice couldn’t be the storm. It was too cold, too small, and too close, seeming to come from just over his shoulder.

      The storm was an angry god. This voice belonged to the things creeping under beds or inside closets.

      Still holding Roland’s hand, he turned and looked at where the voice had to be.

      He saw nothing but a brick wall, but as he stared, the hairs on the back of his neck prickled, and his eyes opened to the space between spaces, past the remembered bricks.

      Gleaming eyes winked over a mouth full of fangs.
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      Milo woke with a start and promptly struck his head on something hard, knocking the recollection of the dream from his mind.

      Emitting the most incendiary profanity in his repertoire, he slumped back to the bed of the Rollsy. He glared up at the underside of the metal lip framing the armored bed while rubbing the knot forming on the top of his head gently. He’d attempted to bed down in the cab, but the armor-encased cockpit had proven singularly uncomfortable. In the end, he’d clambered back into the bed and fallen fast asleep. As he slept away the miles and the restorative regenerated his depleted blood, somehow during his slumber, he’d managed to slide up against the front.

      For some time, he stared up at the offending lip until he realized there was a distinct lack in the ambiance. The chugging rumble of the Rollsy’s engine was gone, as was the slight but distinct vibration that coursed through the frame of the vehicle. They hadn’t just stopped; the engine was off.

      Still muttering curses, he pressed against the truck and slid back to blink up at the brilliant blue sky of a clear spring morning. Propping himself up on his elbows, he saw the rising peaks of the mountains, white-frosted crests emerging from the rippling waves of green that swept across the horizon.

      Again, Milo felt something stir in his chest, something which cried out, “Yes!” He wished for nothing more than to climb a peak and never come back down.

      Then his head throbbed, and he coughed as his painfully dry throat reminded him of the restorative’s desiccating effect. The dull, painful grip of reality returned him to the immediate situation. With a snarl and an arm thrown over the side of the truck bed, he clambered onto his feet and looked around.

      For an instant, his heart seized at the sight of the empty cab, but a frantic sweep revealed Ambrose’s location and reason for stopping. The instant he spotted him, Milo was torn between crying out in shocked disgust or deprecating laughter, but since his throat was dry, only a soft croaking cough came out.

      The bodyguard stood a dozen strides or so from the Rollsy on the other side of a small mountain stream which burbled so softly Milo only heard it once he knew what to listen for. The big man’s clothes were stretched out next to the stream on some large stones, while their owner stood a stride away, relieving himself against a mossy boulder. Ambrose was nude and had clearly just finished washing in the stream, his great lumpy body glistening as he dried in the cool air. Auburn hair plastered to his head, he leaned back, savoring the fluid expulsion, one hand aiming while the other raked and scratched his markedly paler backside.

      In the stillness of the scene, Milo could hear Ambrose talking softly in French. Milo realized he didn’t understand because it had been too long since he took the elixir allowing him to understand all languages.

      All the same, Milo held very still for a moment in a desperate attempt not to be noticed.

      It wasn’t his nakedness or that Ambrose was talking to himself that sparked Milo’s desire to remain unnoticed, but that watching Ambrose like this was perhaps the only time Milo could see Ambrose with his guard down, or at least as close as the old soldier got. Even without a stitch of clothing on, the Gewehr and belted sword hung from one rocklike shoulder.

      Quietly as he could, Milo fetched the elixir of tongues from his coat and administered the necessary salve to his ears. Ambrose’s words attached to their relevant meanings as he began to slide the small tin disk back into his coat.

      “Not sure, either way,” the big man muttered as he rolled his shoulders in a vigorous stretch before shaking out the last of his effluent. “But I do know the boy’s only going to get more dangerous as things go on. I’m going to need your help knowing what’s what—”

      Klink!

      His attention divided between Ambrose and being stealthy, Milo hadn’t noticed he was putting the salve tin in the wrong pocket, and it struck the glass vials kept there. Before Milo had time to register all of this properly, Ambrose spun, the Gewehr appearing in his hands.

      Reflexively, Milo threw up both hands, dropping the tin in the process, raising further clamor as it clattered on the bed.

      There was a single second where Milo felt what hundreds of men must have felt throughout the last century before the Nephilim ended them with a shot, but the moment passed in a single heavy heartbeat. Then Ambrose thumped the rifle butt on the ground.

      “You need to be careful about sneaking up on folk, Magus,” Ambrose muttered, resting a shoulder against the barrel of the rifle. “Could lead to messy consequences.”

      “Not sure which I’m more afraid of,” Milo confessed, hand still raised. “The weapon in your hand now, or the one you were holding a second ago.”

      Ambrose threw back his head and trumpeted a bawling laugh that echoed up the slopes and back. He rocked back, leveraging the rifle in one hand while slapping his bulging, thickly thewed stomach with the other.

      “Best hope it never comes to that.” He snorted before hoisting the rifle over his shoulder. “Wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of either.”

      “Don’t suppose I would,” Milo said as he slowly lowered his hands. “Now, do you plan to arrive at the church like that, or can we get on our way?”

      Ambrose chuckled as he looked himself over, then strode toward his clothes.

      “Suppose no one’s virtue is at risk.” The big man chuckled. “But I'd hate to be the cause of some nun’s broken vows all the same.”

      Ambrose scooped up his clothes and trundled across the stream to the Rollsy. He tossed the garments halfway over the cab door for a quick inspection. This close, Milo saw the vast network of scars covering the big man’s flesh. Self-conscious in his staring but unable to look away, Milo assessed that there didn’t seem to be a place on the man that was not a finger length away from three or four other scars. They were varied as well, from the dark, cloven lines of slashes to the raised keloidal scars of burns. Some rolled and shifted with his muscular bulk, while others seemed fixed deep in his flesh, so they barely moved.

      “You live long enough like I have, you collect some souvenirs,” Ambrose said without looking up from inspecting a hole in the leg of his trousers. “A few fun stories among them, but most are stories of being a fool or unlucky.”

      Milo looked away, embarrassed to have been caught scrutinizing the man so blatantly. Then a thought occurred to him, and curiosity overcame his shame.

      “But when you came back from Kimaris killing you, you healed everything,” Milo said, pointing at Ambrose’s face. “You didn’t just grow back the essential parts. You don’t even have scars from it.”

      “What’s with all the other decorations?” Ambrose offered.

      Milo nodded as his eyes charted a path between a puckered scar on the big man’s belly through to a matching scar in the back.

      “As far as I can tell, which isn’t much, mind you,” Ambrose began as he pulled his undershirt on. “When I do the whole die-and-come-back bit, I get put back together just as I was before the thing that killed me happened. Everything that came before and everything that comes after, so long as it doesn’t drop me, stays.”

      Milo nodded and took one last look at the ragged seam of scar tissue above the clavicle and a circular scar that must have been a gunshot wound under the arm. Those and over a hundred others were wounds that Ambrose had survived.

      “Any of them still bother you,” Milo asked.

      Ambrose nodded as he carried on the business of getting dressed.

      “A few,” he muttered as he tugged on his trousers. “I’ve learned to live with the aches and pains. Some of them even help me know when I’m hurt because if I can’t feel them sawing on my nerves, I know I must be in bad shape.”

      “To live is to know pain,” Milo mumbled. “Only the dead know peace.”

      “Cute.” Ambrose sniffed. “Especially given you know that’s not always the case.”

      Milo felt an odd chill and shook his head to dispel the thought of glinting eyes and teeth.

      “Maybe.” He turned his eyes to the western horizon. There was nothing but the green-skinned Caucasus Mountains in spring, but Milo knew that somewhere beyond one of those rises was Tsminda Sameba, a church that Rihyani had said would help save her.

      “How much longer?” he asked, turning back as Ambrose was buttoning up his collar.

      “Another eight hours,” the bodyguard said as he ambled toward the back of the bed, where fuel cans had been arranged and bound by a length of rope. “Maybe less. We’ve made fairly good time, considering there is nothing like a decent paved road in this country.”

      Milo gave a low whistle when he realized that meant he’d been asleep for nearly twenty-four hours. He supposed that explained why he was refreshed if a little sore. Looking down at the Nephilim, he found himself thankful that it seemed the half-angel viewed sleep as recreational interest, enjoyed when possible but hardly necessary.

      Ambrose, having clambered up to grab two fuel cans, gave a strong sniff, then swung a frown toward Milo.

      “Seeing as we’re having such a good time,” he said in an exaggeratedly delicate tone, “maybe you’d like to take advantage of the stream over there too.”

      Milo squinted at the bodyguard, who grinned sheepishly back as the magus bent his head to take a quick smell. What greeted him was striking enough that without another word, he hopped down from the bed and began shedding clothes as he made for the stream.

      The stream was clean, clear, and heart-stoppingly cold. With a gasp, he felt his skin erupt in gooseflesh. Despite the initial shock, it felt good to rinse away the days of sweat, blood, and other strong scents that had accumulated on his person. At its deepest, the stream only came up to his knees, so Milo had to stoop and plunge his shivering arms in to draw out water in cupped hands.

      He’d slapped a double handful across his face when he noticed Ambrose had approached a bar of soap in one hand and a small towel in the other.

      “Thanks,” Milo said, taking the soap and starting a lather on his chest and underarms.

      “No problem,” Ambrose muttered, his gaze roving across Milo’s chest and shoulders before he pointed at a crudely tattooed cottage resting on a taloned foot on Milo’s left arm. “Any of those still give you trouble?”

      Milo looked at his own tapestry of old wounds and ink, each a bittersweet memory. He remembered the days when he believed he was part of a band of brothers, when he’d felt they were bound together in a pact of defiant hope. For all the hurt and fear that had come after, he couldn’t help but see the old marks and remember the few good times in his short, ugly life.

      Then his eyes settled on the skull on an orthodox cross on his wrist, and he felt a sharp, hot sting in his chest. Nostalgia became bitter ash at the back of his throat, and he spat into the stream.

      “A few,” he muttered and went back to washing.
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      Tsminda Sameba was a romantic’s phantasm, sprung from canvas into the real world.

      Sitting atop a high hill before the steep slopes of Mount Kazbek, its steeple and separate belltower made it look as though it was a gatehouse perched before the arduous trek to the white-headed peak. The track up to the church wound a penitent’s grueling path in a series of switchbacks and a final looping spiral to the courtyard of the church. This final run around the church was dotted with votive alcoves crowned with crosses, clutching icons to their stony bosoms. The entirety of the scene left both men muted in wonder and trepidation as the Rollsy chugged up to the courtyard. A wall of stacked stones ran alongside the courtyard channeling foot traffic, if there had been any, from the courtyard to a smaller stone-paved platform that led to the church doors.

      A black-garbed man built like a low-slung ox stomped out of the church doors, waving his hands furiously at them as he skirted along the wall.

      “You didn’t tell me you had family here,” Milo quipped as the Rollsy slowed to a stop.

      “You noticed the tell-tale family coloration, did you?” Ambrose chuckled as the man came storming up to the cab, black beard bristling as his dark eyes glowered furiously at both of them.

      “This is no place for soldiers!” he shouted, only partially out of anger since the wind and the Rollsy engine made a conversational tone impossible. “Turn this car around and head back down the way you came.”

      The man planted himself firmly in front of Milo’s door, arms crossed over his broad chest. Milo couldn’t open the door without hitting the man, which he assumed was precisely the idea.

      “Hardly hospitable, Father,” Ambrose called in Russian, turning off the engine as he half-rose in his seat to face the irate man. “What about a little Christian charity for weary travelers?”

      “Not priest, deacon,” the man said in broken Russian. “Need things to go village now!”

      With a jab of his finger, he pointed down the hill at the village of Gergeti, which Ambrose and Milo had been keen to avoid lest their presence cause a stir. A few men dressed like German soldiers might lead people to assume a German force was moving through the area, and while the agreement between Germany and Georgia had held thus far, Milo’s errand was too important to take chances.

      “Deacon.” Milo spoke up, the elixir he’d learned in Ifreedahm granting him the ability to be understood in any language the hearer spoke. “We don’t mean to intrude, but we are looking for someone. A word, and we’ll be on our way.”

      The deacon turned to Milo, bushy eyebrows raised in surprise as he looked the magus up and down.

      “There is no one here but the priest, me, and one another deacon,” he said, curiosity stealing some of his bluster. “We have no business with soldiers, so you must be in the wrong place. If you are really looking for someone, you would be better off talking to those in the village. Please, go back down now.”

      “We aren’t soldiers,” Milo said as he stood up and swung one lanky leg over the cab door. “And we’ll be off as soon as we can. We need to ask about someone and have you or the priest point us in the right direction.”

      The deacon eyed the magus warily but took a single step back so Milo could dismount without standing nose to nose with him.

      “Tell me who you are looking for, and I’ll tell you if I have anything to say,” he declared with a shrug of his shoulders. Despite his attempt at unruffled control, Milo didn’t miss how the man eyed Ambrose’s Gewehr.

      “We were sent by the contessa,” Milo said, meeting the burning eyes under the man’s beetled brows. “She told us to come here and ask to see the marquis.”

      The deacon stood for a long time, staring at Milo as the wind whipped across the worn paving stones of the courtyard. Milo held the man’s gaze, fighting the sudden and dominating urge to scratch his nose as the faintest smell of incense reached his nostrils. Behind him, the Rollsy creaked as Ambrose shifted impatiently in the cab.

      “Wait here,” the deacon said before turning on his heel and walking back to the church.

      With a relieved grunt, Ambrose threw himself out of the cab and set about stretching his back as he eyed the double doors and the paned windows above. The stones were centuries old and looked it, their surfaces pitted and chinked. Despite this, though, he could easily pick out the details and decorations graven there. Standing in its presence was like standing before a sleeping titan whose foundations rested beyond the ken of time, even though intellectually, both men knew the place couldn’t have been more than five hundred years old.

      “What do you think the odds are someone starts shooting us while we stand here?” Ambrose asked, throwing a quick look around the area. “If it was me, I’d also have put a sharpshooter over in that belltower to hit from two different angles.”

      Milo eyed the belltower that stood separate from the church, a rounded tower where open archways would project sound and serve as excellent sniper nests.

      “That is assuming these are a batch of militant priests stockpiling for some ill-fated crusade,” Milo said as he silently told himself to stop searching the belltower for the glint of sunlight on a scope. “Not a bunch of surly old hermits using the religion as an excuse to hide from a world that’s never done anyone any favors.”

      Ambrose clucked his tongue and gave his head a wag.

      “I’ll admit that mine sounds paranoid,” he said, shuffling behind the cover of the Rollsy’s armored hood. “Yet somehow yours is even sadder.”

      Milo shrugged and defiantly stayed where he was, scuffing a boot against a paving stone.

      “It’s a gift,” he muttered and looked up as he heard the groan of the church doors swinging open.

      “What, being wrong?” Ambrose grunted as he nodded at the deacon, who was returning with another man in black, both carrying rifles.

      Milo planted the cane in front of him and controlled the urge to lash out in waves of crackling green fire. He imagined that if the men had intended to shoot him, they would have done so from the cover of the door. This was a show of force, demonstrating that they were armed and weren’t afraid to use those weapons on soldiers if need be. At least that was the show they were putting on.

      Milo put on his best ingratiating smile and held up his hands in a slow, easy manner.

      “Good deacon, there is no need for—”

      The ox-shouldered deacon’s rifle thundered, and Milo winced as he heard the shot zip over his head.

      Milo realized that perhaps this wasn’t as much of a show as a demonstration.

      “How do you know of the marquis?” the deacon growled as he chambered another round.

      Milo looked at the two men, searching for how to explain.

      The other man in black was slighter, taller, and older, with a gray beard on a face that seemed graven in stone. A look into his flinty black eyes told Milo that one wrong move and he wouldn’t be firing warning shots. Surreptitiously following the man’s aim, Milo could tell the man’s rifle was trained on Ambrose on the other side of the Rollsy. Milo didn’t doubt his bodyguard was hunkered down with his own rifle trained over Milo’s shoulder. As unyielding as the men seemed, Milo didn’t doubt Ambrose could drop both of them in short order.

      The only problem was, Milo was between them and thus lethally exposed.

      “A friend of mine, the contessa. Remember?” Milo asked, his words coming out slowly because he wanted to keep his voice from shaking. “She is hurt and needs help. She sent me to find the marquis here. That’s truly all I know.”

      The priests shared a look, and Milo got the feeling his life hung in the balance. Then the older man nodded, and Milo was convinced he saw them relax slightly, even though neither man lowered their weapon.

      “This contessa. She is not like other women, then?” the black-bearded deacon asked, giving Milo a measured look.

      Milo nodded emphatically and forced a smile.

      “Not unless other women can ride the wind or disappear with the snap of the fingers,” he said with a forced laugh.

      Again, the two men shared a quick look, and to Milo’s immense relief, they lowered their rifles to rest across their bodies.

      “You may enter and talk to the priest,” the elder deacon said in a raw, watery voice. “But you will not bring weapons into the church.”

      Milo looked over his shoulder at Ambrose for the first time and saw that the big man still had his rifle trained on the men.

      “What do you think?” Milo asked quietly so that only Ambrose could hear him over the wind. “You want to stay out here while I go inside? Keep an eye on these two.”

      Ambrose squinted down the length of the barrel, some internal calculation swimming in his head before he sighed and took the butt from his shoulder.

      “No.” He grunted before sliding his weapon into the driver’s seat with a petulant huff. “Who knows what’s in there? These bumpkins better not fiddle with my Gewehr. I just finished some adjustments, and I don’t want them tampered with.”

      Milo shook his head.

      “You’re worried more about leaving the gun out here than going in unarmed?” he asked incredulously as he took the pistol from his belt and deposited it on the passenger seat of the cab.

      “I’m never totally unarmed,” Ambrose said and gave his knuckles a crack.

      “No, I don’t suppose so,” Milo muttered and raised his cane to his forehead in jaunty salute. “Now come on, let’s go talk to a priest about pixie problems.”
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        * * *

      

      Reverend Father Akaki Zoidze was a small man with deeply lined skin the texture and color of old leather. The folds in his face hid his eyes beneath the sagging weight of wrinkles. On seeing the man, Milo had attempted to brace himself and set aside his typical irritation with the elderly. Milo had come to associate advanced age with a vague, muddled response to life, expecting most who lived to such an age to be either bemusedly good-natured or distractingly cantankerous. In the Wassenhaus, he’d known the nonsensical ire of the latter and the uncomfortable affections of the former and had since decided he did not have much time for either.

      For better or worse, the priest was neither of these, seeming instead to be a man who was acutely aware of everything around him and therefore acutely displeased.

      “Deacon Saba, the lumbering dolt,” he hissed between the few teeth that remained in his mouth, “should have shot you at the door. It would have been kinder than anything I have to say to you, young pagan.”

      “Pagan?” Milo asked, unable to stop himself. “That’s an interesting insult. I’m not sure it’s accurate, either.”

      The priest gave a hacking exhalation that took Milo some time to recognize as a laugh.

      “What else would you call a young fool dressed like a soldier who comes looking for heathen gods?”

      Milo frowned, wondering if he needed to reassess his estimation of the priest’s faculties.

      “I’m not sure I understand, Father,” Milo said, attempting to strike a gentler tone. “We were sent to look for the marquis. I’m not sure gods, heathen or otherwise, were part of that.”

      The next bark of laughter could have been a muddled cough, and the small, shriveled man shook his head hard enough to make his jowls swing.

      “Disaster is the companion of the aimless traveler.” Milo assumed it was a proverb. “Yes, the Marquis of Veils is one of the names he wears among his Dobilni kin, but it is not the only one. Among the superstitious fools down in Gergeti and other small hamlets, he is whispered to be Ochopintre, the wooded god of the hunt, or some other petty deity for savages to make bloody offerings to.”

      Milo blinked and exchanged looks with Ambrose.

      “How does a priest know about all this?” Milo asked, the words coming out blunt and terse, but as such honest.

      “Why would a priest not know the superstitions of the ignorant fools he serves?” Father Zoidze asked, thrusting a stubbled gray chin at Milo. “To save their souls, you must know what holds their hearts, and on this God-cursed mountain, that Dobilni with divine aspirations has had these ingrates in the palm of his hand. Sixty years ministering to them, and in all that time, only those two idiot deacons to show for it!”

      The priest rocked back in his chair and crossed his arms as though suddenly cold, looking more shrunken and mean for the change.

      “Ochopintre still gets his sacrifices, and I still get to see the heathen on Sunday, half-asleep in the pews from their late-night revels,” he spat before his seamed face molded into a frown that he leveled at Milo. “Is that what you’ve come for then, to make a red offering on one of his stones in the valley?”

      Milo paused for a moment, unsure of what to say. The bitter old man seemed to be no friend to the marquis but didn’t seem opposed to talking about him.

      “We need to contact him,” Milo said, choosing his words carefully. “Our friend the contessa is in need of his assistance.”

      “Contessa?” The old man sniffed. “One of the slatternly females of the wicked Dobilni, no doubt.”

      “Yes.” Milo nodded, assuming that “Dobilni” was analogous to fey. His elixir translated well, but sometimes the proper names of things could trip it up.

      “It makes sense that she would send you here,” the priest muttered, rocking slightly as he tightened his grip around himself. “God must know my sins need further penance.”

      Again, Milo stole a glance at Ambrose, who simply shrugged. He remembered that Ambrose didn’t speak Georgian, so was at best reading the priest’s body language.

      “Listen!” Father Zoidze said sharply, drawing Milo’s attention back to him. The priest’s brows were raised, and Milo got his first and only look at the man’s startlingly brilliant blue eyes.

      “If you are seeking the marquis, you are going to need a map,” he growled and reached inside his desk to produce a small sheet of parchment and a quill writing set. “If you get out of here quick enough, you may be able to reach it as the sun is setting because the passage to his home is most easily seen at sunrise and sunset. You’ll be able to tell by the mists, I expect.”

      The old man began to scratch on the parchment in short spidery strokes.

      “Not to be ungrateful,” Milo began, unsure of how to phrase his concern, “but you seem awfully helpful in finding the marquis when you clearly don’t like him.”

      “Is that supposed to be a question?” Father Zoidze asked without looking up.

      “If you hate him so much, why tell people how to find him?” Milo asked. “Why help the Dobilni?”

      The old man frowned down at his hastily scrawled map, the quill poised for another dip in the ink.

      “It’s the deal we struck,” he said softly. “A long time ago.”

      A few more scratches of the quill and the map was done.

      “Take it and go,” Father Zoidze muttered as he held it out to Milo. “I’ll pray you renounce your wicked ways, but I doubt it will do much good. If you're already this far down the Devil’s path, there seems little hope for any of us.”

      Milo took the map and looked it over. It was crude, but he could clearly see the church and trace a route along the mountainside to a narrow valley filled with sentinel pines.

      “Thank you,” Milo said and made to rise.

      The priest’s hand shot out, snaring Milo’s wrist with surprising strength.

      Milo felt Ambrose surge up behind him, but he waved him away with his free hand. Something in the old man’s grip told Milo this wasn’t a threat but a plea.

      “Dealing with their kind never ends well, my son,” Father Zoidze said in a husky whisper. “Whatever your aims, however noble, just remember that. Take it from someone who knows.”

      With that, the old man released Milo, sank back down behind his desk, and would say no more.
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        * * *

      

      Milo and Ambrose were a half-dozen strides from the church doors when Ambrose grabbed Milo by the shoulders and bore him to the ground. Both men hit the stone floor together, and quick as thought, the bodyguard had them rolling behind a wide stone column resplendent with iconography.

      “What the—” Milo snarled before Ambrose’s paw slapped over his mouth.

      “Trouble,” the big man growled in the magus’ ear, then shuffled to make himself as narrow as possible behind the pillar, which was no small task.

      A heartbeat later, the doors to the church banged open, and they could hear the scuff of many feet on the stones as the bearded deacon, Saba, bellowed his protest.

      “How dare you! This is a house of God!” the deacon bellowed as he came up behind the crowd entering the church. “Leave now!”

      “I’m terribly sorry to inconvenience you, Deacon, but we have business with some of your new parishioners,” a familiar voice replied in smooth Georgian. “As soon as we have a brief conversation with them, we will no longer darken your door.”

      Hunkered behind the pillar, Milo and Ambrose watched as Percy Astor, now clad in a gray silk suit and matching Homburg, strode by with a cadre of the Georgian mercenaries in dark chokhas. The two men pressed against the pillar as the party strode by and Deacon Saba tried to push his way to the front. Milo allowed himself a petty smile when he saw the stitches on the side of Percy’s face where Milo had struck him with his cane, along with his left hand swaddled in heavy bandages.

      He was so enjoying the sight, Ambrose had to haul him farther back behind the pillar, but not before Milo caught a glimpse of the opposite wall. There was a cavity in the wall, a miniature shrine where icons, some in frames, some painted directly onto the stones, were on display. There were places for votive candles, but the light spilling across the space came from a large open window less than two meters off the ground.

      The encounter between the unlucky deacon and the American continued as Milo pressed his back against the pillar and took a steadying breath. He checked to make sure the attention of the intruders was upon Saba and saw that the other deacon had arrived, rifle in hand.

      “No, Iacob!” Saba cried, trying to step between his fellow churchman and the half-dozen men who raised their weapons in response, a collection of stocky carbines.

      “Leave now!” Iacob shouted hoarsely, and to the man’s credit, his hands and voice were both steady.

      “Please don’t make this any worse than it has to be,” Percy said with a note of distracted irritation rankling his smooth intonation. “This can be resolved quickly if you would list—”

      “This is a house of God!” Saba practically wailed. “Go outside, then we can talk!”

      The mercenaries flinched at the outburst. Milo was certain shots were about to be fired, but miraculously, everyone stayed their hand for a moment.

      Milo decided they needed to get out of here before the bullets started flying, and there was no better time than now.

      “Follow me,” he hissed into Ambrose’s ear, and, knowing it would be pointless to steal another look, darted over to the alcove.

      “Leave now,” Iacob repeated, and there was something final in his voice. Milo wasn’t the only one who heard it.

      Under the gaze of saints and patriarchs, they scuttled beneath the window as  the thunder of six carbines firing filled the church. Both men froze for a second, convinced the shots were meant for them, but when no rounds chewed the stone, and when Saba’s dismayed scream chased the echo of the shots, they understood the truth.

      “Why does no one ever listen to me?” Percy muttered, and there was a brief rustle of cloth.

      “MURDERERS! TRAITORS! GOD DAMN YOU!” Saba howled, his voice cracking with the impotent fury coursing through him as he collapsed into heavy sobs.

      “Hardly language for church,” Percy chided. There was the click of a hammer being cocked, and the bark of a pistol silenced Saba’s weeping. “Though I suppose you might be right on that last point.”

      Fury, caustic in Milo’s chest, rose into his throat. He growled a curse, and the raptor skull’s sockets glowed with sympathetic flames. The churchmen were sour old fools, but they didn’t deserve this. Not on their behalf.

      Milo was halfway out of the shrine’s alcove when Ambrose grabbed him and dragged him back under the window. Milo tried to pull free, but the Nephilim’s strength and leverage were undeniable as he held Milo long enough to draw his eyes.

      “No weapons,” Ambrose mouthed, gesturing with an empty hand. “Too many.”

      Milo ground his teeth, swallowing the rage like bitter bile. Ambrose was right; they weren’t going to be any good if they got themselves killed. Silently, he swore that one day, Percy Astor was going to pay.

      “Search the place,” Percy called to his mercenaries. “Bring the priest to me for interrogation, but I imagine he will be as useless as those poor deacons.”

      Ambrose was already hoisting Milo up to the open window when they heard the tramp of boots.

      “Do be quick about it,” Mr. Astor called after his goons. “If my compatriot gets bored, he’s apt to start burning things down, and it would be a shame to deface so picturesque a place.”

      Milo swung himself over the window and discovered that the ground outside the church was significantly lower than the floor inside the church. He had enough time to register that in a surge of panic before he struck that ground hard.

      Stars detonated inside Milo’s head, and only reflex had him rolling away, thus avoiding Ambrose’s descent. The big man took the fall in stride and had hauled Milo to his feet before he’d managed to force his winded lungs to take another breath.

      They were standing on the grassy soil ringing the base of the church, only a few steps away from the paved walkway that wound about the building and connected it to the belltower.

      “Belltower,” Ambrose suggested in a low voice as he searched the grounds for mercenaries. “We scamper down the outside and see if we can make a break for the Rollsy.”

      Milo nodded, still fighting to breathe consistently, much less speak.

      There were no apparent enemies outside, but Milo expected that was because this side of the church was farthest from the courtyard. The wind howled across the hilltop, but he was certain he heard the rumble of idling vehicles. Even if the Americans had gathered more mercenaries, those that had attacked Rihyani and company had numbered nearly a thirty, so half as many men could be expected by the vehicles. Then there was whatever new deviant companion Percy had acquired that liked to burn things. An American, maybe? Setting things on fire seemed to Milo a very American sort of thing.

      They made it to the belltower and clambered down its rough-hewn side without incident, and both men heaved a sigh of relief.

      “If those bastards have touched my rifle…” Ambrose hissed acidly as they crept along the base of the belltower toward the courtyard where they’d left the Rollsy.

      “Glad your mind is on the task at hand,” Milo muttered.

      They reached the corner of the belltower, and Milo peered around to assess the situation.

      He silently swore and pulled back, then shuffled over to let Ambrose steal a glance. Ambrose gave his own curse and slid back to exchange unsure glances with Milo.

      The courtyard was crowded with three squat canvas-backed trucks, which blocked the view of the Rollsy and everything else, for that matter. There was a driver in each truck, but that left at least a few mercenaries unaccounted for. Both men stood, pressed flat against the belltower, thinking and listening, but the only sound to be heard was the whine of the wind, underpinned by the growl of the truck engines.

      Milo’s mind raced as his fingers darted into the various pockets of his coat, nervous energy leaving him double- or triple-checking the paraphernalia on his person. He had a plan forming, but it all depended on him having…

      His fingers brushed three corked vials, and his face broke into a wicked grin.

      He drew out the first vial from the extra-dimensional pocket woven into his coat, giving the long glass tube a little shake that set the black grit within to twinkling with unnatural light.

      Ambrose saw what Milo had produced, and he gave an approving nod.

      “I’ve got a plan,” Milo said, his voice loud enough to be heard over the keening wind.
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        * * *

      

      The men sitting behind the wheels of the trucks didn’t have a chance to understand their peril until it was far too late. Like their companions tearing through Gergeti Trinity Church, they were all veteran fighters, men of the mountains who’d made their living fighting foreign powers who sought to dominate their homeland and occasionally taking work with those willing to make generous contributions to their cause. Hammered relentlessly upon the anvil of life, they were hard men, willing to do hard things.

      They’d fought Russians and they’d fought Ottomans and now the Germans, and to them, one foreigner was pretty much the same as the next when it came to fighting and dying, slight variations in tactics and plunder notwithstanding. The fact was, they were experienced at guerrilla warfare and had faced “superior” forces in the past.

      Yet, they’d never faced a necromist, and so were singularly unprepared when coils of black sand began to slither under their vehicles.

      Only one of the drivers, the one parked closest to the ramshackle German vehicle, noticed the flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye, but he quickly dismissed it. He chalked it up to the wind kicking up a little dervish, gone as soon as you realized it was there. After all, professional freedom fighter or not, he had other things on his mind.

      The business with the Americans had been more dangerous than expected, and when their platoon's commanding officer had threatened to abandon the Americans, they’d doubled the offered fee, including the pay of those slain. Seeing as this driver had two cousins among the dead, this turn of events struck him as significant. The one man who might have done something was too busy trying to plan what percent would be fair to give to the men’s families and what percent to keep for himself to pay real attention to the trickle of glittering black that slid under his vehicle.

      He was still trying to work out percentages in his head when a ribbon of congealing midnight slithered up the side of his truck, lanced through the door window, and tore out his throat like the other two drivers.

      The shattering of glass could be heard even over the hellish wind, and it drew the attention of the men standing watch at the church door and by the Rollsy. As one, they turned, and after giving a chorus of piercing whistles, they slunk back toward the vehicles, rifles ready.

      Seeing their fellows slumped in their seats, windows shattered, they took positions along the wall bordering the church, eyes searching for snipers. That ensured they had nowhere to run when Ambrose and Milo sprang on them.

      Ambrose leaped on the first man, delivering a single punch that shattered the man’s jaw and left him senseless. Milo hit the man behind the first with a magically enhanced stroke of his cane that left him poleaxed. The last man had only enough time to open his mouth for a scream before his cries were suffocated by a blast of witchfire that instantly immolated everything from the shoulder up.

      “Grab a carbine,” Ambrose growled as he snatched up the first two men’s strange firearms.

      Milo complied, taking half a moment to wonder about the solidly built weapons' shorter barrel and the strange case for its ammunition. A quick glance showed labels and markings in English. The rifles must have been new American designs, which explained the impressive firepower the mercenaries had put out during their ambush.

      Milo raised his head from inspecting the weapon to see if anyone was coming from inside the church, but it seemed those within had not been alerted.

      “Ready when you are,” Ambrose whispered hoarsely, one carbine in hand, the other slung over his shoulder.

      Milo nodded, and they both made a run for the Rollsy, which they could now see standing at the end of the formation of trucks.

      “Let’s try and ease out of here,” Ambrose said as they both skidded to a stop and began to clamber up the sides of the vehicle.

      A ragged figure rose from where it had been lying in the cab, a rust-flecked revolver in each hand, leveled at Milo and Ambrose’s temples.

      “Now, now, boys,” Ezekiel Boucher said with a slow, chiding cluck of his tongue. “You ought to know by now, ain’t nothing easy in this line o’ work.”
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      Milo and Ambrose froze, transfixed by the black basilisk stares of the pistols’ barrels as they hung onto the sides of the Rollsy’s cab.

      “Didn’t figure you’d be seein’ ol’ Zeke this side o’ Hell, now did you?”

      Milo glimpsed the base pleasure shining in the scalp hunter’s eyes and felt a welcome and defiant anger blooming in his chest. He forced a fierce smile onto his face and tore his eyes away from the pistols’ menacing gravity to meet the cowboy’s gaze. The same wild stare waited there, more jaundiced and bloodshot than before.

      “Am I supposed to be impressed?” he snarled at the man through bared teeth as his will sent out a rallying cry. Now he needed to stay alive until they arrived.

      “You think you cornered the market on death, cowboy?”

      As the jeer slid from his tongue, a voice in the back of his mind screamed that he’d gone too far and the end was nigh. To Milo’s utter shock, something that might have been fearful confusion crept into Ezekiel’s eyes before he threw back his head and gave that mad cackle that never quite touched his bloodshot eyes.

      “You’ve got gumption, I’ll give you that, partner.” Ezekiel giggled and gave Milo a wink as he pressed the revolver against the magus’ forehead. “It’s been a while since I scalped one of my own kind, but you two make the cut. How does that sound?”

      A growl that must have been felt in the tectonic plates rumbled in Ambrose’s chest.

      “Sounds like you already forgot what happened last time,” the big man said in a tone so cold Milo felt a chill shimmy up and down his spine. “Take what’s coming like a man, and I might leave pieces big enough to find.”

      The scalp hunter’s smile widened until Milo was certain the man’s face had stretched like taffy to accommodate the expression.

      “W-eh-eh-ell, listen to the pair o’ you!” He chortled, leaning against the seat, both pistols’ aim remaining true. “Regular pair o’ comedians! You keep this up much longer, and I’m goin’ to be laughin’ too hard to put you down clean! Ha-ha, might end up taking me hours, I’ll be laughin’ so hard.”

      In Milo’s peripheral vision, he caught the sable glint, and his smile in the face of Ezekiel’s threats was suddenly less forced.

      “Not so sure about that, partner,” Milo said with mock solemnity. “I’ve got a feeling you're going to get bored with our act real soon.”

      “Hehehe…why…hehe…why’s that?”

      Milo threw Ambrose a wink before meeting Ezekiel’s eyes with a grave expression.

      “Our acts always have the same punchline.”

      Three ribbons of shimmering black sand lashed out from the back of the Rollsy, twisting mid-flight into a shadowy semblance of thorny vines. Two of the tendrils went for the cowboy’s hands, ripping the guns into the air in a spray of lacerating particles. The third tendril coiled around Ezekiel’s neck and yanked violently backward, man and si’lat tumbling into the empty gun nest.

      Milo and Ambrose leaped into the cab, Ambrose rushing to get the vehicle started while Milo scrambled to follow the gurgling cowboy. His will called the two si'lat from battering the two revolvers across the courtyard to attend him as he surveyed Ezekiel Boucher’s struggle.

      Still managing to force a choked, viscous laugh as the jagged black vine twisted and ripped at his throat, the cowboy never stopped thrashing and kicking. The heels of his peeling split-sided boots rang off the sides of the gunner’s station, a violent staccato beat. Bright arterial blood sprayed across the metal deck and was promptly smeared this way and that as Ezekiel continued to twist and squirm.

      His thorn-ravaged fingers raked through the si'lat ineffectually, then somehow, he wrenched his chin low enough to bite down on a mouthful of black sand with stained teeth.

      Milo reeled as he felt his connection with the shade-animated construct snap like a taut wire.

      Swearing and batting ineffectually at the spots flickering across his vision, Milo’s mind loosed the two other si'lat. Cutting the air with a serpentine hiss, the vicious constructs flew down on the cowboy in a whirling, scouring cloud of black razors.

      The Rollsy’s engine roared, and Milo felt the vehicle lurch underneath him with a snarl of gears engaging. His hands shot out to brace himself on the lip of the nest, and he was thrown halfway into the nest. One knee of his trousers soaking in Ezekiel’s blood on the metal-plated deck, Milo found himself within arm’s reach of the bloodied man, who tore at the black grit slashing back and forth across his body. As Milo struggled to stand, he felt a tremble in his magical awareness.

      As impossible as it seemed, the cowboy’s raking fingers and snapping teeth were in fact draining and wounding the si'lat.

      Milo had once emptied a pistol into a si'lat, and it had no effect on the creature. It had required magical fire to destroy it. It made no sense that the scalp hunter’s bare teeth could inflict such damage, but then Milo remembered the curse. Some aspect of it must have made anything he used to inflict violence exceptionally potent, even in the realm of the metaphysical.

      The Rollsy swung into reverse, and Milo was thrown to one side as he watched Ezekiel struggle with the weakening si'lat. The cowboy, despite his wounds, showed no signs of faltering, and Milo realized he had seconds before his constructs came apart like the last one.

      Still gripping the lip of the gun nest, Milo recalled the si'lat, then threw his body into a thrusting frontal kick.

      Ezekiel, reaching to tear at the retreating clouds of grit, took Milo’s foot square in the chest and went rolling head over heels into the bed of the Rollsy. He landed flat on his back with a dull thump, his head pointed toward the rear of the vehicle less than a foot from the fuel cans strapped there. With an almost boneless litheness, he rolled to his feet, a blood-soaked specter with a smile that gaped like a knife wound. Bulging eyes swept over Milo, and then the scalp hunter’s nostrils flared in a series of exaggerated sniffs.

      “Ha-ha, there it is,” he crowed. “You do have my knife! Told Percy I could smell it. Good thing, since I’m going to need it.”

      He then spread his arms so Milo could appreciate the scalps dangling from his slashed, gory buckskin.

      Both men braced themselves as the Rollsy began to accelerate, ready to bear them out of the courtyard and down the looping track. Ezekiel turned his crouch into a spring, and Milo only had a heartbeat to react.

      “Here’s the punchline!” he roared as he swung his cane up.

      BURN

      The skull yawned wide to vomit witchfire and the blast caught Ezekiel mid-spring, unnatural heat and the eldritch force driving him down and back. There was a bell-like clang as his burning body rebounded off the strapped-in fuel cans, then he was bouncing behind them as the Rollsy pulled away. Milo nearly gave a whoop of victory as he watched the flames lick over Ezekiel’s shrinking form, but then his mind registered what his eyes had already seen.

      Emerald flames clung to the fuel cans strapped to the bed.

      Seeing no other choice, Milo launched the mangled si'lat at the straps, their jagged forms ripping through with ease. Another command and the animated clouds of black sand hoisted the cooking canisters up and over the tailgate just in time.

      The fuel canisters struck the paving stones of the courtyard entrance as the Rollsy flew onto the track, detonating in a cascade of natural and supernatural flame. Milo twisted away from the heat of the blast as his ears rang with the auditory assault of the detonation. The si’lat were not so lucky, hanging at the end of the tailgate, their abused essence matrices shattering under waves of heat and raw force.

      When Milo looked at the mass of twisted metal and burning fuel in their wake, he breathed a sigh of relief he couldn’t hear because of his explosion-abused ears. The sigh caught when he saw a smoldering figure rise from the ground. One hand waved jauntily at them while the other slapped the clinging flames with a filthy, drooping cowboy hat.

      “HAHAHA! Don’t worry!” Ezekiel hollered after them, his voice fading on the wind. “I’ll be seein’ you boys real soon!”
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        * * *

      

      “Is he one of you?” Milo asked as he slid into the cab’s passenger seat. “Is he a Nephilim?”

      Ambrose kept his eyes forward as they carved down the winding track, hands clenched on the wheel.

      “I don’t know,” he shouted back to be heard over the wind and the chugging engine. “I don’t think so.”

      Milo craned his neck to look over his shoulder. So far, there were no signs of pursuit, but he didn’t imagine that would last.

      “We thought you killed him,” Milo said, pointing at Ambrose and then putting the same hand on his own chest. “I hit him hard enough to kill him three times over.”

      Ambrose shook his head, and Milo saw his huge hands tighten on the wheel.

      “But he didn’t stay that way, I know!” he growled, then he swung his head to one side, eyes narrowed. “Hold on, this is going to be rough!”

      Milo latched a white-knuckle grip on the dashboard and door as the Rollsy swung hard left and began to rumble down the unformed slope.

      “W-what the H-h-hell!” Milo screamed. His bones were about to rattle free from their jarring descent.

      “Need to avoid the switchbacks,” Ambrose shouted back, then raised a hand where Zoidze’s map lay crumpled. “And this cuts a clearer path to where we’re headed. Just hold on and shut up!”

      Milo could not shut up. He was too busy screaming in terror as Ambrose took them on a course that was one part high-speed off-roading and one part slalom, using an armored vehicle instead of skis. They rode the razor edge of rapid descent and flat-out plummeted for what felt like hours as Ambrose tacked and pitched the Rollsy like a boat in a storm. More than once, it seemed impossible for them to not go plunging off some ridgeline or plow into a rocky outcropping, but each time, the big man managed to skate by with a clearance of mere centimeters.

      The last dive onto relatively level ground bounced the Rollsy hard enough that it knocked the wind out of Milo, leaving him gasping like a landed fish. Milo fought to force air into his lungs for several seconds before he realized that they were rolling along at an almost leisurely pace.

      “See?” Ambrose muttered as he squinted at the map. “Nothing to worry about.”

      Milo, his muscles still spasming from the strain of the descent, sat staring and twitching at his bodyguard.

      “Next time you find a short cut,” Milo said slowly, hoping the hammering in his chest would slow down soon, “just say no.”

      Ambrose frowned at Milo, shaking his head ruefully.

      “Do you know how many people could have made it down that slope alive, much less with their vehicle in one piece?”

      Milo stood up a little in his seat to look back up the hill, which might have been called a mountain had it not stood in the shadow of Mount Kazbek.

      “Just because you can do something, it doesn’t mean you should.” Milo grunted and slumped back down to nod at the map. “You got that figured out yet?”

      Ambrose nodded but had reached down under the seat to pull out his copy of Lokkemand’s maps. The Rollsy continued to crawl along as somewhere up above, there was the distant rumble of large engines and the squeal of brakes.

      “What’s wrong?” Milo asked, not bothering to keep the anxiety out of his voice. “Why aren’t we speeding toward the marquis?”

      Ambrose was alternating between the two maps, brows furrowed as his mouth worked at forming words he never got around to speaking.

      “Ambrose?” Milo prompted, about ready to give the big man a shake of the shoulder when he threw both maps down on the seat between them and laid his boot into the accelerator.

      “Just hope that old priest knows what he’s about,” Ambrose growled over the rising roar of the engines. “He’s got us heading into a wooded vale with a river, but according to Lokkemand’s map, that gorge doesn’t have a forest or a river. It’s just a bare gorge.”

      Milo picked up the maps, more to feel involved in the process than to check Ambrose’s map skills. If he said things didn’t match up, they didn’t.

      “It’s the only lead we’ve got,” Milo said as he frowned down at the maps. “And we can’t expect that Zoidze hasn’t given them the same information. The Americans could be heading there the same as us. That cannot happen.”

      Ambrose nodded and turned back to the road for a moment before swinging his gaze back to Milo.

      “About the cowboy,” he began, mustache wriggling like it always did when he was searching for words. “I don’t think, or my best guess is, that he isn’t a Nephilim like me.”

      Milo sighed and slumped a little deeper into his seat.

      He’d expected as much, though he couldn’t have explained why he’d intuited the same. Perhaps it was something about the utter difference between the two men. Ambrose seemed awkward, even bumbling, as he ambled about daily tasks, but in battle, he was a force of nature moving with a speed, sureness, and strength that could turn the tide of a fight in an instant. Even if Milo hadn’t known Ambrose to be half-angelic, he would have known he was inherently potent and glorious after seeing the man at war. Even if Ambrose had been a villain and used his prowess for evil, it would have been a grand and spectacular sort of violence, the kind to cow cities and break armies.

      Ezekiel Boucher was nothing like that.

      Dangerous, extremely so, but it was all quickness, low cunning, and viciousness. It was a murderer’s way of violence—not the sort to rally allies and intimidate foes, but something which would seem cheap even to allies and abominable to the enemy. A man that rotten, and Milo wasn’t just thinking of the scalp hunter’s hygiene, couldn’t be heroic or tyrannical even if he wanted to.

      That meant he was some other sort of dangerous being who was nigh impossible to kill, which currently was the last thing Milo needed on his list of concerns.

      “What is he?” Milo groaned as he looked out and saw the sun sinking toward the mountainous horizon.

      “Cursed,” Ambrose said with a shrug. “That’s about all we know about him.”

      Being reminded of the curse brought the hexed knife to mind, and Milo felt where the knife lay in his coat pocket in a wrapping of greased leather.

      “He said he could smell the knife on me,” Milo said, his skin crawling as he felt the blade through the fabric and hide. “I wonder if the curse has some kind of connection that he can track?”

      Ambrose gave Milo a sidelong look that told him the thought was not a comforting one.

      “You could pitch it,” Ambrose suggested, thrusting a chin to the rocky slope to their left. “Wing it hard enough, and you could send them down into that ravine sniffing for us.”

      “I wish I could,” Milo murmured honestly. “But I need to make sure the marquis knows what kind of curse we are working with, and the best way I know to do that is by making sure we have something carrying the curse with us.”

      Ambrose nodded, but his face was twisted like he’d smelled something foul.

      “I suppose,” he agreed, shaking his head. “We’ll have to hope we aren’t bringing too much trouble to this marquis’ door. Not sure about the fey, but most people don’t take kindly to strangers showing up uninvited and making a mess.”

      “I agree, but once again, what other choice do we have?” Milo asked, and since both knew the answer, they shared a weary shrug and lapsed into silence. As the miles rolled beneath them, there was only the chug of the engine and the keening of the wind to fill the stillness.

      The red sky was deepening into the first shades of a bruise when they crested a hill and looked down into a rocky gorge.

      “This should be it,” Ambrose grumbled as he brought the Rollsy to a halt. “But I don’t see any trees or rivers, do you?”

      Milo squinted down into the barren cleft between climbing slopes, trying desperately to fight the rising panic in his chest. There were signs that a small stream had wound between the tumble of rock, but the pebbled ground was dry, and the typical green of the springtime Caucasus was only a mangy patchwork. Milo wasn’t certain a single tree could survive amongst the parched boulders, much less a wood.

      But the priest had seemed so certain, so sure.

      “What do you want to do?” Ambrose asked, looking at Milo, his expression grim.

      It was doubtful that Rihyani would last long enough for them to get back as it was. If they retreated to Shatili and tried to form a new plan, they knew they would be returning to watch her die.

      “Let’s get down there.” Milo sighed, shaking his head at the lunacy of the direction. “Maybe we can find something to help us figure out what happened to the marquis’ valley. Maybe they left some sign.”

      Milo didn’t have to look at Ambrose to know he was staring at him pityingly.

      “Okay, Magus,” Ambrose said. “But don’t get your hopes…”

      Ambrose’s voice trailed off, his head cocking to one side. His expression darkened to a vicious scowl.

      “They’re coming,” he snarled, throwing the Rollsy into gear.

      Milo stood up and looked behind them, and then swore ferociously as he spotted two of the canvas-backed trucks rolling over the hills toward their position.

      “Hold on,” Ambrose warned, and they plunged toward the mouth of the gorge.

      Milo looked ahead and dared to hope that there among the boulders, the smaller, narrower Rollsy would have a chance to take a path the trucks could not. Considering he’d managed to lose all their fuel, that was about the only hope they had of evading the Americans and their goons. An extended chase was out of the question.

      Milo mentally urged the Rollsy to move faster, and as they neared the gorge, he imagined they had begun to move so fast that the air rippled around them. A moment later, he was sure it wasn’t his imagination, but a real distortion in the air.

      “Milo?” Ambrose called, an anxious edge in his voice.

      “I have no idea,” Milo confessed at the top of his lungs as they plowed on. The entire gorge wobbled and flexed like water before their eyes.

      Then, as if emerging from underwater, they roared into a wooded vale where the dying sun lit the mist beneath the boughs on fire.

      Ambrose swore as he looked around in utter wonder at the soaring evergreens standing sentinel over the vale, each taller than any tree he’d ever seen. The gorge wasn’t only verdant but also larger, wider, and deeper than he would have thought possible.

      Both men gawked, for a moment forgetting they were being pursued by violent men in a flash of childlike wonder.

      Then they realized that they were racing at breakneck speed toward a wall of trees.
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      Ambrose swore and sawed the wheel with reckless abandon.

      The Rollsy began to slide sideways, throwing up a sheet of water as it skidded through the shallows of a pebbled riverbank that hadn’t been there moments ago. Ambrose bellowed several colorful curses in French as the Rollsy refused to respond. The drag of the water and the tires plowing through sand robbed them of some momentum, but not enough as the vehicle skidded free of the shore and slung around toward a towering pine. Milo braced for the impact as the barked column consumed his view of the world.

      The Rollsy hit the tree broadside, crumpling the armored flank on Milo’s side in a sense-blasting crash.

      There were a low hiss and several heavy clunks beneath the hood of the vehicle, and the engine died with a dull clinking sputter. For a moment, nothing stirred in the wood except the languid curls of mist and the soft burbles of the gentle river. The entire mouth of the vale seemed to be holding its breath after the violence of the impact, waiting in trepidation for something to stir in the wreckage.

      Ambrose was first, slumping in his seat after unpeeling his hands from the wheel with a groan. He looked at Milo, saw the steady rise and fall of the magus’ chest; there was cause to be hopeful he would wake soon. He gave a low sigh and slowly squirmed around to fetch his discarded weapons from the back of the cab.

      Milo woke with a start a few seconds later and then gave a grunt as he twisted his head to elicit several loud pops. His body was stiff and unsteady, but he found himself thankful as he looked down and saw the buckled-in door. His unmolested leg lay less than a finger’s breadth from where the metal had imploded into the cab, rending through the cushion of the seat.

      “That could have been worse,” Milo hissed as he forced his sore body to move, shuffling clear of the collapsed door.

      “We need to get into the trees,” Ambrose said as he made to swing out of the cab. “If we could get through, there’s no reason that they can’t follow us here.”

      As though in affirmation, the rumble of engines sounded from where they’d come. They weren’t coming as fast, but there was no mistaking that they were indeed coming down into the valley. Milo let a hand stray to the knife in his coat and wondered if it would be better to toss it into the river. He considered coming before the marquis empty-handed, but then he thought about the trucks rolling in with Ezekiel, and he imagined dragging the monstrous man before the marquis.

      Why settle for the hexed knife when the recipient of the curse was right there?

      Milo sprang out of the Rollsy and scuttled over to Ambrose, who busied himself checking his weapons and ammunition. His Gewehr and bandoleer were nowhere to be seen, but one of the stocky carbines was over his shoulder, and he was busy yanking the oddly layered magazines out of the other two carbines and stuffing the reloads into his pockets.

      “It’s our turn to do the ambushing,” Milo said, pointing with his cane out of the vale, where the sound of the trucks was growing ever louder. “I need you to help me pull it off.”

      Ambrose frowned as his gaze swept across the vale, and he turned in a small, shuffling circle. He sighted down the carbine barrel at the mouth of the vale, mustache twitching, then looked back among the mist-swathed trees. Milo didn’t need the big man to say anything to tell him he didn’t like the setup, but the engines revved, and a bloodthirsty “YEEHAW!” echoed around them.

      “They have us outnumbered,” Ambrose noted flatly. “And we know as much about this terrain as they do.”

      “Sure.” Milo shrugged and threw his best devil-may-care smile. “But we’ve got something that evens all that out.”

      Ambrose’s brows knitted as he gave Milo a bemused look.

      “Magic?” he asked, his head tilting to one side.

      “Not a bad guess.” Milo grinned. “But I was talking about you, my avenging angel.”

      To punctuate the point, Milo punched the big man’s shoulder, which turned out to be as good an idea as punching the tree that had nearly smashed the Rollsy. Milo shook his tingling fingers as Ambrose rolled his eyes.

      “One other thing,” Milo said, the smile dropping as he continued to shake out his hand. “We’ll be taking the cowboy captive, so you’re going to have to hold off on your promise to chop him to bits.”

      Ambrose looked unhappier about that caveat than anything Milo had suggested thus far. Head shaking, he turned toward the trees and unslung the stolen rifle from his shoulder.

      “Come on.” Ambrose set off toward the woods, moving as quickly as he dared over the obscured ground.

      Before turning to follow, Milo drew out the knife, still in its bag leather bag, hefting it in his hand.

      “Sniff this out,” he spat and sent the knife tumbling end over end into the river.

      Behind him, he heard the engines baying, and he stole a glance over his shoulder to see a pair of headlights glowing in the enchanted fog. Milo looked back at the forest, where Ambrose had shuffled behind a colossal tree trunk. The purple of evening had settled over the valley, and as it deepened before his eyes, Milo felt a tingle of fear. The woods exuded a sinister, primordial aura, and Milo remembered Imrah’s shade telling him of horrors hanging bones and skin from the trees.

      “Just remember I’m on your side,” he whispered as he loped between the trees.
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        * * *

      

      The mist swallowed them, a strange, almost perverse amniotic experience.

      The air was close and moist, and everything seemed to press in around them. Sounds, strange calls, and croaks that came from no animal humans had ever heard of echoed and warbled on the watery air. The weight of the trees bore down on them, and both were soon crouching under the subconscious pressure.

      Ambrose’s gaze swept left and right, searching for a suitable spot to stage their ambush, but the deeper they went, the closer the trees seemed to be. Soon there was nothing to do but shuffle down the narrow path between looming trunks and drooping branches. Twice they stopped dead when something long and pale darted across the path, but each time neither could remember what they’d seen and despite several seconds’ pause, there was no sign of the creature returning.

      After a few minutes, Milo was certain he’d made a terrible mistake suggesting they try to ambush their pursuers, and he almost asked Ambrose if they were lost and needed to retrace their steps. Then silvery light shone in front of them, and without a word between them, they both quickened their pace to escape the oppression of that arboreal corridor. Just before they burst from under the trees, Milo could have sworn that he could hear them creaking as though tightening around them.

      They emerged in a small glade, where a series of six tall stones, three to a side, flanked a moss-speckled patch of flagstones. The rough-hewn obelisks were covered in thickly daubed and crudely depicted eyes marked with blinding slashes. In the moon-cast shadows of the stones, they saw bones through which grew thick vines.

      Milo fought back a shiver.

      “So,” Ambrose said, looking around the glade but avoiding the standing stones. “This will work better than anything else. I expect they’ll have to come the same way we did, which means that they’ll probably rush in here, either because they're on our trail or they just want to get out of the woods.”

      Milo nodded, then looked back the way they’d come. The shadowed path was dark and narrow, certainly, but on this side, the terror they’d both felt could only be explained by the pervasive magic Milo felt coursing through the air. It was not just the tingling, but he most certainly felt something stirring around them, almost like a vast, sleepy presence yawning. Inside the tunnel of trees, they’d felt the weight of its half-awake stare, dull but terrible.

      “Which means I’m going to be at their backs,” Ambrose explained, pointing at a shallow gap in the trees by the glade entrance. “This rifle seemed potent enough when the mercenaries were using them, so I should be able to drop a few of them. I expect when they turn around to return fire, you can step in. Figure you can roast a few of them, Magus?”

      The question woke Milo out of his enraptured staring, and his brain scrambled to recollect what his ears had been hearing.

      “Um, uh, yeah,” Milo said, trying to shake off the feeling of that huge presence bending low to squint at him. “So, where do I need to be?”

      Ambrose scratched his cheek.

      “Somewhere with solid enough cover that I don’t have to worry about a stray shot hitting you,” Ambrose told him, slowly dragging his eyes over to the standing stones. “One of those would fit the bill if you could stand it.”

      Milo looked at the adorned heathen stones and the bones splayed at their feet and found himself hesitating. He tried to tell himself that after his time among the ghuls of Ifreedahm, this was a simple thing, but the supernatural presence that settled over him had rendered everything about the vale menacing.

      But Milo had spent his entire life fighting scared, and ominous homicidal forest or no, he wasn’t about to back down from a couple of painted rocks.

      “Yeah,” he almost growled, his lips curling back from his teeth. “I can do that. Just make sure you keep your head down when I start the cookout.”

      Milo looked over and saw Ambrose smiling at him.

      “You almost make me believe this isn’t a bad idea.” He chuckled before moving toward his hiding spot.

      “You’re saying this might work?” Milo called over his shoulder as he marched determinedly toward the row of stones.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” the big man replied without looking back.
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        * * *

      

      Milo carefully maneuvered his feet around the bones as he glanced around the standing stone. Then the mercenaries filed into the glade.

      The first three emerged with their rifles at their shoulders, sweeping left and right, their bodies illuminated in uncommonly bright moonlight.

      Even from this distance, Milo could see the men were unsettled, their movements jerky, eyes bulging. When nothing immediately sprang at them, they motioned back down the forest path. There were sounds of more men coming while the vanguard held their position, doing their best to stay on guard while avoiding the sight of the standing stones.

      Standing close to the stones, his nostrils full of the smell of rot and old earth, Milo understood the feeling.

      Watching the mercenaries, something like pity rose up in the magus’ chest as he imagined being one of the poor wretches, no doubt roped into the job with promises and threats or both, now seeing their numbers whittled down to half a dozen or so frightened men who were so far out of their depth it ceased to be funny. Milo wanted to hate them because hating them made everything easier, but he couldn’t manage it.

      Luckily for him, a voice he did hate sounded from the forest path.

      “Tell this yellow saddle-sore he best get back to his job,” Ezekiel Boucher snarled, a hint of a giggle in the back of his throat. “I’d hate to have to remind ‘im how to settle a negotiation.”

      “Please, Mr. Boucher,” Percy Astor said with forced patience as they emerged into the glade. “I trust you to handle certain portions of our operation. I ask you to let me handle my portion without interference.”

      Ezekiel came into the glade, Ambrose's Gewehr in his hands. To Milo’s supreme irritation, there wasn’t a burn on the cowboy or his grotesque outfit. Milo still wanted to end the curse to save Rihyani, but he had a new secondary objective for seeing the magic undone: to hurt Ezekiel Boucher.

      “Captain Saakadze,” Percy said in Georgian as he followed the scalp hunter out. The captain was a fiercely mustachioed man in a black chokha, hot on his heels. “I can understand your trepidation at the progression of events, but that is why we agreed to pay you a very handsome sum, including for those unfortunate enough to have lost their lives in this endeavor.”

      The man in the chokha who must have been Captain Saakadze shook his head hard enough to make the tips of his mustache waggle.

      “It is not a matter of money,” the mercenary commander declared in a sharp tone that softened as he snatched a nervous glance around the glade. “All the money in the world is of no use if we are all dead. You don’t know the stories they tell of this vale.”

      Astor and Ezekiel paused and shared a look Milo couldn’t read from his hiding spot. Both men turned to Saakadze, their posture almost eager.

      “What stories?” Percy demanded.

      Saakadze balked under their combined scrutiny, his weathered features paling before he gathered himself. Straightening and clearing his throat to speak matter-of-factly, he managed to meet both men’s eyes.

      “The Lost Vale is a warning to rebellious children and a ghost story,” the commander said, his face coloring at the admission, which was all the more striking for how pale he’d been. “Runaway brides disappear when they go to the Dobilni that live within the vale or invading armies being led into the Vale to never again emerge except as wails of dying men.”

      “You're telling us this now?” Ezekiel snorted, a titter at the back of his throat. “When we’re already in here? Sounds like too little, too late, partner?”

      Saakadze didn’t bother to hide his disgust for the scalp hunter.

      “I thought they were just stories!” he growled, hands tightening on his carbine. “It wasn’t until the gorge turned into this place that I realized what was happening, and then you were racing off to chase them!”

      Ezekiel spat at the commander’s feet but turned to Percy, lifting the brim of his hat with a thumb.

      “You figure those pixie lovers went to ground because they got friends here?” Ezekiel asked before throwing a look over his shoulder at the standing stones.

      Mr. Astor nodded as he gingerly massaged his bandaged hand.

      “There is more than a good chance,” Percy said, his voice dropping so Milo strained to hear each word. “Which would make pursuing them further highly inadvisable.”

      Milo silently swore as he felt the moment slipping away.

      The three mercenaries running point were in sight of Ambrose’s position, but the rest were too far back. Having thrown the knife away, they needed to take Ezekiel, but if they pulled back, there was no reason to think they’d have a better shot, and they didn’t have time to track him down again. They needed to give them a reason to move into the glade.

      “Making a bad idea worse.” Milo sighed and then stepped out from behind the standing stone.

      The raptor skull crackled with unnatural fire in anticipation of Milo’s will, and the sight caused the mercenaries to falter and gasp.

      BURN

      Two bolts lanced out from the sockets, dazzling the mercenaries' eyes with the sudden, fierce light that went hissing over their heads. Milo had been aiming for Ezekiel, but the fiery darts missed him by scant centimeters as he twisted away and dived for a tree. Return fire from the mercenaries was spotty at first. Two shots went wide into the forest, while a third kicked up earth a few meters from Milo’s foot. More shots came, but the magus had ducked behind the standing stone, though he tried not to flinch and wince when he heard rounds whining away into the dark after striking the shielding stone.

      “I told you!” Ezekiel howled from his arboreal cover. “The gangly one’s a conjurer!”

      “Must be the staff,” Percy hissed venomously. In answer, Milo swung around and loosed another pair of bolts, which Percy only avoided by falling flat as soon as he appeared. Milo was chased back into cover by a much more accurate volley of fire, one shot zipping close enough to crease the arm of his coat.

      A very undignified curse escaped Percy Astor’s lips as he scrambled on his belly to hide behind his own tree. He drew out his pistol and then raised his voice to an imperious shout.

      “The one in the black coat must be taken alive. Do you hear me? Alive!”

      “Are you mad?” Captain Saakadze cried.

      “Get the rear guard up here,” Ezekiel called as he swung forward to fire the Gewehr before Milo could emerge for another blast of witchfire. “And keep an eye out for the fat one.”

      The resignation in Captain Saakadze’s voice was palpable, but he shouted back down the forest path, and Milo heard the rush of feet coming down toward the glade between the crackle of suppressive fire hammering at the stone.

      Soon they’d have enough to flank his position, coming at him from too many angles to counter them all at once. He needed to give Ambrose a better shot before that.

      Steeling his nerves, Milo willed the beak open and darted to the other side of the stone to spray a torrent of green flame. He expected it would be a distraction, an impotent show of force before he raced back to the second stone in his row. As it was, one of the mercenaries had advanced several strides since opening fire.

      The belch of flame bowled him back and set him alight.

      He didn’t even have time to scream as Milo’s sudden appearance filled his startled lungs with hungry flames. His body spasmed on the ground, and a single round from his carbine flew off into the dark. Whether the shot came from the superheated metal or an expiring twitch, Milo never knew.

      Milo continued the sweep of the flame and caught another advancing mercenary, but the man was farther from the blast, so only one side of him kindled. To Milo’s horror, the man screamed but did not go down as flames licked his body. The magus was ducking back behind the standing stone when the burning man let out a blood-chilling shriek and charged Milo, firing from the hip as he went.

      None of the mad shots struck home, but that didn’t deter the flaming mercenary, who gripped his smoldering gun like a club and launched himself at the magus. His body reacting before his mind could calculate a response, Milo turned the wild swing aside with his cane, just as Ambrose had shown him, and then snapped the shaft of the cane up and across. The blow took the pain-maddened man across the unburned side of his face, resulting in a spray of blood and teeth.

      Reflexively Milo swept the cane down hard on the man’s exposed wrists, sending the carbine-cudgel tumbling among the vine-wrapped bones. Snarling and spitting crimson froth, the mercenary lunged at Milo to trap him in a fiery embrace, but the magus pivoted back. The man stumbled, and with the moment of respite, Milo drew on the potency of the staff.

      The burning man rose as Milo swept the cane out in a two-handed stroke. The stone shaft connected with the man’s neck, shattering vertebrae, but its arc would not be denied as it drove his flaming head to crash into the standing stone. There was a sickening, squelching crack as the man’s head deformed against the stone.

      The slashed eyes stenciled across the stone seemed to glint as though each had received a fresh spattering of blood, and Milo felt the magical presence stir violently. His skin erupted in gooseflesh, and at his feet, fresh vines burst from the ground to coil around the body of the dead mercenary. Milo lurched back a few steps, horrified as the thick tendrils of plant matter smothered the lingering flames and dug deep in the open wounds like carrion worms searching for choice morsels.

      He was so overcome he didn’t realize he’d moved too far from his cover, and a shot ripped a bloody furrow across his calf. Milo’s leg buckled underneath him, and he pitched backward to the ground, shock robbing him of his voice.

      “Ezekiel, you idiot!” Percy shouted from his hiding place behind the tree. “We need him alive.”

      “Cease fire!” Captain Saakadze shouted.

      “Hold your horses, Percy. I just winged him.” The cowboy chuckled. “Damned fine shot if I do say so.”

      His breath whistled between Milo’s teeth as throbs of agony rolled up through his leg. In the back of his head, a voice was screaming for him to focus and grab the unguents from his coat, but by the time he’d gotten organized enough for the effort, hard hands were grabbing him and rolling him over. At one point, what must have been a foot brushed his wounded leg, and he let out a snarl of pain and thrashed. A knee was planted in his back, and he felt a barrel being pressed against the back of his head.

      “Don’t move,” shouted a voice Milo was sure couldn’t have come from a man any older than himself.

      “Alive!” Percy called. “I need him alive.”

      “It’s a witch!” Milo heard one of the mercenaries shout in Georgian.

      “A kudiani!” another cried. “Iacob, don’t touch it!”

      “You let him go, and I’ll drop you where you stand.” Ezekiel’s voice was much closer than before. “Keep him right there, and I’ll hogtie the little witch.”

      Milo tried to twist his head around to see what was happening and caught a glimpse of the glade filling with the rest of the mercenaries and the advancing cowboy before his captor reacted.

      “Face-down,” a wide-eyed teen growled at him before ramming the barrel into Milo’s face.

      The unforgiving rim jammed hard enough into Milo’s eyebrow to break the skin, and his blood dripped onto the soil. Between spasms of pain from his leg, he wondered if the gore-hungry vines would be drawn by his blood, it being so near, but a glance showed they hadn’t moved an inch. All the same, he thought he should keep a weather eye on the earth as droplets of blood dripped from the corner of his eye. It turned out that he wouldn’t have to keep his vigil long.

      He heard Ezekiel’s perpetual snuffling giggle nearly on top of him when Ambrose decided now was the time to open fire. The carbine roared from within the trees, and Milo felt something hot and wet spatter across the back of his neck. The weight on his back vanished. Careful of his leg, he rolled over as Ambrose hammered out a pair of shots. Milo saw Ezekiel pitch forward with a mad guffaw as another mercenary, one who must have been in the rear guard, slumped sideways with a shocked mewling sound. Captain Saakadze took a round through the shoulder and fell, but to his credit, he twisted as he dropped, attempting to bring his carbine to bear one-handed. Two more rounds punched through his chest as he hit the ground, and when the dust settled, he lay motionless and glassy-eyed.

      Percy and the remaining two mercenaries ran for cover behind the standing stone opposite Milo’s, chased by two more shots before a sharp plink sounded from Ambrose’s sniper’s roost.

      The American and his goons seemed to understand the significance of the sound and swung clear of the cover they’d just entered to pour a torrent of leaden fire into the woods. Had Milo been paying attention, he might have laughed at the way their shots scattered like mad hail, none going anywhere near Ambrose except by accident, but he was otherwise occupied.

      Ezekiel was on his hands and knees less than two meters from the magus, a strange sucking sound coming from his chest as he coughed out a garbled chuckle. Blood frothed from his lips began to well up from inside his buckskins in time with the sucking noise. Milo dared to hope that Ambrose had struck something vital in the fiendish scalp hunter, his pain-addled mind thinking of old stories of killing horrors with a wound through the heart.

      Ezekiel gave an ecstatic heaving laugh and expelled a spray of blood upon the ground in front of him. Milo’s stomach sank as he saw the clear glint of metal amidst the blood coating the ground, then the cowboy’s Cheshire-cat smile over the bullet.

      “My turn,” he said, and his bloody smile gleamed black in the moonlight.

      A corroded pistol slid free of the cowboy’s belt as Milo scrambled back, hands groping around him for his cane.

      Since the shooting had begun, none had noticed the growing sound of many large forms moving through the trees. Milo only became aware of the thunderous approach as imminent death sharpened his senses to a razor’s edge and time seemed to slow. The rushing creak and groan of heavy limbs shouldered aside proved a counterpoint to the slow mechanical click of Ezekiel’s pistol hammer being drawn back, while the dull thud of broad, heavy feet juxtaposed the sharp, incessant barks of gunfire.

      Ezekiel grinned malevolently as he made a show of taking his aim, but his eyes widened comically as Milo felt something immense looming over him.

      Milo had an impression of huge legs swathed in metallic scale greaves—or was it the creature’s skin?—passing over him, then one elephantine foot descended upon Ezekiel. The cowboy’s pistol fired up into the foot, but it didn’t slow the step that smashed his body flat to the ground. Milo felt the impact reverberate up through the earth.

      The other leg passed overhead. Milo flinched under its shadow, but it came to rest several meters away. Milo beheld the huge, vaguely humanoid shape before him, two huge legs leading to a massive abdomen that was girdled with patchwork leathers that could have served as sails before muscle-mounded shoulders emerged with several lumpy, hairy heads at the apex.

      The gunfire in the glade ceased as every eye fell upon the many-headed giant whose enormous back was still to Milo as it stood upon the twitching body of Ezekiel.

      “I AM BAKBAK-DEVI,” the giant rumbled from several throats at once, the sound like a chorus from the bowels of the earth. “I COME TO HONOR THE SACRIFICE. CEASE YOUR QUARRELS. THIS PLACE IS HALLOWED.”

      Without a word, all weapons were lowered, and an eerie calm descended over the glade.

      Bakbak-Devi pivoted, foot still grinding the pitifully fidgeting body of the scalp hunter, then stooped to regard Milo with a host of yellow eyes, several of which did not occur in pairs.

      “YOU ARE WELCOME, SUPPLICANT,” the giant said, its faces breaking into tusk-snarled grins. “IT HAS BEEN SOME TIME SINCE ANY OFFERED A LIFE OF THEIR OWN KIND UPON THE STONES.”

      Milo’s eyes strayed to the vine-smothered corpse, and his stomach knotted.

      “I am looking for the marquis,” Milo said, doing his best to push down the revulsion rising within him. “I need his help.”

      The Lernaean ogre drew back, and for a single trembling second, Milo wondered if he’d said something to offend it. Its yellow gaze narrowed, and it stooped even lower to draw in a heavy sniff with several snouts.

      “YES, YOU HAVE BEEN AMONG THE FOLK,” Babak-Devi declared, then with impressive gentleness, extended a hand to help Milo to his feet. “COME WITH ME, AND I WILL MAKE YOUR INTRODUCTIONS.”

      “I have a friend here with me,” Milo called to the giant as he rose, balancing on his uninjured leg. “He will be coming with me.”

      With a rustle and snapping of twigs, Ambrose emerged from his spot and rushed over to Milo’s side, snatching up the magus’ cane and the Gewehr on his way over. Bakbak-Devi watched without comment, only straightening so Ambrose could slide a shoulder under Milo’s arm.

      “Thanks for not forgetting me,” Ambrose muttered as he handed over the cane.

      “Don’t mention it,” Milo said out the corner of his mouth as he continued to watch the giant. “Just next time, don’t wait until I’m bleeding to start shooting. I’m tired of fixing this leg.”

      A wounded looked passed over Ambrose’s face, but he hid it behind a cheery smile at the many watching faces.

      “Ready when you are, big guy,” he called up with forced verve.

      Bakbak-Devi nodded and turned to go when two barks of a pistol pierced the stillness of the glade.

      The giant spun back with frightening speed for a creature the size of a house, while Ambrose swung Milo around like a ragdoll to shield the magus with his body. The two remaining Georgians toppled over, bullet holes in their heads, as their blood and gray matter woke the standing stone they were standing next to. Percy Astor slowly lowered his pistol, his bandaged hand held up placatingly.

      “My sacrifice made, I would also like to be introduced to the marquis,” the American declared in a calm, clear voice before nodding at the smeared bottom of the giant’s foot. “I will also be needing my companion to join me if you would be so kind.”
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      With firm strokes of his punting pole, Bakbak-Devi propelled their raft up the languid river and into the deepening beauty of the Lost Vale. The moon crowned the sky, and its silver light danced across the dark pines. Each one seemed plated in the precious metal, argent needles susurrating softly on the wind. Down amongst the trunks, the mist wound and flowed with currents of its own, and upon those ephemeral streams could be seen miniscule shapes flashing and glinting like fireflies in shades of blue, yellow, and green to reveal tiny imitations of horses, serpents, and men, all borne on gossamer wings. Milo spotted stags and leopards moving amongst the mist, breaching the foggy tides like antlered leviathans or golden-eyed whales, barely sparing the humans a look as they went about their nightly business.

      Drifting over everything was a sense of wonder as palpable as a haunting melody that was just beyond hearing, yet all this grandeur was wasted on the men on the raft. Seated upon pine stumps, they paid no heed to the enchanted wood unfolding around them, only having time to share suspicious glares.

      “I still can’t believe we ain’t shootin’ ‘em both.”

      Percy gave a heavy sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose vigorously.

      “And that is why you have your job and I have mine,” he said sullenly under his breath before turning to Milo and Ambrose with an apologetic smile. “I’m terribly sorry. I could make excuses for him, but they’d never be sufficient. I’ll have to beg your indulgence a while longer.”

      Milo, having been forced to repair his leg with healing unguents with both men looking over his shoulder, was not in the most diplomatic of moods.

      “Don’t worry,” Milo replied coolly. “The feeling is mutual.”

      Ambrose gave a low grunt of assent.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Percy sighed, raising a hand to tip his hat. “Then I suppose we are better served by fixing our attention on the scenery.”

      Milo made a hard thrust with his chin and bared his teeth in a smile to challenge the one the scalp hunter wore.

      “You first,” he snarled through the unfriendly grin.

      Shaking his head, the American turned his back to them. Ezekiel sat looking askance at Milo and Ambrose, his tongue lapping across his stained, smiling teeth. It was galling and terrifying in equal measure that even after being ground to paste under the ogre’s foot, Ezekiel had recovered in minutes unmarked and unfazed. Milo felt a quiver of uncertainty as he stared into the dark, mirthless eyes.

      For all his giggles and grinning, Ezekiel Boucher’s eyes were as cold and soulless as anything Milo had seen in his short, terrible life, and that included the ghuls of Ifreedahm.

      “Don’t worry, I still owe you a barkin’, partner,” the cowboy cooed as he reached out to tickle the scalps hanging from his indestructible buckskins. “I haven't forgotten.”

      Milo was about to form a retort, but before he could say anything, a pine stump hurtled through the air and took Ezekiel in the chest. The slight man’s chest buckled with a tremendous crack as the hefty disc of wood carried him over the edge of the boat. Percy gave a subdued “Oh, goodness” as he shifted away from the water thrown up by Ezekiel’s exit from the raft, but soon returned to staring out across the Vale.

      Milo looked to see Ambrose standing over him, limbs trembling with rage as he spat curses of remarkable poetry and potency in French.

      “Thanks,” Milo said, but the big man didn’t seem to hear him.

      Bakbak-Devi paused from his punting to dip his pole into the river, while half his faces turned to frown at Ambrose.

      “DO NOT DO THAT AGAIN,” the giant instructed, his tone as firm and long-suffering as someone speaking to a particularly willful child. “THE HEXED ONE IS A GUEST OF THE MARQUIS SAME AS YOU, GEHENNA-GET. DO NOT TEST MY MASTER’S HOSPITALITY OR MY PATIENCE FURTHER.”

      For a single moment, Ambrose looked as though he would challenge the many-headed ogre, but with a long trembling breath, he let the tension slide from his shoulders. His limbs ceased to quiver, and he gave a slow nod as he bowed his shoulders slightly.

      “I understand,” he said solemnly. “My apologies to you and to your master.”

      Bakbak-Devi returned the nod and turned all his faces to the river.

      “Gehenna-get?” Milo asked softly, eliciting a shrug from Ambrose.

      “A new one for me,” the big man confessed, crossing his arms.

      Milo frowned as he turned back and noticed Percy watching Ambrose intently, a curious gleam in his eye. It only lasted a second before he turned back to contemplating the river and the forest, but at that moment, a swelling sense of dread plucked warningly across his spine.

      Just then, the punting pole emerged from the water with a sodden Ezekiel clinging to the timber. His hair and hat hung down, so he looked one step above a drowning victim, but his smile still stretched from ear to ear.

      With his peculiar gentleness, Bakbak-Dovi deposited the cowboy on the raft and proceeded to send them gliding up the river.

      “I notice you have no apology for my compatriot,” Mr. Astor stated as he continued watching the vista beyond the boat.

      “I most certainly do not,” Ambrose rumbled.

      “Oh, that’s all right, Percy.” Ezekiel chuckled as he rose to shake the water from his hat.

      He turned to grin at Ambrose.

      “Better luck next time, big fella,”

      Ambrose grinned back but didn’t budge otherwise.

      “It was the smell, sweetie. Didn’t want to spend any more time having to smell you.”
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        * * *

      

      The manse of the marquis sprawled past the water’s edge, a vast estate whose whitewashed walls swept in a wide arc that formed a harbor in the midst of the river. Between these lantern-hung arms stood a dock whose planks were richly engraved with glowing patterns of knots and whorls, all of which seemed to move when Milo wasn’t looking directly at them. The illuminated boards stretched from the dock up to form stairs to a hedgerow gate that led to the manse’s gardens.

      “Impressive,” Percy commented, looking up at the giant. “It bears a striking resemblance to Château de Kerjean.”

      The many heads nodded.

      “THE MARQUIS WOULD BE PLEASED TO HEAR YOU SAY SO,” Bakbak-Devi replied. “HE RENOVATED THE MANOR AFTER VISITING HIS COUSIN IN THE FOREST OF BROCÉLIANDE AND TOURING THE DUCHY.”

      “Fey go on holiday?” Ambrose asked.

      “I guess so,” Milo muttered distractedly, his attention divided between watching the Americans and surveying the manor. The architecture and subsequent historical implications were lost on him, but Milo felt the power vibrating off the construction. The closer they drew to it, the more potent that was until Milo felt it as a low tingle across his skin. Like the hex upon the knife, it was different from essence or shades—less focused, yet more fluid and lively, and it saturated the structure. As the raft slid up to the dock, Milo wondered how much of what he saw was physical objects, stone, wood, mortar, and how much was some magical simulation of the material.

      Bakbak-Devi lashed the raft to the dock and then led them across the boards to land.

      “THE SECOND SUPPLICANTS SHALL BE INTRODUCED FIRST,” the giant explained as he ushered them off the raft as gently as a mother hen. “AGAIN, I WILL REMIND YOU TO BE RESPECTFUL TO EACH OTHER FOR THE SAKE OF YOUR HOST. BREACHES IN COURTESY CAN HAVE SERIOUS CONSEQUENCES.”

      So warned, the Americans and then Milo and Ambrose followed him up the dock and to the hedge gate. Milo expected the Bakbak-Devi to produce an immense key or parlay with an eldritch gatekeeper, but instead, the ogrish servant waved a hand, and the gate swung open silently. Again, Milo felt a tickle of magic, but it was almost imperceptible amongst the background hum of so much magic around him.

      Past the gate, they walked through a topiary garden where the plants had been worked into masterful statues of men and women at rest or at play. Their craftsmanship was so incredibly lifelike it took Milo a second to realize something was wrong when one of them raised its head from contemplating a small pool and gave a slight nod of greeting. Milo stared and then waved back.

      Milo could animate a corpse through binding a shade or make a wooden statue amble about, powered by a specter, but this was different. This was a living being, reshaped and elevated beyond its simplistic foundations, possibly even given a kind of sentience. Wonder and a jealous hunger to know more raced through Milo.

      He was so distracted that he almost trod on Percy’s heels, but Ambrose caught him by the shoulder. They stood in front of a vast round hedge that grew to eye-level with Bakbak-Devi, and inside could be heard the soft strum of harps and the murmur of comfortable conversation. Set into the hedge was a portal of Corinthian columns with a velvet curtain draped across the opening. Bakbak-Devi put a hand to the curtain and slid partially through before pausing to turn half his heads toward them.

      “WAIT HERE.”

      Then, quicker and smoother than any creature so large had a right to, he disappeared through the portal. The music beyond the curtain stilled as the giant spoke to someone within, but the words were muffled and indistinct.

      The Americans held a brief whispered conference while Milo and Ambrose moved shoulder to shoulder.

      Ambrose muttered under his breath, “You did want to bring the cowboy along to show the marquis. Looks like you got your wish.”

      Milo eyed the whispering duo like he would a pair of vipers.

      “I wanted to bring him in as a prisoner, not a guest,” he spat. “I’m not sure I like the idea of them getting the first crack at the marquis. Ezekiel may be a bloody-minded idiot, but the snake in silk isn’t. Whatever happened to first come, first served?”

      “Old school etiquette, I think,” Ambrose offered. “The last one into the room is the boss, last to sit is head of the table, the last one introduced is the one most honored.”

      “Let’s hope,” Milo said. “We need to get the marquis’ help, and then we need to get back to the Rollsy. Can you get it working?”

      Ambrose frowned and shrugged.

      “Maybe,” he said. “I won’t know until we get back and I have a chance to look things over, but worse comes to worst, I know where we can get a truck.”

      He gave a slight nod toward the Americans, whose conversation had become more animated, Mr. Astor pointing a finger in Ezekiel’s face repeatedly.

      “I’d be worried a mad dog like Boucher would bite my finger off if I did that,” Milo said at a volume that made it clear he didn’t care if he was overheard. “That’s the problem with those kinds of pets, isn’t it, Ambrose?”

      Ambrose crossed his arms over his chest and nodded grimly.

      “True enough. They’ll turn on you eventually, mark my words.”

      Ezekiel’s smile stretched with each word until it was nearly a grimace when he turned to look at them. Percy whispered something sharply to the cowboy, but his words went unheeded, so he turned back to the curtain, his face in his palm.

      “Funny thing you talkin’ about turnin’, seein’ as you both turned your backs on your own kind.” The scalp hunter tittered. “I may be a bad hombre, but at least I don’t sign my soul away to work for ‘em.”

      “I always heard Americans were ignorant,” Ambrose shot back. “I see you’re an exceptional example of your kind.”

      Percy sniffed at the remark but refused to turn around, while Ezekiel’s wormy tongue played across his stained smile.

      “I am what I am, damnation and all,” the scalp hunter said at last, absently raising a hand to stroke the forelocks dangling from his arms. “But you yellow-bellied, back-shootin’, pixie-lovin’ sons o—”

      The curtain suddenly drew back, and the many faces of Bakbak-Devi loomed over them.

      “IT IS TIME, COME.”

      “Thank goodness,” Percy groaned, and he and Ezekiel made to follow.

      Milo and Ambrose caught a brief glimpse of a wide green space where plumes of smoke rose from braziers to cast everything in a soporific haze. Wavering like heat mirages, they saw strange and elegant creatures reclined upon couches and divans before a small but ornate pavilion.

      Then the curtain fell.

      “Maybe the marquis could help us with transportation,” Milo said as they stood straining and failing to hear what was happening within. “Riding the wind like Rihyani does could put us back there quicker than driving, though I’d hate to leave the car.”

      “One favor at a time,” Ambrose replied, casting a look over one shoulder then the other. “We’re not even sure this marquis will help us.”

      Milo turned from staring at the curtain to meet Ambrose’s gaze.

      “I don’t think Rihyani would send us here if we couldn’t expect help.”

      He hadn’t meant to sound so hot and scolding, but the words came out sizzling, and Ambrose raised one eyebrow and gave a significant pause before responding.

      “I think Rihyani was desperate, like we all were,” the big man said slowly. “She pointed us at our best shot, but that doesn’t mean things are going to go smooth. I mean, she did say it would take some convincing. I think it would be better to go in assuming we’re going to have to earn our miracle, rather than expecting it.”

      Milo bit back the irritated retort he felt surging up from his gut, taking time to nod. Even if Ambrose was wrong, it wouldn’t hurt them to proceed with caution. Rushing things had more potential to foul them up than help.

      “You’re right, good point,” Milo said and turned back to the curtain to stare until a thought struck him. “Doesn’t it seem strange that once again, we are stuck waiting to be introduced to some magical despot?”

      “Let’s hope this one goes smoother.” Ambrose huffed as he looked forlornly at the Gewehr on his shoulder. “I haven’t got any ammunition for her yet.”

      “You’ve still got that,” Milo said, nodding at the carbine strapped to his back. “And from what happened in the grove, I’d say it works fine.”

      “Machine-operated action, self-ejecting,” Ambrose said, and Milo wasn’t sure if it was disgust or awe in his voice. “Even a child could put eight rounds downwind without pause.”

      Milo studied his bodyguard’s face, but the usually expressive features had formed into a sort of mask. Ambrose was locked away with thoughts he wasn’t interested in expressing, but Milo thought he saw some of that same fear and despair that he had seen on the balcony.

      “Sounds like it will come in handy if things go like they did last time,” Milo said, hoping to coax him out of his malaise. “If we ever get to step past this damned curtain.”

      Beyond the curtain, there was a sound like raised voices. Both men paused, waiting for the many-headed ogre to emerge, but the shouting quieted, and their wait continued.

      “I knew an American, different sort than those two, who served in the French Foreign Legion with me.” Ambrose chuckled, his eyes sliding out of the middle distance. “He used to say that a soldier’s business was largely a matter of hurry up and wait.”

      Milo sighed. “I suppose a magus’ life is much the same.”

      “We’re all prisoners in a world of petty tyrants.” Ambrose grunted. “At least until we carve out our own little fiefdom. Then we get our turn, assuming we make it that far.”

      “You read that line in a book.” Milo snorted with a sidelong glance.

      “Nope, just a little nugget I’ve been polishing,” Ambrose replied loftily. “Thought I’d share it with someone who could use it.”

      “Thanks, but maybe you should keep your nuggets to yourself.”

      Ambrose pointedly refused to meet the long look Milo gave him.

      “You still aren’t as funny as you seem to think you are.”

      The curtain parted and the giant beckoned them.
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        * * *

      

      The Marquis of the Lost Vale sat quietly in the shadow of his pavilion. Two braziers wafted fragrant smoke that filled the tent, so throughout his retelling, Milo could only see the vaguest impression of a seated tall figure. The marquis’ sandaled feet and long hands were the only things that emerged from the shadow of the tent, pearlescent and sharp-clawed. In one elegant hand was a goblet that seemed to be fashioned from polished granite, which the fey would occasionally draw into the shadows to drink from. Milo imagined he saw two glinting eyes within the deep shade.

      The marquis had listened without comment as Milo had told the story of Rihyani’s injuries at the hands of Ezekiel Boucher and the discovery that her recovery was prevented because of the curse the murderous cowboy bore.

      “So Contessa Rihyani sent us to Tsminda Sameba and we met the priest, who instructed us to come here,” Milo said, sweat pouring across his whole body despite the coolness of the evening.  “We were pursued by the other two supplicants and their mercenaries while following Father Zoidze’s instructions.”

      Ambrose softly cleared his throat, and Milo nodded.

      “If their presence has burdened you, we sincerely apologize,” Milo added quickly. “We didn’t intend for them to follow us.”

      He forced his eyes to remain fixed on the shadowed figure inside the cloud of smoke, but he’d noted when they’d first been brought through the curtain that the Americans were nowhere to be seen. Milo couldn’t begin to guess whether that was a good or bad thing, but he didn’t imagine gawking across the tables would look very dignified.

      His story done and his explanations given, Milo stood, arms stiff at his sides, waiting. After talking about his experiences in the court of Ifreedahm, he’d hoped he would be more comfortable with this sort of thing, but he’d found an audience with the Bashlek of Ifreedahm was no proof against the nervous energy that made his legs tremble and his mouth run dry. He felt the eyes of the creatures reclining around him pressing dully, slowly turning screws. More than once, a flash of magic sparked across his supernatural awareness, heightening his discomfort. He wanted to demand an answer or at least a response, but he knew that wasn’t likely to produce the results he wanted.

      He stood waiting and tried to silence the hammering of his heart in his ears as he forced himself to draw one breath after another.

      Milo became aware of that ancient, ponderous presence whose slumber he’d interrupted, and again he felt himself in danger of collapsing under its scrutiny. He wanted to run away mentally as well as physically, but he knew to do that would be to forfeit any hope of saving Rihyani, and that was something he could not, would not accept. He’d come this far; he would not turn aside now.

      Thus, he stood and bore the oppressive observation, upright and square-shouldered in both mind and body.

      The haze of perfumed smoke stirred, and Milo heard Ambrose shuffle forward a little. Whatever the bodyguard thought was about to happen or what he could do about it, Milo appreciated the reminder that he wasn’t alone, whatever was about to happen.

      “What is it that you wish of me then?” came a deep, rippling voice from the pavilion.

      Milo gaped for a second, not understanding how it could be unclear what he wanted, but certain that pointing such a thing out could only be construed as an insult.

      “I want your help in breaking the hex so that the contessa may be healed,” Milo said, his tongue sticking a bit at first.

      Again, Ambrose gave the gentlest of coughs.

      “Please,” Milo said. “I want your help, please.”

      There was another long silence, then the marquis’ fingers flexed around his goblet, producing a soft but distinct sound of bone grating against stone.

      “If you wish for me to break the curse upon Ezekiel Boucher, I will not, despite how much I should like to,” the marquis declared in a tone that brooked no contest or question. “But I can teach you how to loosen the bonds of the hex that has gripped the contessa so she may be healed.”

      Milo, whose heart had stopped beating when the marquis said he wouldn’t break the curse, nearly collapsed with relief.

      “Thank you, good Marquis,” Milo said with a deep bow. “Thank you.”

      A single long finger rose, the hooked point of the nail aimed at Milo’s heart.

      “Yet, though the contessa is distant kin to us, we cannot grant this boon free of cost,” the fey said. Milo wondered if the tingle he felt was the slip of the noose around his neck.

      “I will do what I can,” Milo said carefully, uncertain of what such a powerful being as the marquis could want from him.

      “You are the first of your kind who has ever been taught the Art, and even in these dire times, I’d be a fool if I did not extract a geas from you.”

      Milo frowned but kept his eyes upon the marquis.

      “I am not refusing, but I have to admit I do not know what a geas is,” he confessed. “I do not want to swear to something I’m not capable of doing. That would dishonor you and put the life of the contessa at risk, both of which I don’t want to do.”

      “Well spoken,” the marquis said, and to Milo’s surprise, there was genuine warmth in his tone. “I will instruct you on what a geas requires, and then you may give me your answer, though if your intentions are as noble as you claim, I’m certain there will be no contest to the matter. For now, though, I’d have you take your ease and dine with me, as I have other questions to ask you of a less immediate but no less serious nature.”

      Milo felt his muscles tighten across his whole body, and it was all he could do to keep from shouting “NO!” at the mention of dinner and conversation. It seemed to Milo that the marquis, like so many other petty tyrants, could not imagine a world where their timetable was not the single deciding factor.

      “Thank you, and I mean no disrespect, but I’m afraid time is an issue,” Milo said, trying to keep the anxiety in his voice in check even as the sincerity of it spilled out. “It took us almost two days to reach your domain, and it will take just as long to return. I’m afraid if things go on much longer, we may lose her.”

      For the first time since coming before the marquis, the assemblage of fey responded to Milo’s words. At first, it was a soft giggle behind Milo, then some heartier chuckles, and then laughter swelled around him, echoing from every direction. He felt his cheeks burn, and a potent if juvenile anger swelled up in him at each wave of laughter that rolled over him.

      “I don’t understand,” Milo said, struggling to keep his tone even. “What is so amusing?”

      The marquis, whose voice had not joined the chorus, silenced them all with a wave of this hand.

      “Fear not, Magus,” the marquis began, his tone warm and sympathetic. “Some forget that the ways and realities of humans are not the ways and realities of our kind. All these things I will explain soon, but first, we must dine. To the manor, my guests.”

      A cheer went up from the assembled fey, and the murmur of conversation and the sound of music returned as they rose and began to move toward the manor in cliques and coveys.

      Milo turned to Ambrose, anger and despair wrestling for control of his tongue.

      “What do we do?”

      Ambrose looked around, eyes narrowed.

      “Go to dinner, I guess,” Ambrose said after a moment’s consideration. “He said he wanted to talk to you. Maybe you can convince him that you’ll be a lot more fun and festive once Rihyani isn’t bleeding to death.”

      Looking into the inscrutable pavilion where the marquis sat unmoving even as his guests filed past, staring into the swirling smoke, Milo wasn’t certain of anything.
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      “To the marquis!”

      The cry went up for the fourth time and the entire dining hall answered in kind, then the fey downed their various horns, flutes, chalices, and goblets. It seemed that the marquis’ guests were eager to celebrate their host, even if he wasn’t present. Milo and Ambrose had been ushered in by a corvid butler in the wake of the other guests, but even as they were shooed in by the black-feathered servant, the marquis did not emerge from his tent. Now nearly an hour into the drinking and toasts, the lord of the manor had yet to make an appearance.

      Milo ground his teeth as he glared at the drink in his hand, a crystal flute filled with dark wine. The shade of the vintage reminded him of Rihyani’s eyes, and that only made the waiting worse.

      “Why do you think they laughed?” Ambrose asked in a low voice as he stood with Milo toward the back of the dining hall. While the magus brooded, the bodyguard had watched the graceful, glowing fey moving amongst each other, suspicious of every elegant gesture. It seemed he’d decided they were in no immediate danger.

      Milo shrugged, telling himself to control his temper but feeling as though he could hear the dripping of Rihyani’s blood from cursed wounds.

      “Maybe they think it’s cute how much you care for her?” Ambrose offered as he watched an amazonian fey stride by, muscles rippling beneath her slit corset and skirt of studded leather. At her heels scampered red hounds the size of ponies with black spines running down their backs. Milo couldn’t shake the thought that their jowled faces looked a little too human.

      “What do you mean?” he asked distractedly as a small man scuttled by, suspended three meters in the air on a quartet of spider legs. The man’s face was flushed and his suit coat was liberally stained with wine, or what Milo hoped was wine.

      Ambrose stepped back to avoid being skewered by one of the chitinous limbs and cleared his throat.

      “I mean, they might find it odd that a man, a human, that is, has such strong feelings for one of their kind?”

      “Are you suggesting,” Milo began, hearing the edge in his voice and not much caring, “that I want to save her for a reason besides the debt we both owe her and her usefulness to our mission?”

      Ambrose frowned, his eyes scanning Milo’s face before he went back to watching the crowd.

      “No, I don’t suppose I am.”

      “Good.” Milo grunted and then spotted the butler from earlier across the hall. “Huh, did he just try to get our attention?”

      “Who?” Ambrose asked, but then the raven-like servant locked eyes with them across the hall and motioned them over with a black-pinioned arm.

      “Seems the old crow wants to have a chat,” Ambrose said, adjusting his rifle over his shoulder. “Shall we?”

      Milo nodded, and as quickly as the crowd allowed, they made their way to the butler, who stood watching them with large, dark eyes set into his sharp, pale face.

      “My master asks you to attend him in his library,” the butler cawed softly. His head twisted at the end of the question as he thrust his beaky nose forward.

      “Lead on,” Milo said, handing his undrunk wine to a passing server.

      The butler bobbed once and led them on a winding path through the corridors of the manor. Uncomfortable memories of the tunnels in Afghanistan began to surface as they followed the raven-like fey down dim passage after dim passage that all looked very much the same, devoid of decoration. They passed simple dark wood doors and intersecting passages, but the former were always closed, and the latter looked identical to what they’d already walked down.

      It was a shock when the butler came to a door that looked very much like all the others and paused to wave his hand much in the same way Bakbak-Devi had at the iron gate. The door swung inward and the birdlike footman hopped aside, bowing his head as he gestured them in.

      The simplicity of the door did not prepare Milo for what lay within. He had been expecting a room, even a large room with several shelves of books and maybe a desk and some sitting chairs.

      What he stepped into was nothing less than a temple to the written word. Shelves twice Milo’s height swept around the vast circular space, and above them, walkways circled the room and gave access to even more shelves. Above those was a third layer of shelves. Rolling ladders hung from each shelf, and emblazoned on brass plaques were the categorical divisions and subdivisions of the books enshrined upon the ornate shelves of mahogany chased in burnished brass. Scattered across the polished marble floors were overstuffed chairs and plush couches, with small tables complete with what looked like table lamps, except instead of flaming wicks creating tiny islands of light, they had what looked like captured stars sat inside the glass bulbs.

      Seated next to one of these tables was the marquis, who stood upon their entrance.

      He was as tall as Beli at three meters but far more svelte. His appearance was stretched further by a pair of backward-swept horns that grew from his brow. The thick horns shone a steely shade of gray that was quite striking above his long countenance of milky skin. He wore a suit that might have been in fashion a hundred years ago, a Regency tailcoat ensemble of rich cream. Most everything seemed sized for a smaller creature, the collar not quite rising high enough to cover his long neck, while the coat and the trousers came to just past his elbows and knees respectively. In many ways, his whole form seemed stretched, yet he moved with easy fluidity Milo had come to associate with fey.

      “Welcome,” he said in that same subterranean voice. “I appreciate your patience. I’m sure it hasn’t been easy, but as you will soon see, the situation is now not as dire as you first thought.”

      “I would be very thankful if you’d enlighten us, Marquis,” Milo said as he and Ambrose closed the distance. Their footsteps didn’t ring on the floor as they should have, and Milo guessed there was a chance that some sort of magic was at work to keep the library a place of quiet reflection.

      “All in good time,” the marquis said, smiling and reaching down with a long-fingered hand to gather up the books on the table he’d been sitting at. This close, Milo could see the fey’s eyes possessed the horizontal pupils of a goat.

      “I mean no disrespect, but I’m afraid that isn’t good enough,” Milo said, feeling Ambrose tense next to him as the words were spoken. “Contessa Rihyani is depending on me, and every second counts. I will do whatever it is you ask, but please, no more delays.”

      For his part, the marquis paused for a moment, and Milo felt the strange eyes sweeping over him. Milo couldn’t quite remember if the huge presence he’d recognized before felt the same as the pressing awareness, but he imagined it was close. As the stare continued, he could almost hear Ambrose coiling like a spring next to him. Milo began to wonder if he’d made a mistake. He contemplated making an apology for the abruptness, but another smile, warm and admiring, stretched across the fey aristocrat’s long features.

      “There it is,” he said softly, stepping closer, books in the crook of one long arm. “That fire, that immediacy. It is invigorating.”

      The towering fey leaned down, bending almost double with no sign of difficulty or discomfort to stare at Milo.

      “That’s what this is all about.”

      Milo met the goat eyes uneasily at first, the stare striking him as alien and sinister despite the gentle expressions of their owner.

      “I still don’t understand,” Milo said, then squared his shoulders and planted his feet. “But I would learn. Please, explain.”

      The marquis waited for a second longer, studying Milo, then straightened and moved toward the shelves.

      “Since you are assisting the contessa, I can only assume you are involved with the conflict between the factions commonly referred to as the Shepherds and the Guardians?”

      “I am,” Milo called after him, the volume of his voice seeming almost sacrilegious in the library. To avoid having to do so again, he moved to follow the marquis, Ambrose at his shoulder.

      “Were you aware that I’ve been approached by both parties?” the marquis asked over his shoulder as he began to shelve the books.

      “No,” Milo admitted, feeling a prickle of anxiety race across his skin. “I wasn’t aware of that.”

      The marquis nodded as he tapped a clawed digit down a row of books playfully before finding the cavity where the last book went.

      “I haven’t declared for either side yet, obviously,” the fey said as he slid the final volume home. “This particular situation offers me a unique predicament and opportunity.”

      The prickling flared, and Milo fought the urge to sweep the room as the skin between his shoulder blades tingled. He knew Ambrose was doing that for him and would probably do a far better job, so he decided to keep his gaze fixed on the marquis.

      “You’re considering turning us over to the Guardians then?” Milo said, the words coming out hoarse and harsh.

      “Oh, no, nothing so duplicitous,” the marquis declared, his tone hinting at offense at the suggestion. “You are my guests and under the protection of my hospitality. No, I could win favor among the Guardians simply by refusing to help you. Contessa Rihyani is known to both factions, and while I could justify my actions to the Shepherds as not wanting to get involved, the Guardians would appreciate an enemy agent killed, even if simply by inaction.”

      Milo’s fingers tightened around the raptor cane, but he reminded himself that the marquis hadn’t said this was what he was going to do, only stated it as a possibility.

      “Is that what Ezekiel and Percy asked you to do?” Milo asked. “Just let Rihyani die?”

      The marquis frowned, an odd expression on his long, pale face.

      “The Americans? No, they had other interests. In fact, if you are operating under the assumption that they are allied with the Guardians, I’m afraid they seem quite ignorant of the conflict.”

      Milo pulled back and narrowed his eyes as he studied the marquis. Seeing no sign of deception, Milo supposed the marquis, who so far had been quite forthright, had no reason to lie. He made a mental note to consider the new information later as he reminded himself that Rihyani’s life still very much hung in the balance.

      “So, you could let her die,” Milo said, keeping his tone even. “Or you could help us and save her life.”

      The marquis nodded, his strange horizontal pupils fixed on Milo.

      “I could, and I think I will, at least in part,” he said slowly, gauging Milo’s reaction. “I will give you something, and what you do with it will decide whether you can go and save the contessa. Also, your success or failure in this endeavor will be the deciding factor of which faction I put my support behind immediately.”

      Milo stared for a second, and during the pause, Ambrose cleared his throat to speak up.

      “And by immediately, you mean…”

      “If you succeed, I will not only ensure you have the means to save the contessa but also that you will reach her in time,” the marquis declared solemnly. “If you fail, you will be given a day to leave my vale, and then I will call the hunt to pursue you both to the edge of the mountain's shadow.”

      Milo didn’t need to study the fey’s expression to know he was serious.

      “No pressure, huh?” Milo swallowed.

      “Do you accept my terms and agree to abide by them?”

      Milo turned and met Ambrose’s eye. He knew the answer, but he was glad to see Ambrose give him a determined nod and then a subtle wink. A hearty cheer or slap on the back couldn’t have been more encouraging.

      Magus and bodyguard looked into the marquis’ face, jaws set and shoulders squared.

      “We accept,” Milo said.

      The marquis nodded and then raised his long arms straight out to either side.

      “Very good.” He smiled, raising his face toward the moonlight beaming through the windows high above the looming shelves. “Now, for this next part, I ask that you please remain very still. It can be confusing, but please don’t move.”

      Milo’s expression changed from bemusement to shock as the room began to spin around them. Faster and faster the room revolved around them, all the more frightening for their silence as images of ladders, walkways, and shelves flashed by. Soon the room was an eye-watering blur of colors and light, so Milo fixed his attention on the fey standing in a cruciform posture at the eye of the soundless storm.

      “You are both doing very well,” the marquis said as the lights around them began to change color. “Almost there now. Just remember to not move. I’d hate for you to hurt yourselves.”
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      Moments later, the spinning room came to an abrupt stop, and Ambrose gave a muffled heave and managed to stagger a dozen paces away to be sick in a convenient decorative vase.

      Milo felt a flutter of nausea, but it was not so severe that he didn’t realize they were no longer standing in the library.

      They stood in a tall, narrow corridor where one wall was set with a series of portals that looked out over the marquis’ dining hall. The noble’s guests danced, and drank, and sang, and drank some more in what was fast becoming a bacchanalian revel below. The fact that the creatures engaged were alien combinations of beatific creatures and Boschian nightmares only made the scene more surreal.

      Milo stood staring down for a moment, doing his best to block out the sounds of Ambrose hawking, spitting, and cursing. They were clearly in a gallery overlooking the hall, but Milo had stood on the floor below and couldn’t remember seeing any such gallery.

      “This wasn’t part of the manor when we were down there earlier,” Milo said, turning back to the marquis. “Is it invisible from below?”

      The fey shook his head, a smile teasing the corners of his mouth upward.

      “No, but that isn’t a bad idea.”

      Milo stared at the marquis, then gaped at the structure that stretched the width of the hall and was decorated to match the rest of the manor.

      “You don’t mean to tell me you fabricated all of this out of thin air on a whim?” Milo asked, unable to keep the heady mix of incredulity and awe from his voice. He’d known fey magic was different from that the ghuls practiced, but he struggled to believe it was so much more powerful as to create such vast, complex structures with what seemed like very little effort. Milo’s head spun with the possibilities.

      “Not as you might imagine,” the marquis began. “The first thing you must understand about the Art, which is what we fey call our magic, is that it is tied to our will, which is itself tied to our very natures as creatures of will.”

      Milo blinked like an owl at noontime, struggling to understand the fey’s words.

      “You just will things into physical existence?” he said, his tone approaching flabbergasted. “You think them, and they are real?”

      The marquis laughed, and though it was a kindly sound, Milo could tell he was getting more wrong than right.

      “We need to clarify two things,” the marquis said, raising two clawed fingers demonstratively. “First, will and thought are not the same things, particularly among the fey. Will in the sense I talk about is an interwoven matrix of identity, intent, and desire. A thought is fleeting, a series of reactions to stimuli either internal or external. Will is fundamental and enduring, a consistent declaration.

      “Second, something does not have to be physical to be real. The greatest disservice done to your kind was when many of you came to believe that only things that are real can be weighed on a scale or measured with little notched sticks. Just as lamentable was when you forgot that belief can be as tangible as water and stone.”

      Milo clamped his hand over his forehead and massaged his brow.

      “So, this gallery is real but not physical,” Milo said slowly. “And you made it with your will, not just because you thought about it.”

      The marquis smiled.

      “Yes, in its simplest form, that is true,” he said. “But I think we’ll need to back up a step.”

      Milo nodded, bewildered but striving to remain hopeful.

      The marquis stepped back and gestured to himself with a wide sweep of his elongated arms.

      “Every fey is whatever they will themselves to be,” he explained. “What you see of me is what I wish you to see of me and the truth of what I am that I reveal to the world. You may have noticed that amongst the fey, there seems to be little homogeneity in form, and you’d be excused for thinking the likes of my servant Bakbak-Devi and the butler who brought you to the library were different species or breeds of fey, but that simply isn’t the case. Each of us is what we will, the pixie-formed sprite dancing on lily pads or the jotun king as huge as a mountain.”

      Ambrose, a little paler than before, had rejoined them and was alternating between staring at the marquis and the fey on the dance floor below.

      “So those are all fey, just fey, and they can be whatever they want?”

      “Yes, they are all fey, but no, not whatever they want,” the horned aristocrat said patiently. “Wants tend to be transitory, symptoms rather than causes. The will of a fey like Bakbak-Devi is bent toward being a powerful, watchful guardian. He will not become the pixie or the swan-bride because that is not who he is.”

      Milo nodded and swept a hand toward all the fey below them.

      “The characteristics of the fey may be mutable, but what he or she wants to be, what they will, isn’t going to change, right?”

      “Almost,” the marquis said, his alien eyes twinkling with a flash of puckish mirth. “Will is fundamental, but even fundamentals can be bent or broken. And that is where the Art comes into play.”

      The fey passed a hand over his face, and the long, pensive features were replaced by a baphometian horror. A shaggy, goatish snout filled with slavering fangs snapped with bone-crunching force, while the huge head with a crown of barbed horns tossed left and right, sending ribbons of burning brimstone through the air. Each man felt the heat of the hellish breath against his face, and each nearly retched at the pungent aroma of sulfur and sweaty beast.

      Milo and Ambrose fell back startled, their backs to the open gallery window. Hands fell to weapons, while their muscles bunched in equal preparation to leap into the fray or to an uncertain escape to the hall below. Milo’s coat could bear him down safely, but he wasn’t sure it could bear the additional weight of the stout bodyguard.

      Before things erupted into violence, the transformed marquis drew back, and with another pass of his hand returned to his previous appearance. He was polite enough not to grin in their faces, but the mischief still shone in his eyes.

      “Was that some sort of illusion?” Milo asked, ignoring the hammering in his chest. “A momentary bending of the fundament?”

      “Yes,” the marquis said but raised a warning finger. “But do not confuse an illusion of the Art with a mere trick of the senses. With the Art, my will acted upon you, and your unprepared wills accepted it. If I’d bent to bite, my fangs would have opened your flesh as surely as any beast’s.”

      Milo looked at Ambrose, who only gave a bewildered shake of his head.

      “Your will acting on ours makes it real, even if you physically didn’t grow finger-long teeth?” Milo asked.

      “Precisely,” the marquis confirmed.

      “This whole gallery formed because the Art pressed your will on ours to make it,” Milo said, nodding, then his head drew up quickly with an idea. “Is this whole manor part of your will? The whole Lost Vale?”

      The marquis beamed down at Milo and bowed his horned head slowly.

      “Very good, Magus.”

      Ambrose gave a grunt, and Milo and the marquis both turned to see him scratching his whiskered chin, his brows knit in concentration.

      “So, if we know this, all of it,” he began, waving his hand to the gallery and the hall, “is just an illusion, why doesn’t it stop being real? If our will has to accept it as true, but now we know it isn’t, why doesn’t it disappear? Or at least, why can’t we see through it?”

      “A fair question,” the marquis said gently. “But knowing is not believing. Again, the difference between thoughts and will is the difference between the child blowing dandelion seeds and the wind that propels the man o' war. A life among mortal men has raised your will to believe what your hands touch and your eyes see is real, and you’ve spent some time under my influence knowing it’s real. It takes more than a thought to convince your will to throw off what it believes—especially, if I may be so bold, when it is being affected by a practitioner of the Art as potent as I am. You are shackled to your experience, though with time and concentration, you could break free.”

      Ambrose frowned as he nodded in acknowledgment, clearly uncomfortable with the whole business.

      “All right, I think I understand the principle,” Milo said, drawing the marquis’ attention back to him. “But as a human, how am I supposed to learn the Art since I’m not a creature of will like fey are?”

      “At first blush, I would say you couldn’t,” the fey said, the mischief replaced by scholarly gravitas. “Few humans can muster the certainty and focus to push back against all but the weakest of our kind, and even then, it is only to resist, not to push their own will out. Yet your unique ability to do ghulish magic gives me hope that there is a possibility that with some assistance, you could intuit how to begin mastering the Art.”

      “How can I intuit something that is unnatural to me?” Milo asked, despair creeping into the corners of his tone.

      The mischievous gleam returned.

      “That,” said the marquis, “is precisely where things become very interesting.”
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      The marquis had offered to transport them to a different portion of the estate, but Ambrose had politely but firmly declined, so they’d spent some time moving through the manor before exiting and heading for the conical dovecote in the expansive courtyard where they’d first met the fey master of the Lost Vale.

      “The reason I did not join you at the feast was that I needed time to riddle out this conundrum,” the marquis explained as they strode across the lawn under a huge yellow moon. “As you so keenly observed, Magus, the Art is intuitive and grows with the exercising of that intuition, but how to bridge that gap when the instinct isn’t present?”

      Milo felt a growing sense of foreboding the closer they drew to the structure, and not because he expected the marquis’ challenge lay within. There was a vague but familiar sourness to the sight of the building. With each step, he found it more difficult to pay attention to what the marquis was saying.

      “As is often the case, the answer was staring me in the face,” the fey said, shaking his head slowly. “After all, the Art is pressing my will upon the world and minds of others, so there was little reason I couldn’t impress some experience, especially upon a willing participant.”

      Only a few strides away from the door to the dovecote, Ambrose nudged Milo with an elbow and nodded at the ground. The grass was matted down as though something had been roughly dragged across it. Some of the blades glistened black in the moonlight.

      “What was it?” Milo mouthed to Ambrose as they followed the marquis.

      The big man shrugged, but Milo noticed he’d surreptitiously adjusted his grip on his rifle. He nodded forward, and Milo realized that their host was still talking.

      “Once I’d reviewed those, it seemed clear what I’d have to do. I know it might seem silly, but sometimes the ritual and metaphor of these things are an essential part of the magic. I’m sure you understand?”

      The marquis turned as he came to the door, looking at Milo, who realized after missing a beat that the last statement had been a question.

      “Oh, um, certainly,” Milo said lamely. “Whatever it takes.”

      “I’m glad you understand,” the marquis said, and with a quick flourish of his hand, a bright red apple appeared between his claws. It shone with a throbbing light of its own, more fecund and vibrant than the pale gleam from the moon above. For a moment, all the three of them stood in silence, staring at the glowing fruit, one caught up in the drama of the moment while the other two were just confused.

      “I have to eat?” Milo asked, pulling his gaze from the apple.

      The marquis looked down at him, a little deflated.

      “Well, yes. A bite, at least. I thought I’d made that clear.”

      “Just checking,” Milo muttered as he reached out to take the apple from the fey’s hand.

      The marquis let it roll from claws to Milo’s palm, who nearly dropped it in shock and surprise. The fruit was soft and warm and trembled like a living thing. Milo felt his skin crawl as though trying to retreat from the unnatural thing in his hand. He raised it to his lips, reminded himself it was for Rihyani and sank his teeth into the apple. The skin parted easily, and the flesh within was juicy and sweet in no way that any apple had ever been in his life, but there was a strangeness to the texture that Milo refused to focus upon. His jaw worked mechanically as he doggedly kept from making comparisons with all the things chewing it was like, of which any plant-based edible was not one. A few eternal seconds later, he swallowed the bite and looked at the marquis.

      “I don’t understand,” he said, drawing a hand across his wet mouth. “What is supposed to—”

      The marquis smiled as something like an experiential bomb detonated inside Milo’s head and heart. It was a firehose of sensation, not only information, but memories and emotions racing through him, chasing and devouring and regurgitating each other in a mad carousel. Milo felt his legs buckle and he heard Ambrose’s voice, but everything was surrendering to a swelling white overload. The expanding overstimulation flooded every aspect of Milo’s mind, and for a moment, he was certain he was about to lose himself, drowned by experiences and will he couldn’t even begin to process from a being who was alien to him. In a fitting way, it was like when he’d had to hold the transformation of his blood in check, only now it was his soul and not his circulatory system that was in danger of being snuffed out.

      Then, like the dawn of the fortieth day, the tide stopped, and Milo’s consciousness stood upon the last spit of his identity, on higher ground, looking over an ocean of experience that wasn’t his. He hung there, and for a moment, he realized there was something clinging to that higher ground with him.

      Before he could ascertain what it was, the floodwaters began to recede, some evaporating into the psychic ether, some soaking into his mind’s aquifers of instinct. He felt them there, pockets of conviction that told him that if he willed it, the world would bend to him. It was not the same metaphysical muscle as that which shaped essence from necromist formulae, but it was similar to the sensation. When he controlled essence, he was drawing in, focusing it down to a point of combustion and transformation. This was pushing out, pressing against the walls of minds and realities until a crack was found to let his will fill that space.

      The white-out of sensation began to shrink, and Milo came to with a jolt to find he was still kneeling on the bloodied grass. Ambrose was squatted in front of him, massive paws holding his head.

      “I think he’s coming around,” Ambrose said, his eyes searching Milo’s face fervently.

      “Your hands are sweaty,” Milo said slowly. “Are you nervous?”

      A rush of relief followed quickly by irritation swept over the bodyguard’s face, and he gave Milo a little shake.

      “You are not funny,” he growled before releasing him and rising. “Stop embarrassing yourself.”

      The marquis’ chuckle rippled out, dark and rich in the night air.

      “Oh, I can feel it, Magus,” he declared triumphantly. “Your will has bloomed. You are ready to put this to use.”

      Milo wasn’t sure he was ready for anything except a full belly and a long nap, but it was clear neither of those was in his immediate future. With a grunt, he climbed to his feet.

      “Are you sure he shouldn’t take some time?” Ambrose said, eyeing Milo skeptically. “You know, rest, and maybe get some practice?”

      The door to the stone and mortar tower was sized to human proportions, so the marquis was forced to bend nearly double to take the ring in hand. He looked back at Ambrose, bemused, and gave him a wink.

      “Time is of the essence, isn’t it?” he said, then tugged the door open. “And this is practice. He will learn by doing.”

      Still bent over, the marquis ducked inside. With little choice, Milo and Ambrose followed.
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      The stone walls of the dovecote had an upward-spiraling series of alcoves that reached three-quarters of the way up the structure, while the last quarter was domino tiles that formed alternating bands of black and white around a central hole. Directly over this hole hung the immense golden moon, and in its light, Milo and Ambrose saw the source of the blood and drag marks outside.

      Ezekiel Bouche knelt in the center of the floor, wrapped in graven chains that had been anchored to rings in the floor.

      “Howdy, boys,” he cooed as Milo and Ambrose followed the marquis in. “I was wonderin’ where you two had run off to. Should’ve known you’d get busy makin’ friends with king o’ the old castle here.”

      Ambrose rounded on the marquis, his words coming out hot and hard like shell casings.

      “What the hell is he doing here?”

      The marquis drew himself up to his full imperious height in response, an unhappy frown on his features.

      “I told you there would be a test that, if passed, would give you the answers.” He sniffed. “This is it. The magus shall use the Art to discover how to save Contessa Rihyani. I will give him until dawn to extract the information from the cursed one.”

      Before Ambrose could protest, Ezekiel burst into a fit of hysterical laughter. It rang off the walls until Milo’s ears ached.

      “You think this milk-drinkin’ greenhorn’s got what it takes to break me?” he wheezed between snorts of laughter before turning his manic grin on Milo. “Boy, you better kiss your fey lover goodbye because even if he gave you a month of sunrises, you still wouldn’t have the gumption to make me sweat.”

      Ambrose’s fist balled up and he made to go for the leering cowboy, but Milo put a hand on his shoulder. Ambrose looked at him, green eyes afire, but when he saw the hardened intent in Milo’s expression, he nodded and stepped back.

      “Can I only use the Art, or are any other means open to me?” Milo asked, locking his eyes on the scalp-hunter’s wild stare.

      “You are free to do as you will,” the marquis said before adding, “but I will tell you that the Art and the knowledge I’ve given you are your most certain path to success. Perhaps there are other ways, but I doubt it.”

      “Oh, now we’re talking,” Ezekiel said with a dark chuckle.

      Ambrose unlimbered and put down his rifle in one smooth movement before he began rolling up his sleeves.

      “If it’s a matter of interrogation, I’ve got ideas that might make him a bit more talkative.”

      “Oh, don’t tease me, fat boy.” Ezekiel giggled. “Come on over here and let me have it. Come on now, give me your best shot. Don’t hold nothin’ back!”

      Ambrose was standing over the cowboy, hands curled into claws, when Milo stopped him with a word.

      “No.”

      Ambrose paused, glaring down at the tittering cowboy.

      “The marquis gave me this test,” Milo said evenly, taking a step forward into the pool of moonlight. “This is for me to do.”

      Ambrose tore his gaze from Ezekiel to meet Milo’s stare.

      “And if you can’t?”

      The question hurt.

      Milo knew it shouldn’t. He knew it came from a place of deep concern, of love even, for Rihyani and him, yet it still stung. Pride, defiance, and anger rushed to inflame the wound and swell it in a vain attempt to protect himself, but he clamped down on the instinct, thinking that way wouldn’t help anyone. Instead, he reached out and squeezed the big man’s brawny shoulder, looking deep into his troubled gaze.

      “Then I die trying,” he said.

      Ambrose’s eyes swam with his own maelstrom, but staring into Milo’s, he found what he needed. He nodded and stepped back.

      Ezekiel’s jeering snigger drew Milo’s gaze.

      “Had a pair like you in a scalpin’ posse I used to run with,” he said. “One of ‘em used to ride the other so much we wondered why he didn’t get his boy fitted for a saddle and bridle.”

      Not deigning to reply to the taunt, Milo turned to the marquis and Ambrose.

      “I’m ready,” Milo said, appreciating that he sounded confident even as his stomach began to squirm. “Dawn?”

      The marquis nodded, his expression inscrutable as he led Ambrose out, leaving Ezekiel and Milo alone.

      For some time, the two men brooded in relative silence. Milo drew slow, even breaths, while Ezekiel muttered and giggled to himself in a low, broken voice that Milo couldn’t understand.

      Then the air rippled with spectral winds.

      “Here we go.” Ezekiel tittered in anticipation.

      Milo’s will ranged outward, groping toward the septic wound that was Ezekiel’s psyche. Pushing through his disgust at the contact, Milo pressed in, drawing upon the dark corners of his recent memories.

      The ghostly winds congealed into the mewling, many-limbed visages of shades, grasping and crawling up from the floor. Twisted, unnatural simulacrums of humanoid shapes wrapped in oily, ectoplasmic flesh, they excreted themselves out of the stones like huge, hellish maggots. Splintered, bony fingers scored the stones of the floor, and the temperature in the room plummeted so both men’s breath was visible. The shades groaned and wailed with the heart-stopping voices of the damned as they turned too-bright eyes upon the bound cowboy. As they manifested around him, Milo had to remind himself that they were his own conjurations.

      In a way he never could have apart from this experience, he began to appreciate what the marquis had said. Just because it wasn’t physical did not mean it wasn’t real.

      “Spooky.” Ezekiel chuckled as he watched the lurching advance of the illusory shades. “But it’s goin’ to take a lot more than this, kid.”

      The shades were now gathered around the cowboy, leaning forward and eagerly snuffling. As one, their gleaming eyes turned to regard Milo, their puppet master. Milo’s gaze hardened, and he felt rime spread across his heart. He knew he was not a cruel man, but life had been cruel to him, and for Rihyani’s sake, he was willing to do many terrible things. That knowledge encased his soul like frozen armor, even as Ezekiel laughed louder and louder.

      “I’m sure knowing you can’t die seems like a comfort,” he said, meeting Ezekiel’s gaze with a chilling stare as the cowboy guffawed. “But that only means I don’t have to worry about you surviving anything I do to you.”

      Every shade’s malformed mouth twisted into an obscene smile as sharp, jagged fingers stretched toward tender flesh.

      Ezekiel’s laughter rose to a shrill cadence that was indistinguishable from a scream.

      “You are going to tell me what I want to know, Ezekiel,” Milo said softly. “One way or another.”
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        * * *

      

      Ezekiel knelt, head hanging, mangy strands of his stringy hair dangling over his face. He might have collapsed forward, but the chains that bound him would not allow him to do more than hang his head, shoulders taut. His breath sawed in and out between brown teeth as a string of crimson drool trickled from his mouth.

      The last illusion had been a living strand of barbed wire that slithered down the cowboy’s raw, cackling throat to twist and gyrate as it worked its way through him and back. The curse had mended the worst of the experience as Milo’s will flagged, but there were enough lacerations in Ezekiel’s throat that blood welled up with every breath for some time. Milo, sweating and trembling with exhaustion and frustration, stared in disbelief as the trickle of blood lessened with each wheezing gasp.

      With a fitful cough that spattered a fresh layer of crimson across the stone floor, the scalp hunter began to laugh.

      Milo’s head lolled back, and he stared through the open portal in the ceiling. The moon of the Lost Vale had shrunk back to a reasonable size, and Milo could see the sky. Were the first traces of a sunrise beginning to filter through depths of night? Was it his imagination, or did he see some strands of blue and gray?

      “You can feel it, can’t you, boy?” Ezekiel chuckled thickly through crimson-streaked lips. “Dawn’s comin’, and you’ve got nothin’. Plumbed the depths of that nasty mind o’ yours, and you still haven’t shaken ol’ Zeke.”

      The cowboy threw back his head and let out a hacking, raucous laugh along with a spume of red.

      “HAHA! Guess your fey bitch bet on the wrong horse, huh? HAHAHA!”

      For the first time that night, Milo’s temper snapped, and he descended on the scalp hunter in a terrible fury. The raptor cane, wreathed in snapping emerald flames, rose and fell over and over. Supernaturally powered blows tore through flesh and snapped bone as witchfire scorched and scoured flesh. Within moments, Ezekiel was a seared, broken thing, barely recognizable as human.

      Milo stood over him, chest heaving, burning with despair and frustration, and watched as the curse worked its terrible will. He’d witnessed Ambrose’s regeneration, with bones snapping back into place and flesh regrowing, but this was different. Watching it was like watching wounds reverse themselves, split and blackened flesh slithering back into place as it shrank and the scorching faded.

      In less time than it had taken to inflict the incredible damage, it had been undone, and Milo was eye to eye with the same maddening grin.

      “When are you going to understand?” He laughed, shaking his head with enraging slowness. “You can’t win.”

      Animal instinct released the cane in Milo’s hand so he could form a scarred fist to drive into Ezekiel’s face. The blow split the cowboy’s lip, but the grin only widened.

      “Hit me again if you like.” He giggled, and Milo did, knocking his nose of kilter by a few degrees as blood gushed from the nostrils.

      “Oh, come on, you can do better.”

      Milo slammed two hard hooks into one side of Ezekiel's face. The eye started to swell shut.

      “That’s more like it.”

      Another strike across the engorging hematoma, then the other hand knocked a tooth free.

      “Don’t stop now.”

      Three more hammering fists split the unswollen eyebrow and knocked the nose even farther the other way before Milo grabbed two handfuls of lank, sweat-slimed hair.

      “Come on, you said you were gonna die tryin’!”

      His repetitively rising knee mashed the nose, collapsed the cheekbones, and snapped his jaw. Finally Milo staggered backward and collapsed when his throbbing leg gave out. Breath came in despairing rasps as he watched things slide back into place and out of mangled flesh. Ezekiel’s voice rose like the inevitable verses of a prophecy.

      “Nothin’. There’s nothin’ you can do. Not with your pixie tricks, not with your bone stick, not with your little fists. You’ve got nothin’, boy.”

      Milo stared back, trying to regain that icy calm he’d felt at the outset, but it had vanished. What he found instead was the flagging energy to kick up and clack the broken brown teeth together in Ezekiel’s jaw.

      “Nothin’ you have can hurt me,” the scalp hunter murmured. “Keep tryin’. Keep tryin’ to get lower, meaner, nastier, whatever. It doesn’t matter because you’ve got nothin’. Nothin’ you can do, nothin’ you’ve ever known, nothin’ you can imagine.”

      Scooting backward on his hands, Milo admitted to himself that was why he was so angry. Yes, he was terrified of failing Rihyani, but sitting there with a man’s crusted blood on his hands and smeared across his pant leg, he knew that fear wasn’t the root of his anger.

      He was mad because of how quickly and how low he’d been willing to stoop with his new gift of the Art. Killing a man in the heat of battle was one thing, but here he’d let the ugliest parts of his will, his very identity, have free rein to work horrors upon Ezekiel, and nothing had come of it. It wasn’t that the monstrous man didn’t deserve it, but rather that Milo letting himself generate in the fabricated horrors had sullied himself as surely as blood now clogged his nails and clung to his knuckles. There was a stain upon him, and there was nothing to show for it.

      “Nothin’,” Milo repeated quietly to himself, then Ezekiel’s words returned to him.

      Nothin’ you can do, nothin’ you’ve ever known, nothin’ you can imagine.

      What made the declaration so awful and enervating was that it was not a statement of bravado or challenge. No, seeing past the grin and the perverse laughter, it was a certainty rooted in something.

      Nothin’ you can do, nothin’ you’ve ever known, nothin’ you can imagine. Nothin’ can ever be as bad as that.

      It was a declaration rooted in despair.

      “You finally givin’ up the ghost, boy?” Ezekiel asked with a smirk, and Milo stared deep into his eyes. Past the practiced leer, Milo looked hard, and to his dwindling shock, saw disappointment and sadness. How could anyone, even an immortal, be sad to be free of torment?

      Milo kept staring, and a thought bubbled to the surface of his mind.

      He wants to keep hurting because he hates his life, yet even as he gets what he wants, he knows it will never be enough. Why? Because it will never hurt as much as something else did.

      Milo suddenly knew what he had to do.

      “I’ve got one more spirit to conjure,” the magus murmured as he shifted into a cross-legged position on the stone floor. There was a decent chance this wouldn’t work, but Milo knew without looking up that sky was lightening. Time was slipping through his fingers, and this was all he had left.

      He scooted closer until he and Ezekiel were eye to eye.

      “You gonna braid my hair and tell me I’m pretty?” the scalp hunter asked with a sneer.

      Milo shook his head and straightened his back as he kept staring into the man’s eyes.

      “Not quite,” he said as his will remembered the night the wind was on fire.
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        * * *

      

      Milo couldn’t have said why he chose to conjure that night using the Art, but as he drew Ezekiel into those moments seared into his soul and thus his will, Milo felt a familiar tremble inside. He pushed it aside as he and the captive scalp hunter moved together down the kindling streets and then turned to see the many-legged things with stars in their hands.

      Milo let the fear he’d felt flow around Ezekiel, an experience shared, given as a gift, not an intrusion perpetrated.

      At first there was nothing, the cowboy’s will like a stone in the midst of the stream. Then, little by little, as the pure, unguarded, unsullied fear of an innocent child saturated that stone, cracks began to form. Out of those cracks wept a truth that not even Ezekiel's despairing mania could contain for long.

      “Run,” Ezekiel whispered, the words spilling from his lips. “Run, girl. Run, baby.”

      Girl? Baby?

      Feeling a ripple of Ezekiel’s will, Milo shaped the Art around it, forming it around the part of the scalp hunter that had been shaken loose.

      The illusory scene bled into itself, and they stood in a field with a bloody sky glowering over red wildflowers. A little girl in a white cotton dress raced between the flowers, her hair whipping behind her like a banner of cornsilk, familiar dark eyes huge with terror. There was the sound of thunder, and Milo saw painted horses and painted men bearing down upon the child, bows drawn, lances leveled, pistols aimed.

      From within Ezekiel’s skin, Milo felt his heart pounding in a heavy, sickened beat as more words tumbled from numb lips.

      Thump-thump—the first pistol barks, and the little girl screams as the bullet hisses past her.

      “Thought I got them all.”

      Thump-thump—an arrow cuts her shoulder and the little dress sports a red bloom.

      “Didn’t think they’d track me down.”

      Thump-thump—the lance lunges forward, not slowing in its passage through the child until its point snaps on the dirt under her feet.

      “Couldn’t imagine they’d find me with her.”

      Thump-thump—her feet tangle and she falls, but the haft of the lance props her up, a broken doll with cornsilk hair amongst a field of red flowers.

      The stone of Ezekiel’s will weeps once more, and Milo again gathers his Art around the wounded tears.

      The blue sky is stained black with greasy smoke as wails and screams create a strange chorus amidst the thrumming crackle of flames.

      Through Ezekiel’s eyes, Milo looks down from a saddled horse at a pile of blackening bodies. The pyre has been going for some time, but the features of the corpses are still discernible even as the flames lick higher, polluting the sky with more smoke. Tiny faces and little hands are among the mounded flesh, burning, splitting, and bursting like the rest.

      Thump-thump—amongst the cacophony of despair and violation could be heard the laughing of men.

      “It didn’t take much to rile ‘em up.”

      Thump-thump—in one bloody, sooty hand, a torn and bloody white dress was held.

      “The dress was a banner and an excuse for most.”

      Thump-thump—with a single flick of the wrist, the dress rippled through the air to settle on the pyre.

      “It wasn’t even the same tribe of savages.”

      There was a howl of wind, keening and pained, and it slashed through the smoke and snaked down next to the pyre. Standing now before the fire, eye to eye with Ezekiel, was a gaunt and beautiful creature, her dark hair heavy with blades of flint hanging between the locks. Her golden eyes sparkled with tears as her lips spat words that stung and gnawed. A pistol was drawn, but not before a feather-thin dart of flint sailed through the air.

      Milo’s perspective through Ezekiel’s eyes changed. He was staring up at the desecrated sky, feeling the stony blade scrape between his ribs as it sought a heart to nestle in. The beautiful creature’s golden eyes loomed overhead, hair and dangling flints prepared to descend.

      Ezekiel’s horse had lost its nerve and bolted, hooves trampling and toppling one section of the bonfire. Bodies, fat running and bones cracking, tumbled free. Ezekiel’s gaze saw them flop awkwardly upon the ground a few feet from where he lay dying, and their marionette’s collapse struck upon a final ugly chord inside him. A laugh, long and broken and bitter, tore from his lips.

      The beautiful creature narrowed her eyes, then with obvious disgust, reached down and pulled the flint blade from between the ribs. A few whispered words later, Milo knew the wound had closed as the curse was sealed.

      Thump-thump—the beautiful creature laughed with him as he rose to his feet.

      “She made me like her.”

      Thump-thump—Ezekiel’s hand closed around the fingers that held the gory blade of flint.

      “She said I could live as I willed now.”

      Thump-thump—He drove the blade into her chest, laughing into her teary face as the flint bit into her heart.

      “Or I could end it like her.”

      The beautiful creature fell back into the pyre, and as the flames kindled her hair and caressed her body, the vision melted away.

      Milo and Ezekiel were in the dovecote once more, and for the first time, the silence was absolute. No laughter or muttering emerged from the scalp hunter as he knelt upon the floor, arms stretched wide.

      The first rays of dawn, golden-pink and cleansing, danced through the aperture in the ceiling.

      Milo slowly wiped away the tears that rested on his cheeks before stiffly sinking down to one knee. His eyes sought to make contact with Ezekiel’s, but the manic grin and defiant stare were nowhere to be seen.

      “You could be done,” Milo said softly, still searching for the broken man’s eyes. “You could end the pain and hurt, couldn’t you?”

      Ezekiel shook his head.

      “Can’t,” he murmured.

      “Why not?”

      The cowboy’s eyes rose, and Milo saw what had been buried under the wild smiles and incessant laughter: hatred. Except this weaponized emotion was pointed utterly and entirely inward.

      “Because I don’t deserve an end,” he hissed as his teeth clenched.

      Milo was amazed to find that he understood, though there was a bewildering ache in his heart all the same.

      “But the longer you go on, the more you hurt others,” he pointed out in a slow, sad voice. “You said it yourself; you are what you are. That means the longer you live, the more you—”

      “The more I don’t deserve an end,” Ezekiel growled. “Not the first time I thought of it. I even thought going to Hell might balance things out, but I can’t take the chance that there is no Hell. So, I’m stuck.”

      Milo nodded.

      “And forgiveness?”

      “I ain’t no quitter.” Ezekiel laughed, and the sound chilled Milo to the bone. “I’m goin’ to Hell, come what may.”

      The silence lengthened between them in the echo of that laugh, and Milo stayed there thinking until his knees ached and his back began to cramp. It might have been a few minutes before either of them spoke.

      “So, forgiveness undoes the curse,” Milo whispered, then looked at Ezekiel, who watched him with hollow eyes. “That’s it, isn’t it? If you can forgive yourself, the curse is broken, and your life could—should—end. So, if Rihyani forgives you, the hex on her is lifted?”

      To Milo’s incredible relief, Ezekiel nodded.

      A distant thought came to him that the cowboy might be lying, but at some level that was deeper than intellect, deeper even than magic, Milo didn’t believe he was. The magus believed he’d found the answer.

      That only left one loose end, and looking down on him, something like a grim pity settled across Milo.

      “What if,” he began as he rose to his feet and stretched, “I told you there is some sort of Hell? That I know someone who’s seen it, seen what lives there because he’s been there. Would that be enough?”

      It seemed Ezekiel might laugh again, but as Milo braced himself, the cowboy’s face contorted with thought.

      “Who?”

      Milo smiled.

      “You’ve met him.”

      Ezekiel’s eyes narrowed.

      “Fat boy?”

      Milo nodded.

      “Really?”

      Milo nodded again.

      Silence reigned once more, though in the stillness, Milo felt the presence of the marquis and Ambrose outside the door. Milo mentally whispered something like a prayer for a few seconds more.

      “I want to look into his eyes,” Ezekiel said slowly. “I want to see Hell there, and then maybe I’ll believe you.”

      As though they’d waited for their cue, the door opened behind Milo. Nephilim and fey entered quietly, both eyeing the bloody gouges on the floor.

      Milo turned back to Ambrose and motioned him forward.

      The big man approached slowly.

      Ambrose obviously sensed a difference in the cowboy. His eyes narrowed suspiciously at the subdued creature kneeling where the defiant Ezekiel Boucher had once been.

      “We’ve reached a sort of understanding,” Milo said, turning to Ezekiel, who nodded stiffly. “He’s going to ask you some questions.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” Ambrose asked, giving the scalp hunter a sidelong glare.

      “Be honest,” Milo said simply. When Ambrose looked at him with deep concern, he nodded. “Yes, all of it.”

      Ambrose sucked his teeth and his mustache twitched.

      Milo feared for a second that Ezekiel would capitalize on the hesitation and mock his bodyguard, but the cowboy was silent.

      “This will save Rihyani?”

      Milo looked at Ezekiel, who hung there with his eyes downcast.

      “I’ve already got what I need,” Milo said quietly. “This is about something else.”

      Ambrose looked at the two and shook his head wearily.

      “All right.” He grunted, crossing his arms. “What do you want to know?”
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      “This has been a most enlightening experience,” the marquis said with a spritely grin.

      Milo and Ambrose didn’t respond. Both of them were weary but eager to return to Shatili. Ambrose had his head under the Rollsy’s hood while Milo busied himself loading and securing the food and drink the marquis had insisted they take. The magus had asked if they had any fuel or the equivalent since he’d had detonated their reserves, but as expected, the fey did not have any stores of petrol lying around.

      Milo wondered how far they’d go before the Rollsy died, assuming Ambrose said she was capable of making the journey.

      “I understand that for the two of you, this was a desperate and serious situation,” the fey said, his tone gentle only long enough to say the word before rising again with amusement. “But I think this is the first time I’ve cared about anything outside of my vale since going to visit my cousin in Brittany.”

      Ambrose, who’d been silent since his conversation with Ezekiel, looked up with a scowl. His jaw worked to grind up the rebuke he decided to swallow.

      For his part, Milo knew he shouldn’t argue with the potent ally he’d won, but he almost snapped. Then exhaustion quenched the defiant fire. Though the gears of his mind were gummed with fatigue, they slowly wound, and he remembered Percy’s conversation with Bakbak-Devi about the manor and the mention of Brittany. They’d left Ezekiel bound in the dovecote, but there had been no sign of the other American.

      He saw the marquis studying him, his expression almost hopeful.

      “What happened to Ezekiel’s partner?” Milo asked with a surrendering sigh. He didn’t believe for a second that the comment concerning Brittany had been offered by coincidence.

      “Oh, Percival Astor is at my home waiting for you to depart,” the marquis said with a shrug as though just thinking of the answer. “He negotiated his own bargain with me, but he agreed that his errand was less time-sensitive than yours and so agreed, quite graciously, to allow you both to depart first.”

      Ambrose’s head whipped around with neck-popping velocity.

      “Bargain?” he snarled. “I thought you said that if the magus passed your test, you would be on our side?”

      The marquis’ ungulate eyes glittered as he showed his teeth in an uncomfortably predatory smile.

      “I did, and I am,” the fey said slowly, as though explaining something to a child. “But as I said already, the Americans seem quite separate from the entire struggle between the Shepherds and the Guardians. Their goals are far more nationalist and thus far less consequential.”

      Milo studied the fey, feeling an uneasy twist in his stomach.

      “What did you give them, and what was the price?” he asked hoarsely, his mouth suddenly dry.

      The marquis shrugged, then flapped his hand as though the question was a pestering insect.

      “A map and a little bit of information,” he muttered. “And in exchange, I requested the use of Mr. Boucher for my own purposes. You saw how that went.”

      Milo slumped against the door of the Rollsy.

      “What?” He groaned, a hand running over his face. “So, it was all an act? A setup?”

      An angry growl rumbled out of Ambrose’s throat, and the hood of the Rollsy was slammed down.

      “Hardly.” The marquis scoffed, refusing to show even a trace of concern at both men’s reactions. “Nothing happens in these mountains and for miles beyond that I don’t know about, so it was not hard to understand why you’d come. Once the Americans bumbled their way into an audience, it was clear what I needed to do. Neither of them knew what I planned, but Ezekiel’s confidence in his invulnerability combined with Percival’s disdain for his partner made it an easy thing to broker. I’m quite sure neither of them expected things to work out the way they did.”

      Milo and Ambrose took a moment to process the revelation, and when done, they shared a defeated stare. What could they do now?

      “You’re a dangerous creature, Ochopintre,” Milo said, the priest’s name for the fey odd on his tongue as he turned to regard him.

      “Not the words I’d use,” Ambrose added sulkily as he shuffled his way to the cab.

      “Then isn’t it a good thing I’m on your side now?” the marquis asked, eyes and teeth gleaming.

      “Could be worse.” Milo sighed as he moved aside to allow Ambrose to clamber into the cab and shuffle over to the driver’s seat.

      “Oh, most certainly.” The marquis chuckled, and there was something in the sound that reminded Milo of the baphometian horror he’d seen in the gallery.

      “Since you’re so well-informed, I suppose you’re aware of what’s coming to Georgia,” Milo said, unable to keep the petulant irritation from his tone.

      The marquis’ expression sobered, and he nodded slowly.

      “A son returned to the land where his iron was mined,” the fey said, his eyes growing distant. “But he’s bringing something or maybe someone he didn’t have before. His metal is brittle, but driven by the machine of his ambition, he could grind his home to kindling to light another fire.”

      Milo started, knowing much was soaring past him but not having any idea where to start.

      “Prophecies and riddles aren’t nearly as useful as intelligence,” Milo remarked dryly. “As our ally, wouldn’t it be useful to be a little clearer?”

      The marquis sighed and shook his head as he gave Milo a pitying look.

      “That depends very much on what you are looking for,” he said. “In truth, I know little more than you do, I imagine. A name maybe, but I can give you more than that, though its value is far more to you personally than to struggles between factions.”

      Milo's hands knotted into fists as he ground his teeth at the perpetual teasing tone of the fey’s revelations. Arms locked stiffly at his side and heels grinding into the earth, he looked at the marquis with jaw set and eyes fixed.

      “I’ll have them both, please.”

      “His born name is Ioseb Besarionis dzе Jugashvili, though he goes by Joseph now,” the marquis said. “And though he has never met you, his effect upon your life has been profound even since you were a child and you watched as the wind was on fire.”

      Milo’s heart kicked hard in his chest, but he refused to give the insufferable fey the pleasure of seeing his reaction.

      “Is that all?” he asked, locking each syllable into the vault of his memory.

      The marquis nodded.

      “Thank God,” Ambrose groaned from the driver’s seat before turning the key.

      The Rollsy’s engine turned over, and Milo turned with unseemly haste to climb into the cab. He raised a foot to mount the running board, except the running boards weren’t where he’d left them. He barked his shin on the metal rail, emitting a burst of profanity at the same time that Ambrose uttered his own curse.

      The Rollsy’s heavy metal frame floated above the earth as though it were making a go at imitating a zeppelin.

      “What the devil?” Milo spat as he bent to rub his abused shin.

      “Nothing so dramatic,” the marquis replied with a sniff.

      “What did you do to my car?” Ambrose shouted as he gripped the seat and door of the Rollsy with bloodless fingers.

      The marquis stepped forward and ran his claws tenderly across the vehicle's battered hood. The tempo of the engine’s rumble slowed to an appreciative purr. Milo felt a soul-deep buzz of static that, after a moment of reflection, he imagined was evidence of the marquis’ will working upon his own.

      “I did promise to make certain you’d return to the contessa in time,” the marquis said archly. “I provided you with a glamour to make certain you reach her quickly as long as you don’t dawdle.”

      Milo stared at the Rollsy and then looked at the fey.

      “I don’t understand,” he said. “Illusions convincing bodies and souls that things are or aren’t happening is one thing, but making us believe we’re flying can’t make us fly, can it?”

      The marquis bent double and laid a long hand on Milo’s shoulder.

      “Oh, you’d be amazed what believing something can do,” he said, his words a whisper that brushed Milo’s mind. “And no one said that men and the Folk were the only wills you could bend. Once upon a time, men knew mountains slept and rivers raged, so would it not serve me to seduce gravity?”

      With that, he raised up and looked over Milo at Ambrose.

      “Gear determines altitude,” he explained. “Everything else should be fairly familiar, but remember to not dawdle.”

      Mind racing but not needing to be told a third time, Milo climbed aboard the Rollsy, with the marquis’ voice behind him.

      “I expect we’ll be seeing you very soon, Magus. Take care, and keep an open mind.”

      Milo sank into his seat and saw the fey had vanished.

      “Should I be concerned about all this fey business being mostly illusions?” Ambrose asked, eyeing the gear shift nervously.

      “Try not to think about it too hard,” Milo said and quickly added, “Especially when we're in the air.”
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        * * *

      

      The mountains rolled beneath them like rocky waves breaking in shades of white and slate as they rose from a green sea. The majestic vistas passed beneath them, and had speed not been so vital, Milo would have liked to savor the beauty.

      When first leaving the Lost Vale, Ambrose had refused to put the glamoured Rollsy in anything but first gear, which put them twenty or so feet off the ground. Eventually, Milo was able to cajole and taunt Ambrose to rise higher with needling jabs at the big man’s pride. In third gear, they’d risen to several hundred feet off the ground, and it was just as well because they soon spotted a burnt-out farmstead on the horizon, a smear of soot and cinders on a hillside.

      Milo’s stomach slithered into a tight coil behind his ribs, and he shouted to Ambrose over the whistling wind.

      “Higher,” he called, jabbing a thumb upward. “We need to get higher.”

      Ambrose’s face was pale tinged with green, but he nodded and shifted into fourth gear. The previous ascensions had been gradual, but this final gear was too ambitious for such gentleness. Both men were flattened against the seats as they rocketed up, stopping only once they were what must have been thousands of feet up. It took a minute or two before either of them did anything but breathe before they unclenched.

      His heart hammering, Milo hung his head out over the cab door and surveyed the land below, stretching out in a perspective he’d not experienced since the zeppelin in Afghanistan. God’s-eye-view he’d heard it called, and if that was so, Milo decided that explained a good deal about the deity. The world was beautiful but detached, and cold was all around.

      Milo pushed the morose thoughts aside as he saw that the burnt farmstead was not an isolated incident. Winding like a ribbon of destruction unfurling south, Milo saw other homes and hamlets that had received similar treatment. The once-picturesque dwellings and settlements were now smoldering black blots on the landscape, throwing up choking plumes of smoke.

      “Dear God,” Milo muttered, oblivious to the irony of the exclamation as he sank back.

      “Looks like Joseph already found his way home.” Ambrose grunted next to him, his face purged of color. “Wonder where he’s going?”

      Milo willed himself to look again at the devastation’s path.

      “South,” he said stiffly. “Towards Tiflis, maybe.”

      Ambrose nodded and gingerly applied his foot to the accelerator.

      “Good,” he wheezed, looking for all the world like he might pass out, vomit, or both at the same time. His knuckles stood out like great white knobs on the wheel. “Means he’s not headed for Shatili. The contessa should still be safe.”

      “And Lokkemand will be furious.” Milo groaned, feeling dark despair well inside him. “I was away when the enemy arrived. I’ll be lucky if he doesn’t shoot me on sight.”

      The Rollsy growled a little louder as its driver applied his foot. From this altitude, the earth stretched out in imitation of the maps Ambrose had copied, making navigation a trivial concern.

      “One bridge at a time,” Ambrose said slowly. “Let’s save the contessa, and then we can worry about what Lokkemand will do.”

      Milo shook his head, feeling the black waves lapping at him again. His situation seemed impossible, and even though he’d known this was a possibility, he’d desperately hoped that it wouldn’t come to pass. What had started out seeming to be the only right answer had devolved into another trade-off, a measure forestalling eventual collapse.

      What good was saving Rihyani if it resulted in the usurpation of an entire country and the dissolution of Nicht-KAT? Didn’t that put him in the same spot as before? No, it was worse, he realized, much worse. The selfishness implicit in the thought sickened him, but he couldn’t shake it. He couldn’t think of any other thing he could have or would have done, but that only made things worse.

      He was playing a rigged game, and knowing that only deepened his disgust at his circumstances, and more intensely, his inability to escape them.

      There was nothing he could do to escape the fact that he wasn’t enough, that he—

      “Stop it!”

      The words tore themselves from Milo’s throat with such force that Ambrose jumped, and his foot came off the accelerator.

      “What the hell was that?” Ambrose shouted, but Milo was too busy to notice.

      He was gripping his head and compelling his magical awareness inward.

      The tide of despairing, suffocating thoughts had been in his own mental voice, but they were not his. They’d sprung from some cavity inside of him where something nested, subtle and clinging, but they were not his thoughts. Unbidden, he remembered that moment when the marquis’ “gift” of experiencing the Art had nearly overwhelmed him and he’d been aware, for an instant, of something sharing the space of his consciousness.

      Who are you? Milo asked the darkness within him and felt a shiver race through as he felt the toothy smile behind the answering voice.

      You already know, my wayward pupil.

      “Magus?” Ambrose called, inching his way across the seat to give Milo a shake. “You’re making me nervous.”

      Milo felt the darkling awareness recede inside him at Ambrose’s touch and words, but he knew it was biding time, not retreating. Gooseflesh rippled across Milo’s body, and it was all he could do not to reach down and rip his flesh with wild, clawing hands.

      “Milo?” Ambrose’s voice was almost pleading. “What is it?”

      The magus ran a hand across his brow where icy sweat had sprung, then stared at the dampened hand as though fearing it would twist into a ghul’s claw or worse, the unnatural spidery talon of a shade.

      “Imrah,” Milo murmured, fighting to get the words out as he kept his gorge in. “Her shade. It’s inside me.”

      Ambrose swore long and bitterly, then collapsed in the driver’s seat.

      “One bridge at a time,” Milo offered hollowly, but he couldn’t bring himself to grin at the joke.

      Ambrose rolled his gaze back to Milo, and there was nothing but heartache in his green eyes. Milo, allergic as he was to pity, was uncomfortable under the weight of the stare, but neither of them had the strength to break free of the shared stare’s gravity for several heartbeats.

      Ambrose finally turned away, head shaking, as he straightened and drove his foot down on the accelerator.

      “Let’s go save the girl before we plummet to our deaths,” he growled.

      “One bridge,” Milo murmured as the wind pulled across his face and hair, the two words a feeble candle against the dark inside of him.

      It was better than nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Their descent to the courtyard of Shatili was as disruptive as the sight that Milo and Ambrose witnessed once they sank out of the sky. The soldiers dropped their burdens on the cobbles of the courtyard, at least one crate splitting and spilling its contents, while they stared at the settling Rollsy.

      “What are they doing?” Milo asked as he rose in his seat.

      Ambrose carefully peeled his hands from the wheel, and with a steadying breath, he reached down and turned the key off, and the tires settled with a turgid thump. The engine was still clunking to a stop as Ambrose looked around, the first trickle of color rising into his cheeks. His face curdled as though he were smelling something foul.

      “Looks like they’re packing up to go,” he said before throwing his shoulder against the cab door. “Where are you boys going?”

      The soldiers blinked and gaped, then they exchanged sheepish looks and set about gathering up what they’d dropped in their shock.

      “Was everyone struck deaf after we left?” Ambrose shouted as he slid out of the cab. “Don’t tell me you are all so busy that you can’t hear me.”

      Milo joined the big man on the cobbles, then took a quick look around and noticed more than one sour glare from soldiers attempting to appear busy. Whatever had happened since they’d left, it was certain that any allies they might have had before seemed to have had a change of heart.

      “We need to find Rihyani,” Milo said softly, but his words were lost on Ambrose, who stepped forward with an angry stomp.

      “Where do you think you are going?” he demanded, hooking a thumb toward the ravaged countryside they’d passed over moments before. “The enemy’s at the gates, and you’re going to slink off with your tails between your legs?”

      One of the soldiers struggling with the burst crate rose and shook a jagged spar of wood at Ambrose.

      “We’re escorts, not a bunch of commandos,” he snarled before throwing the broken plank down in front of the big man.

      “You’re soldiers, aren’t you?” Ambrose shot back, kicking the plank away disdainfully. “Or did your manhood freeze off during the winter?”

      “Ambrose,” Milo began, but a premonition of something coming at him had him twisting around in time to see Lokkemand’s fist coming for his face. He dodged back and away from the crushing blow, so it took him in the chest instead of the jaw. The strike was like a mule’s kick, and Milo was thrown backward. His back struck the hood with a sound like a gong.

      “You’ve ruined everything!” Captain Lokkemand bellowed over the echoing note of Milo’s impact.

      Ambrose, moving with shocking speed, spun and leveled his rifle at the raging captain.

      “Touch him again, and I’ll empty your skull all over this courtyard.”

      Lokkemand’s gray eyes were molten silver with ecstatic rage, but he checked his advance as he looked down the long barrel of the Gewehr.

      “One word and you’ll both be dead in a traitor’s shallow grave,” the captain snarled, sweeping an arm at the soldiers across the courtyard. With that single phrase, the muted embarrassment of the soldiers was transmuted into the crackling tension of promised violence.

      “That’s going to make little difference to you since you’ll be dead,” Ambrose said in a chillingly calm tone before raising his voice so everyone could hear him. “I’ve got five rounds in this clip. Any of you so much as calls the magus a name, I drop him and then four more. After that, you’ll probably have me, but know five will die with me.”

      No one moved, and for a moment, no one even breathed. Simon Ambrose did not need to lie, and every man there knew it.

      Trying to steady his thready breathing, Milo climbed back to his feet as he looked around the courtyard. His chest ached abominably, and his heart still felt like it was trying to catch up with the beats it had missed after the impact. Despite this distraction, he could plainly see the dueling instincts of fear and wrath in every soldier’s eyes around them. None of them wanted to be responsible for Lokkemand’s death, much less their own, but Ambrose had a gun in their commander’s face. Every instinct honed in the mud and blood of the War told them unequivocally what the only answer could be.

      It would take only a moment before one of them overcame his fear, or at least succumbed to the conditioning beaten into him, and men died needlessly.

      “No one needs to die today,” Milo croaked, one hand massaging his chest. “I know the enemy is here, but that isn’t a reason to pack up and leave. We need to reconnoiter, to assess the best way to go after their commander and his connection to the Guardians.”

      Lokkemand stopped glaring at Ambrose to look down his nose at Milo and sniff contemptuously.

      “Oh, now the Americans are not the primary concern, are they? My laziness is no longer responsible for your incomplete victory?”

      Milo straightened painfully and nearly rebuked the captain for his taunt, but with a weary wheeze, he folded and bowed his head instead.

      “You were right and I was wrong,” he said softly but with enough volume to be heard across the courtyard. “The Americans were a third party, and they don’t seem to be connected with the Guardians.”

      Lokkemand’s smile at Milo’s words was cold and sharp, without a hint of humor.

      “I’m so glad you’ve come to this understanding, but it’s too little, too late.” He sneered. “All of this is too little too late. You weren’t here when the enemy rolled to Tiflis, and without you, we had no hope of slowing his advance. Now the Georgian Bolsheviks are in power, the country is enemy territory, and the Transcaucasian Federation is on the brink of civil war.”

      Milo stared, mouth hanging open at the revelation of so much changed in so short a time. The captain leveled his accusation in condemning terms.

      “Your errand has expanded the War into once-peaceful nations and resulted in the end of Nicht-KAT. Is this the kind of magic you perform, Magus, because I’m not sure this is what Colonel Jorge was hoping for?”

      “Still don’t see any reason for you to run scared,” Ambrose said flatly, his cheek pressed against the stock of his rifle. “The situation has changed, but initiative and leadership are what an officer uses to overcome these situations. New challenges mean new tactics.”

      Lokkemand turned his withering gaze back on Ambrose, and for a moment, it was as though he wasn’t under the scrutiny of a gun barrel.

      “I don’t need a lesson in leadership, deserter,” he hissed. “And there is only one tactic. When a superior enemy force knows your position and makes clear their intent to wipe you out, you retreat. It’s not heroic and it’s not glorious, but it is sound and wise.”

      “How do you know they know we are here?” Milo asked.

      Lokkemand laughed, and it set Milo’s teeth on edge. He’d had quite enough of men laughing at matters devoid of humor.

      “The Georgian command knew, and more than that, a message was delivered by local Bolshevik sympathizers this morning. I think some of them were the same men I paid off because of your nightly excursions. Any foreign forces still within Georgia within the week will be considered invaders and killed to a man.”

      Milo felt a pang of guilt accompanying the ache in his chest, but it was a distraction from the gnawing in his mind at the mention of the Bolsheviks. The marquis’ enigmatic words of the enemy commander’s connection with Milo, combined with nightmarish memories of the night he’d met Roland, would not be ignored.

      “Did you expect this was going to be easy?” Ambrose taunted as he squinted down the Gewehr. “An officer leads his men to accomplish their mission. He doesn’t run when things get complicated.”

      Lokkemand’s nostrils flared, and the look he gave Ambrose might have set any other man ablaze with its intensity.

      “An officer doesn’t throw his men’s lives away needlessly,” Lokkemand snapped back. “Blood is the currency of war, but I never spend it freely. You were gone when we needed you, and now the mission has failed; it is simple as that. Maybe you couldn’t have stopped what happened, but we’ll never know because you. Weren’t. HERE.”

      Lokkemand’s eyes were back on Milo, and he felt the weight of the whole courtyard’s gaze settling on him.

      “Do we know who the enemy commander is?” Milo asked, hating how weak and small his voice sounded in his own ears.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t heard the Bolsheviks howling it drunkenly across the countryside,” the captain spat sourly. “The name of Joseph Stalin has been toasted by every Marxist within a hundred miles.”

      Milo stared, and Ambrose raised his head from his rifle.

      “Yes,” Lokkemand intoned grimly. “That Joseph Stalin.”

      “The Butcher of Petrograd?” Ambrose muttered as he lowered his rifle, and the entire courtyard seemed to take a breath.

      “The same,” Lokkemand said, unable to hide that his body relaxed. “Seems he’s recovered much of the strength he lost fighting the Whites in Omsk but couldn’t make peace with the Reds like Rokossovsky and Zhukov. He’s come back home to start over.”

      “And the Georgians just let him?” Milo asked.

      “What choice did they have?” Lokkemand said, his tone sympathetic. “Nearly a third of the people agree with the madman’s socialist principles, and the rest realize he only got here by marching through German-held territory, showing he’s either strong enough to defy us or that we are secretly in allegiance with him. It doesn’t matter which. He’s here, and we need to leave before we’re rounded up for execution.”

      Milo took a moment to look around and stare into the face of every man in that courtyard. There was anger and fear and despair in each face, in their eyes and the set of their jaws. Some of them were brave men, some were not, but all of them were broken. To expect them to carry on wouldn’t only be wrong, it would be pointless, and he knew it. The thought of facing what lay ahead without even a token allotment of soldiers filled his belly with ice, but there was nothing for it. They were done.

      “Go,” Milo said, and every eye swung toward him.

      “What?” Ambrose and Lokkemand hissed together.

      “Go,” Milo repeated, straightening and meeting every man’s gaze in turn. “You’ve done your duty and then some. This War will keep taking more and more until there’s nothing but ashes and bones, but those bones don’t have to be yours today. Go.”

      “This isn’t a rout, damn it,” Lokkemand began, his voice struggling to stoke the anger implicit in the words. “This is a reasonable retreat.”

      Milo nodded, hoping the sincere sympathy he felt was conveyed by his voice and face.

      “I believe it,” he said, turning to look the captain in the eye while addressing the courtyard. “I may not like him very much, but I do believe at bottom that Captain Lokkemand is a good man and a responsible officer. If he says it is time to leave, then it is your duty to do so.”

      A heavy quiet fell across the courtyard as men weighed their motivations and wrestled with their souls. Milo could read in their faces that some of them came up wanting, but he met their stares with the same unjudging expression.

      “Go,” Milo said one last time and turned to enter the fortress.

      “What will you do?” Lokkemand called after him.

      “What I intended to do all along,” Milo said without turning back. “My duty.”
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      Using the Art on a fey seemed to be both easier and more difficult than Milo had expected. Rihyani’s will was more accessible to his efforts than Ezekiel’s had been but also more reactive. His probing attempts at her slumbering will were met with a powerful resistance that he imagined was habitual.

      She was unconscious and so pale she seemed ethereal stretched out on the cot, her whole body sinking in on itself. For a creature who was nearly eternal, it was a chilling thing for Milo to see and think she looked old. It seemed wrong.

      Upon seeing her this way, Milo had made a hasty play at her will and been rebuffed so quickly her nurse barely had time to climb out of his seat beside her.

      “Are you going to wake her up?” Brodden asked, seeming to have aged ten years since they’d left him a few days ago.

      “No,” Milo said, looking away from Rihyani for a second. “I’m not sure she can be woken up, and I don’t think she needs to be.”

      “If you say so.” The medic sighed, settling back into a chair. “I don’t understand how she’s still alive, to be honest. It seems like will alone is keeping her here.”

      “You might not be wrong about that,” Ambrose said softly as Milo turned back to Rihyani.

      “I’ll need you to not interrupt me now,” Milo explained between steadying breaths. “You may see or feel strange things, but whatever you do, don’t distract me.”

      Brodden shook his head and fell silent.

      Milo pressed his will outward again.

      The second brush of his will against hers was met with as much resistance as before, but rather than simply withdrawing, he pushed harder. He felt her will manifesting as suggestions of terrifying fates and lonely ends clawing and yowling to keep him at bay, but he turned the tables by instituting his own visions of bringing joy and resolution to those dire guardian visions. It was imperfect, and more than one magical insinuation pierced through, making him break out in a cold sweat and clutch his hammering chest, but he held fast all the same.

      She could batter his mind with terrors all she wanted. He needed to reach her.

      Her initial defenses diverted, Milo pressed out more and felt the response of her will against his own, a kind of static spark of psychic energy as contact was made.

      Rihyani, can you hear me? he called to her, shaping words only she could decipher through the Art. They weren’t just words but sentiments, fragments of thoughts and feelings, the likes of which he could never have explained. As the marquis had explained, it came intuitively to him.

      Milo? came the soft, almost brittle answer. You have learned the Art.

      Milo felt a weight slide off his chest. She was still there, or at least enough of her to hear and respond to him.

      The marquis taught you? she asked.

      In a way, Milo thought to her, uncertainty quavering in the communication. I’ll explain later, but first, we need to release you from the hex.

      Milo could sense the psychic sigh sliding from the fey’s mind.

      Yes, I do think I’m coming to the end of my resolve to resist, she replied, a response disturbingly nonchalant for what it portended. You found the release for it?

      Yes, Milo answered eagerly, stretching out to take her hand in his, trying not to recoil at how cold her flesh felt. It may seem crazy, but you must forgive Ezekiel. His curse is rooted in his inability to forgive himself and let himself die, so you must forgive him to break the hex’s hold over you.

      There was a long silence, and only the trembling throb of Rihyani’s will in his supernatural awareness kept Milo from assuming she’d died.

      Rihyani?

      That will be difficult.

      Feelings and images flooded through Milo’s mind, visions of Ezekiel’s sneering, cackling face with a bloodied knife flickering in his hands. Fear, pain, and hatred accompanied the images, and through Rihyani’s senses, Milo relived their duel between the trees in a single heartbeat and felt her soul-wrenching anguish not only at the death of her centuries-old companions but their desecration at his hands.

      “Rihyani, please!” Milo cried, breaking the connection the Art provided for a moment to keep himself from becoming lost in the onrush of her will.

      His eyes had slid out of focus, but in that breathless moment when he pulled away from her, Milo saw blood dribbling down his arm. Sympathetic wounds had opened along the same line as what Rihyani had experienced.

      “Milo?” Ambrose rumbled at Milo’s shoulder, not quite daring to rest a hand on his shoulder.

      “I’m fine,” Milo said with a gulping swallow as he watched his blood slide down his outstretched hand to Rihyani’s gray grip. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Ambrose didn’t say anything, but Milo could feel his frown at his back.

      “Please,” Milo said as gently as he could. “I need to focus.”

      When Ambrose made no protest, Milo clamped his eyes shut and pressed outward.

      I’m sorry, I was overwhelmed, Milo broadcasted to her as their wills connected. I am here now.

      No, Milo, I’m sorry.

      He felt waves of the fey’s regret, not overpowering but steady and sincere.

      I am struggling to keep myself together. The hex and the wounds are taking their toll.

      Milo felt a thrill of fear, which made his next thoughts sharper than he intended, but off they flew like arrows.

      Which is why you need to forgive him. The longer you hold onto this, the harder it will be. Please, before it is too late!

      A caustic film covered her next thoughts, and Milo had to harden himself to blunt the worst of their fury.

      You talk as though it is easy! I watched that monster butcher two of my oldest friends, who I met when Latin was still a trade language! You speak of forgiveness like it is a flower to be plucked in a field!

      Milo fought a rush of matching anger. He wanted to demand she stop being so proud, so stupid, but he beat the feelings down mercilessly. Pushing back wouldn’t help because he couldn’t drive her to forgiveness. He could only invite her, and with a start, he realized that the invitation could only come one way that would be understood.

      You want revenge, he thought, pressing toward her with an understanding that mirrored his own experiences with the desire. But what if I showed you that revenge against Ezekiel is exactly what he wants, too?

      What?

      He felt her will rebel against the seeming contradiction, pulling away from him, but he remained open to her even as she came to the cusp of severing the connection. Milo wondered if that happened, would she have the strength to continue interacting? Her will was potent, but he sensed a brittleness that threw up more cracks after each outburst.

      I don’t understand.

      Milo squeezed her icy hand with his bloodied fingers.

      Let me show you, he begged. Let me show you what I learned. Then make the decision for yourself.

      Another aching pause followed, but finally, Rihyani called out to him from what seemed like a greater distance than before.

      All right.

      Milo felt invisible barriers falling and intangible wards coming undone, and he touched the fey’s raw, undiluted will with his own. It was beautiful, precious, and frightening both in power and fragility. Tears sprang unbidden to his eyes.

      He is a monster, Milo said as he drew upon the jagged shards of memory still embedded from his encounter with Ezekiel. But even monsters can love in their own fashion, and that means they can hurt and regret and be given our pity.

      With as much agonizing immediacy as before, Milo relived the sad tale of Ezekiel Boucher’s living damnation with Rihyani.

      She saw and felt everything: the piercing of Ezekiel's child by the vengeful warriors, Ezekiel’s grief fueling the slaughtering of innocents, the coming of the curse, and him murdering the fey who cursed him.

      Milo thought having seen it before would harden him against the experience, but he felt tears welling up, the blows to his heart penetrating even harder. Knowing what came did not make it better but only heightened his dread at each coming blow and his disgust at each predestined atrocity. Bound in will, he and Rihyani bore witness and felt what Ezekiel felt, and even amid the blood and hysterical laughter, it was an awful, gnawing agony.

      The vigil completed and the smells of burning bodies and Ezekiel’s laughter fading, there was a stillness of body and mind so profound that Milo didn’t dare to disturb it. Eyes sealed, his will present but passive within the fey’s, there was a quiet closeness the likes of which he’d never known. In the fearful presence of that undiluted intimacy, he both basked and cringed.

      When she finally reached out to him, a surprised, shuddering breath wracked his body.

      He is like so many humans, worthy of hate and pity in his brokenness. I suppose I can tighten my grip and let his jagged edges cut me to the quick, but perhaps I’d rather let him go.

      Like a skein unraveling, the hex became null.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you,” Rihyani breathed, and leaned in with a gentle kiss.

      Brodden’s face was a comical explosion of wonder and anxiety, eyes bulging even as his lips met the fey’s. The kiss lasted barely more than a second, but the bedraggled medic emerged as though he were coming up from pearl diving.

      “Nothing much,” he sputtered sheepishly as he stumbled back. “Just my duty.”

      Rihyani was still sunken and gray from her ordeal, but her smile was a radiant thing.

      “We both know that isn’t true,” she said softly, holding out one waifish hand that Brodden took between thick, shaking fingers. “You performed above and beyond, and for that, I will grant you a boon.”

      Brodden looked nervously from Rihyani to Milo and Ambrose, who stood beside her chair by the fireplace.

      “A boon from a fey,” Ambrose muttered out the side of his mouth in an overloud whisper. “Careful what you wish for, eh?”

      Milo didn’t say anything, only nodded grimly, fighting to keep his dour expression as he watched the color drain from the medic’s blotchy face.

      “W-what boon would that be, f-fräulein?” Brodden gasped, absentmindedly tucking his uniform back into place and doing a generally poor job of the business.

      Rihyani’s smile slid away as her eyelids drooped to half-mast, and she gripped the medic’s meaty fingers in both of her delicate hands. She drew a deep breath and let it slide out in a misty, monotone voice that was quite unlike her usual lively tones.

      “You will write to your sweetheart in the next week and ask for her hand in marriage,” she said, her hooded eyes looking through Brodden. “She will write back with haste to tell you her answer is yes.”

      Brodden made to say something, but his mouth seemed ill-equipped. He only managed a hoarse splutter.

      “Don’t speak,” the contessa warned in her medium’s drone. “A single word could unhinge the magic and release an awful curse on both of you.”

      Brodden freed his fingers to clap both his hands over his mouth as he shuffled backward, his face seeming ready to split in half from terror and excitement. He rocked on the balls of his feet to the point that Milo thought the man might lose his balance and a new medical emergency would arise.

      “Go now with this boon,” Rihyani decreed, fingers still stretched out toward him. “And speak of it to no one lest the curse be visited upon both of you until your dying days.”

      Brodden staggered back and fumbled for his medical bags.

      “Hurry, man!” Ambrose barked, making Brodden jump like a startled cat. “Before it's too late and goblins dog you all the way back to Germany.”

      Brodden was still juggling his pack as he tore out of the room, and the sound of his pounding boots could be heard through the entire wing of the complex as he fled. Only as the last of his hammering steps faded did the three left in the room allow themselves a hearty laugh.

      “Did you see his face?” Milo gasped between hoots of laughter, “But goblins, really?”

      “A bit much?” Ambrose asked as he chuckled from the depths of his vast belly.

      “A bit.” Rihyani giggled and threw him a wink.

      It was a few more minutes before they were composed enough for Milo to ask the question that had formed as he’d taken part in the spectacle.

      “That wasn’t any kind of actual magic though, right?” Milo asked, glancing to where Brodden had stood moments ago. “I mean, I could feel your will at work, and I don’t know how you could work on a will that isn’t here.”

      “Oh, you’d be amazed what the Art can accomplish with a little ingenuity,” Rihyani said, smiling up at him before fluttering her fingers. A glowing cigarillo appeared between her fingers. “Our magic may be temperamental, but it is remarkable what we can achieve.”

      Milo stared at her, chin lowered and eyebrows raised.

      “Oh, fine. No, it wasn’t magic,” she said before taking a toke and releasing a fragrant plume of smoke. “Just a little bit of observation. To pass the time, he’d usually read his letters from home, including those from a lovely young woman named Johanna. I’m not sure if he knows this, but the man mutters every other word as he reads.”

      Milo and Ambrose stared at the contessa.

      “You could hear even when you were out?” Ambrose asked.

      Rihyani nodded and took a heavy drag.

      “One of the wonders of being fey is that we are never absent or insensate,” she said with a sigh as she looked into the fire. “We can disconnect ourselves from aspects of our physical bodies to free our minds to wander, and that is the closest we get to sleeping or dreaming. Or in my case, giving me a little buffer from my injuries.”

      She shuddered at that, and they lapsed into silence.

      As Milo considered this fact in light of the extremely long, possibly immortal lifespans of the fey, he suddenly understood why they all seemed eccentric in one way or another. Centuries and no true sleep; no wonder they all seemed a little—or a lot,—odd.

      “So, the nightwatch,” Milo began, an uncomfortable thought worming its way through his mind. “What did it do?”

      Rihyani looked at him squarely in his face, and he felt a pang as he remembered her pained cry as she came to.

      “It made sure I knew you needed my attention,” she said softly.

      Milo felt his cheeks burning and struggled to hold her gaze.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You already said that,” she replied.

      Ambrose looked at the two of them, sensing more at play than a misunderstanding of fey physiology.

      “Well, that sounds downright hellish,” he said finally with a slow shake of his head. “If I couldn’t enjoy a good snooze, I think I’d have eaten a bullet or four by now.”

      Not that it would’ve done you any good, Milo thought, and he felt a sudden thrill of fear as he glanced at the fey. He’d worried for an instant that she might have heard the sentiment, but then he remembered the disentangling after the hex was released, and he breathed a sigh of relief. That level of connection was something he still viewed like a blazing fire: powerful but more than a little dangerous. Yet, like dancing flames, he wasn’t going to forget the warmth of it anytime soon.

      Rihyani felt his gaze upon her again and she looked up at him, turning her head coyly with a teasing smile on her dark lips.

      “Yes?” she asked coaxingly.

      “Um-uh,” he stammered as his mind scrambled. “I was just wondering if you know, uh, with no magic at play, if Brodden was in for a rather disappointing letter from Johanna?”

      Rihyani shook her head, and Milo noticed that already her hair didn’t seem quite so lank or her cheeks so sunken.

      “Oh, Brodden has nothing to worry about,” she said brightly. “Even with missing every other word, I could tell the sweet Johanna’s been practically burning with longing for him to ask her.”

      “And the poor fool needed a fey to bully him into it?” Ambrose chuckled.

      “Some men need a little extra help,” Rihyani said, and Milo couldn’t help noticing the sidelong glance she gave him through a cloud of tobacco smoke.
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        * * *

      

      By dusk, they all stood upon the battlements of the fortress to watch Lokkemand and his entourage depart. Ambrose muttered curses, most concerning Lokkemand and his parentage, while Rihyani, who was more herself by the second, watched with an enigmatic expression. Milo remained silent, wrestling with an odd combination of guilt and relief.

      What might happen to Nicht-KAT, Jorge, and yes, even Lokkemand, troubled him, but the fact was, he was free to do as he saw fit. A nagging thought told him he’d behaved that way up to this point, but with Lokkemand now gone and everything declared a loss, anything he could salvage from the situation would be an unexpected success. He hadn’t wanted things to turn out this way, but now that they had, he felt there was nothing holding him back.

      And that meant preparing for what came next.

      “The messenger said within a week,” Milo related after the last lights of the last vehicle winked behind a concealing hill. “That means that we have four days to prepare for Stalin and his forces.”

      “I doubt very much if forces will be sent just for us.” Ambrose grunted. “A decent number of Germans to drag out for a big show execution is one thing, but we aren’t worth the time. He’ll send a squad of conscripts if he sends anything.”

      Rihyani nodded but said nothing as she drew her heavy traveling cloak around her shoulders. She’d begun to show the traces of silver light in her complexion and hair, but she was still a long way from her usual brilliance. Milo had offered her one of his restoratives, but she had declined, saying that she was healing quicker than her appearance suggested.  Milo found that incredible considering the ordeal she’d gone through, but he was counting on her rapid recovery.

      “That’s only because they think the Germans all left,” Milo said, a smile hitching up one corner of his mouth. “But if they think the opposite occurred, like maybe an entire regiment marched in, they would have to make a show of force. There is more than a good chance that Stalin might send the bulk of his forces to make a clear statement.”

      Both fey and bodyguard turned to look at Milo with furrowed brows.

      “And why would they think that?” Rihyani asked.

      Milo kept staring into the coming night and smiling.

      “Because we’re going to use the Art to make it look like that.”

      “Milo,” Rihyani began, her eyes narrowing as she studied his face in profile, “the Art can make others believe things and even be affected by those beliefs, but fighting a battle with an illusory army is beyond any fey’s skill.”

      Milo turned away from the dark and looked at Rihyani, still smiling.

      “We aren’t going to fight them,” he explained. “We’re going to lure them out here, and with most of his men chasing phantoms, we’re going to find and capture Stalin. With the head of the coup gone and the forces dispersed, the Georgian government will have a chance to recover. We can’t fix it for them, but we can give them a chance while we take Stalin back to Nicht-KAT for interrogation.”

      Ambrose and Rihyani both looked doubtful but nodded slowly.

      “It’s halfway to suicide,” the big man muttered. “But if you can convince the Reds that’s what’s going on, it might work.”

      “Not to sound bloodthirsty, but wouldn’t it be easier to kill this Stalin?” the contessa asked.

      “We need to know his connection to the Guardians,” Milo explained. “We need to get a better understanding of what connections they have to German forces and outside, and questioning Stalin seems like the best bet to get some answers as to how his benefactor operates.”

      Rihyani considered the answer for a moment, looking out into the darkness deepening across the vista.

      “And if the benefactor is there with Stalin?” she asked.

      “Then we kill or capture him,” Milo said evenly. “Probably the former rather than the latter. A human prisoner is one thing, but the Guardian is probably going to be too difficult for us to transport easily.”

      “And we still don’t know exactly what kind of supernatural help this Guardian is giving Stalin?” Ambrose asked as he probed around his coat before drawing out his pipe and tobacco.

      “Only that he has incredible control over his followers,” Milo replied.

      Rihyani sighed. “That could be anything.”

      “Does the name Joseph mean anything?” Ambrose asked, giving Milo a sideways glance. “Or Ioseb Besa…a…”

      “Ioseb Besarionis dzе Jugashvili,” Milo said as they both turned to look at the fey.

      Rihyani shook her head.

      “Wouldn’t want it to be too easy, now, would we?” Ambrose said around the stem of the pipe between his teeth. “Besides, doesn't change what we have to do, does it?”

      “No,” Milo said, forcing himself to keep the confident smile on his face. “No, it doesn’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            20

          

          
            The Message

          

        

      

    

    
      Milo was surprised to see a familiar face among the men Ambrose brought to the fortress the next day before late afternoon.

      To give the Red warlord time to gather his forces for a proper response, Milo thought it imperative that word of the arrival of a strong German contingent needed to be issued as soon as possible. As such, Milo had sent Ambrose to the village of Shatili to ask for local Bolsheviks and gather a few of them in the bed of the Rollsy for an introduction to the “German answer.” The men had not come willingly, of course, but few knocks on the head and a few lengths of rope, and Ambrose had come into the courtyard frog-marching three bound and rather terrified men.

      One of those men happened to be the farmer who’d sicced his dogs on Milo the night he’d been gathering hearth ash. The man didn’t seem to recognize the magus, which was not at all surprising, not only because of the nature of their encounter but also because of the figure standing next to him.

      “Are you ready for this?” Milo whispered out the side of his mouth.

      “Absolutely,” boomed a strong kettle-drum voice in thick German.

      The man who made the declaration could have been the impossible offspring of Lokkemand and Ambrose. He was huge, as tall or taller than the towering captain but with a bulky physique like that of his other “parent,” and upon his florid face sat a well-waxed mustache that would have left a walrus envious. He was dressed in an officer’s black coat festooned with medals and sporting the red-banded knotwork of an Oberstleutnant, or lieutenant colonel, upon his shoulders.

      “You’re very convincing,” Milo said with an appreciative dip of his chin.

      “Naturally,” rumbled the massive officer. Not for the first time, Milo had to keep his mind from reflecting on the considerably smaller fey inside the illusion. It was perhaps the least dramatic thing they’d be showing the erstwhile messengers, but it was the one Milo was most impressed by. She’d even woven a few shaving nicks onto the thick neck of her disguise.

      “Eyes front, Volkohne,” the Oberstleutnant puffed through his mustache, and Milo dutifully complied.

      The trio of men staggered before them, their faces set and angry while frightened eyes roved the stones around them.

      “What do you want with us?” the farmer Milo recognized asked, his voice convincingly steady.

      The man had some steel to him, there was no denying that.

      Milo made a show of looking at his superior, who nodded.

      “You’ve been brought here because we were notified that you were Bolshevik sympathizers and traitors to your own country,” Milo said, and he held back a smile as the protests and declarations sprang up like geysers.

      Milo held up a warning hand, and the men quieted—except the farmer who spat on the ground and thrust his chin toward Milo and the disguised Rihyani.

      “Execution, then?” he snarled, taking an angry step forward. “You invade our country and think you have the right to execute us?”

      “We were guests until a short time ago,” Rihyani declared in the booming German officer voice.

      All three men looked at the illusory officer with open trepidation, even the farmer, but Milo could tell they didn’t understand the words that had been said.

      “Oberstleutnant Hindenreich makes the point that we were only called invaders since the rise of the Bolshevik terrorist Stalin,” Milo explained in Georgian. “And it is for this reason he and his forces have now come to restore the rule of law.”

      All three looked around the seemingly barren fortress, but only the brave farmer had the courage to respond.

      “What forces?” he sneered. “Last we knew, you Germans were running north with your ears pinned back.”

      “That is why you are here now,” the Oberstleutnant declared and raised a hand to issue a ringing finger-snap.

      Every door in the fortress flew open and out marched streams of federated German soldiers, rifles at their shoulders or machine guns carried in teams. Milo’s and Rihyani’s wills working together ensured that the tromp of their boots, the smell of their sweat, and even the heat of their bodies brushed the senses of the three men. Milo had feared mounting pressure as the men sought to disbelieve what they saw, but even the farmer took the illusory information at face value. The marquis hadn’t been wrong about how much men trusted their senses in the face of what they might have otherwise disbelieved.

      The fabricated soldiers came to parade rest behind Rihyani and Milo, faces grim and eyes set forward. Perhaps soldiers might have noticed the fact that they were too perfect, but for the present company, the illusion worked fine.

      “You are going to bear witness,” Milo declared as he strode forward to put himself nearly nose to nose with the brave farmer. “You will return to your treacherous masters and tell them that the German Empire does not bow to threats and does not forsake its allies. You will be spared your miserable lives to deliver this message.”

      The farmer attempted to meet Milo’s pale eyes, but his gaze kept wandering to the arrayed soldiers, and the defiance leached from his face.

      

      Cowed, the farmer led the other two up the stairs and out onto the battlements. Ambrose, Milo, and Rihyani followed. They all looked out over the valley, the arms of the mountains sweeping to either side. For a moment nothing happened, and the three informants cast nervous looks around, glancing back behind at the courtyard where the soldiers stood and then at their captors. Ambrose grunted and pointed forward with a scowl that had all three turning back toward the valley.

      There was a deep rumble as though the earth itself was awakening to bear witness, then across the valley, engines of war made their appearance. Tanks, armored tracks, and artillery pieces growled and chugged and snarled as they mounted the slope and stood glittering darkly in the late afternoon sun. Meaningfully, their weapons were leveled downslope, where the village stood quiet and unsuspecting. It took a moment, but soon all three men were whimpering, praying, and begging.

      “My God,” one groaned. “No.”

      “My family,” another moaned.

      “Please,” the farmer cried, turning to Milo and falling to his knees. “Please, don’t do this.”

      Overheard was the throbbing whir of zeppelins plying the skies. Milo hadn’t expected those but pushed the thought from his mind as he looked into the informants’ terrified faces. Rihyani must have been adding last-minute flourishes.

      “Do you now understand the cost of treachery?” Milo asked, feeling a little queasy as he watched the men squirm and grovel. “Do you now know what you must do?”

      The farmer nodded vigorously, and the other two men followed suit as tears and snot ran freely down their faces.

      “Go and tell the Bolsheviks we are here and they are welcome to try and drive us out,” Milo commanded, nodding at Ambrose, who stepped forward to cut the men’s bonds. “And that if they don’t have the spine to defend their stolen prize, we will come and fetch them out like thieves from their den.”

      The men stared at their rope-worn wrists and stood trembling before Milo.

      “Now go!” Milo roared, driving a spike of raw fear through his will and into the heart of each man.

      Shivering and swearing on anything and everything they could think of, the men stumbled down from the battlements under the unflinching glare of the assembled soldiers. They found their feet as they passed through the gate and out onto the road, all three of them running wildly as their heads swiveled left and right.

      The sight of their fleeing backs sparked something in his chest in a place next to his heart. There was a tightness, a contraction that was as much psychic as muscular, and Milo found he couldn’t move, couldn't breathe. He wanted to scream, to gasp, but all control was gone. For an eternal second, Milo was locked inside himself, powerless to perform even the most basic and automatic functions, even as he felt his body cry out for air.

      Then a mind not his own slid up from that cavity inside him and took control. It expelled the stale air from his lungs and drew in a fresh breath before looking skyward at the zeppelins. Like clouds of steel and thunder, they’d flown low over the fortress, and Milo’s kidnapped eyes noted the way the barrels jutting from the gun turrets were now trained upon the fleeing informants.

      “Perhaps,” the-thing-that-was-not-Milo called out in a magically enhanced voice, “you need further encouragement.”

      Ambrose and Rihyani both looked at Milo, confusion written plainly on their features. Their questions were answered a second later when the zeppelins above opened fire. Everything, the flare of their muzzles to the hiss of the bullets cutting the air, even the spurts of dirt and dust they kicked up, were all illusory, but each of these elements heightened the terrified certainty of the fleeing men that they were being fired upon. Screaming, they put on speed and wove away from the intersecting sweeps of the chattering salvos.

      “Milo,” Rihyani called, traces of her real voice slipping between the booming officer’s, “What are you doing?”

      The men below were beyond frantic in their flight now, each pumping his arms and legs with a speed and determination born of mortal fear. Milo watched them through eyes he no longer controlled, his co-opted mouth twisting into a smile.

      “Magus!” Ambrose barked, stepping toward Milo and grabbing him by the shoulder. “That’s enough!”

      The-thing-that-was-not-Milo turned and twisted the stolen face into a cruel sneer.

      “Let go of me, or by Iblis, I’ll burn you to cinders.”

      The raptor skull flared to crackling life, and Ambrose stepped back in surprise.

      “Iblis,” Ambrose muttered, his face knotting in confusion, but the usurper was already dragging his eyes back to the fleeing men. The zeppelins harried them, stitching lines of false fire, inching closer and closer to a strafing run that would prove fatal to the thoroughly convinced men.

      “What is going on?” Rihyani demanded, shedding her disguise like shrugging out of an overlarge coat. “Milo, stop this!”

      The farmer had stumbled, his leg turning under him as his foot struck a stone. The line of fire would sweep over him, leaving a terror-perforated corpse. It was only a matter of time, and the usurper was intent on watching it.

      “It’s not Milo,” Ambrose growled. “IMRAH!”

      The-thing-that-was-not-Milo swung kidnapped eyes toward Ambrose as the big man’s fist exploded across his face. Milo and his captor fell together in the prison of his flesh. The shared head struck the stone of the walkway, and darkness rushed up to claim them both.
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        * * *

      

      He was back in the alley, Roland pulling on his hand. He was staring at the bricks but didn’t know why.

      “We need to go,” Roland urged.

      But he didn’t, he realized with a start. He didn’t need to go because he wasn’t a child anymore. Looking down at his hand, he realized that Roland’s was now the small one as he towered over him.

      Roland looked back up at him, his voice plaintive in a way it had never been, perhaps never could be.

      “I want to go, please.”

      He shook his head to protest, but as he did, he watched scrawling lines of ink sprout across Roland’s skin. Tattoos years too early unfurled as child Roland began to swell in front of him.

      “Come on, little brother,” Roland said, his voice cracking and then deepening as he spoke. “We need to go.”

      He tried to pull away and felt a familiar, insistent grip trying to keep him there.

      “You need to come with me,” Roland insisted, pressing forward so the nearly formed face was inches from him. After a second of hesitation, it became the cruelly beautiful face of the angry and ambitious young man he’d followed through Hell and the underbelly of Dresden more than once.

      “I need you,” Roland murmured into his face, breath sharp with vodka. “You need me.”

      He pulled his hand away and made to push the face away, but it was as insubstantial as smoke, a misplaced memory vying for attention it didn’t deserve.

      He looked back at the brick wall and remembered the spaces between the spaces. His breath gathered in a single sharp inhalation, he drove his fingers between the memories.

      It was cold on the other side, but not so cold he couldn’t feel the slippery, squirming thing. His finger clamped down even as it tried to wriggle away, digging into rubbery flesh with a strength he hardly recognized in himself. Something tried to bite him, but its teeth blunted and cracked on his skin. There would be no escape from him now that he knew it was there.

      With a heave like a fisherman hauling a prize catch onto land, he dragged it through the bricks and onto the floor of the alley. Its dark form glistened red under the burning sky as it curled at his feet in the fetal position, his hand still fastened around its neck. Despite the ectoplasmic slime, he recognized the quivering thing.

      “Imrah!” he snarled but then paused, thoughts flickering in his eyes before they narrowed once more. “No, not her. Just her shade.”

      The creature writhed and snapped its teeth, but it was like a viper or some other venomous reptile gripped behind its jaws, gnashing at open air. He felt the phantasm’s fear throbbing against his palm, and both quickly understood that whatever vulnerability of Milo’s it had grasped was gone.

      “You’re a parasite,” he snarled, stilling it with one hard shake. “And I think I’m going to do some exterminating.”

      His fingers began to tighten about the thing’s neck, and he savored his strength. His might was born of focus, control, and will, constructed in the dreamscape, and he knew with a burst of certainty he could destroy the shade inside him. The text on shades had been ambivalent about this, but here in the kingdom of his mind and spirit, he knew he could.

      The shade squealed, and its shrill cry gave him pause.

      “Wait! Not yet! Please!”

      He didn’t tighten his grip further, but he didn’t loosen it either.

      “Why?” he demanded.

      The shade began to snivel and gibber, but he shook it again and its plaintive whining congealed into words once more.

      “We are not the shade of she who was Imrah, only splinter, a fragment, sent to make an offer.”

      Milo squeezed his fingers a little tighter as his eyes narrowed.

      “What offer?”

      “She offers to share all knowledge, all information with you if you make her whole.”

      Here in the dreamscape, rational thought was more difficult as his emotions and subconscious swam freely, but the cold, rational, and ruthless part of him stirred like a shark scenting blood. Suspicions and fears woke as well, but the predator’s instinct was not so easily distracted.

      “Make her whole?” he asked in a soft, deadly voice as he bent closer. “How would I do that?”

      The fearful splinter-shade winced away, but his hand held it fast.

      “She will explain!” it sobbed. “We don’t know, we were only sent with a message!”

      “And with enough power to almost murder a man,” he growled, his fingers squeezing again. Tiny motes of spiritual debris floated away from the edges of his grip. Much tighter and the splinter-shade would come apart in a rush of psychic dust.

      “Part of the message!” it squealed with further feeble thrashing. “To show, to demonstrate! Could have killed you, could have thrown your body from the wall or stopped its breathing! We didn’t, not the message!”

      Milo felt a tremor in his grip as he remembered the utter separation from his body, a helplessness he’d never known. He wondered if the reason he had absolute dominance over the splinter-shade was that it had spent its strength controlling him for those moments. Wrath and defiance at the memory made his hold fast in an instant.

      He decided it didn’t matter how it took control before. It wasn’t going to get a chance to scurry away to some dark corner inside him. He had it now, and it would end.

      His fingers flexed, and the feeble imitation of a ghul twisted helplessly in his grip.

      “You are unharmed, message delivered!” it babbled. “Please! Message delivered! Please!”

      “Message delivered, and I may even take the shade up on its offer,” he whispered as his crushing grip sent up more of the fracturing shade. “Either way, I see no reason to let you cause more mischief.”

      The splinter-shade made to scream, but he snuffed it out like a candle wick.
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        * * *

      

      “I am going to repeat for the hundredth time that I do not like this,” Ambrose growled as he thumped down the stairs to the shade-warded dungeon. Milo supposed that the estimation of the number of times the big man had protested was fairly accurate, but as before, Milo pressed on.

      When he had finally woken with a sizable lump on his skull and a few teeth that felt uncomfortably looser than they ought to, he’d quickly relayed his dream escapade after confirming that the farmer had not met an unfortunate end from illusory bullets. Once reassured of that fact and having finished his tale, his companions had been decidedly unhelpful by taking opposing opinions on the matter. Ambrose was determined that this proved that “messing with” Imrah’s shade was foolish, and they should make sure her remains were never found by another living soul.

      Rihyani, on the other hand, seemed convinced that the best option would be to at least hear the shade out because “if it wanted you or any of us dead, we would be.”

      In the end, much to the bodyguard’s irritation, Milo had decided that one final interview with the specter of his old teacher would be worthwhile.

      So now all three of them had come to the dungeon, willing or otherwise. The ritual to call for Imrah’s shade was observed, only this time, the wraith's entrance was nothing like the horrid production he’d witnessed before. The horrifying, mewling thing with too many limbs and brightly gleaming eyes didn’t emerge, nor did Imrah’s form in some twisted parody of woman and ghul. The temperature dropped and a column of fog emerged, in whose center floated Imrah’s ghulish face.

      “I see you got my message,” she said, a pure observation without irritation or humor.

      “I did.” Milo nodded, his arms crossed over his chest. “I don’t suppose I should be surprised that your message involved almost killing someone.”

      The ridged brows of the ghulish face twisted into what passed for a concerned scowl.

      “Not one of those two, I hope?” it said.

      “Does it matter?” Milo spat in disgust.

      The ghul specter gave him a wry look.

      “Are you going to keep pretending it wouldn’t?” it asked.

      Milo shook his head but didn’t say anything. It wasn’t wrong. If Ambrose or Rihyani had been threatened, the remains of Imrah would have been reduced to cinders and the shade thoroughly dispersed by now.

      “Whatever the case, are we done with games now?” Milo asked.

      “It is not a matter of games, but of effort,” the floating face explained in what sounded like Imrah’s voice emerging from the bottom of a well. “Since my death, coherence is largely a matter of extreme effort, and until you were ready to listen, there was little reason to try.”

      For one jarring second, Milo felt as though he were talking to Imrah, so different was the shade from its previous appearance and behavior.

      “Your death,” he said, fresh suspicion narrowing his eyes and sharpening his words. “You want me to trust you, but you keep acting as though you are Imrah when we both know that is not true.”

      A ghulish smile spread across the levitating visage, and Milo felt nauseous.

      “Very good grasp of the ephemeral principles, but unfortunately incorrect. One of the secrets I’d learned among the Guardians was a heretical version of the necromists’ formulae. Very tricky, but it connected my spirit to my shade.”

      “That’s not possible.” Milo frowned. “Nothing I’ve ever read says anything about that.”

      The floating face just stared at him.

      “That would be why they call it a secret,” it remarked dryly. “But I have to confess, my attempt at the process seems to have been imperfect. As a result, mastering the shade and its entropic nature makes coherence and cohesion difficult.”

      Milo stared back, making no effort to conceal his incredulity. When he didn’t respond, Imrah, if that was what it was, gave a short, irritable sigh, which Milo as her former pupil was quite familiar with.

      “It might be difficult to believe, but I hope the messenger displayed my intentions, and what I’m going to ask should seal the deal, as you might say.”

      “I’m listening,” Milo said, chin raised. Behind him, Ambrose uneasily shuffled his feet but voiced no objection, for which Milo was thankful. He didn’t need anything dividing his attention right now.

      “I want you to bind me to the cane I gave you,” the cloud-swaddled ghul stated. “Without the structure inherent in a well-made fetish, I am losing the battle to keep the shade bound to me. If you do this for me, I will promise indefinite service and advice, until such time as you pass me on to another or deplete me unto destruction.”

      Ambrose muttered a disbelieving assemblage of profanity while Rihyani gave a small, silver-noted laugh.

      “She certainly doesn’t lack for determination, I’ll give her that,” the fey said, and Milo could feel her smile at his back.

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Ambrose growled. “Magus, please tell me you're not taking this seriously?”

      But Milo most certainly was, and as Imrah watched him, she could plainly see that.

      “Unlike the rest of you, our young magus understands the position I am placing myself in to ensure my survival.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Milo admitted as he slowly nodded. “If I bind her shade to the cane, she becomes its power source.”

      “And a potent one at that,” Imrah added with more than a hint of pride.

      “And treacherous,” Rihyani said flatly. “What happens in the heat of battle when you call on her and she isn’t there? She’s already proven that she’s patient enough to wait for the opportunity to turn on you.”

      Imrah’s eyes narrowed at the fey, thin lips curling with disgust above the nest of fangs. Apparently, the enmity between the two was enough to last beyond the grave.

      “Or even worse,” Ambrose chimed in quickly, “she decides to blast you or someone else with flames when you don’t want her to? Waits until you’re in a petrol refinery or something and then BOOM!”

      Imrah drew her gaze from glaring at Rihyani and looked at Milo.

      “Should I explain it, or do you wish to?” she asked archly.

      Milo looked over his shoulder at the two behind him, hoping he didn’t sound as haughty as his former teacher as he explained.

      “Yeah, it doesn’t really work like that,” he began, eyes darting from Rihyani to Ambrose and back again. “A shade bound to a fetish like what she is talking about, as a sort of essence battery and not as an actual animator, means she wouldn’t be able to do much of anything without me directing it. A necromist has to give her power direction and focus. Otherwise, it is all potential. She’d be bound inside forever unless I depleted her past the point of cohesion, and then she’d be gone forever. It’s a possible eternity bound in a small, unmoving length of stone.”

      Silence followed his explanation, and out of the corner of his eye, Milo saw Imrah give a nod of approval.

      “Why would you choose that?” Rihyani asked at last, staring uncomprehendingly at the ghul’s face. “How could such a life seem worth living?”

      “I knew eternal life would have a cost, and more than that, it affords me time,” Imrah replied coolly. “The plan was to provide myself with a more suitable, enduring vessel, but best-laid plans and all. This keeps me from slipping into madness and the void and gives me time to plan for the future.”

      “Future of what?” Ambrose asked with a derisive snort. “Supporting old knees and being stood up in the corners of entryways?”

      “Eternity is a long time,” Imrah replied. “Perhaps in time, the magus will find new uses for me, and if not, maybe the person he passes me to will.”

      The room once more lapsed into silence, and in the quiet, Milo could feel the unease of those behind him. Yet for all of that, the potential gain couldn’t be ignored. If she were bound inside the fetish, he wouldn’t just gain absolute control over the potent repository of essence for necromistry, but also her knowledge. No more cryptic answers or dueling bluffs; he would ask her a question, and she would answer it as truthfully and completely.

      Despite all the misgivings, could he let this opportunity pass him by?

      “Tell me about the Guardian working with Stalin,” Milo said, staring hard into Imrah’s face. “Do that, and we could have a deal.”

      “Milo,” Ambrose began sharply, but a shushing sound from Rihyani stilled him.

      “I don’t know for certain about Stalin, as the name is not known to me,” Imrah began, but reading Milo’s face was quick to add, “But if it is the Guardian I think it is, I have much to share.”

      “Go on,” Milo said.

      “His name is Zlydzen of Domov, a dwarrow, and one of the founding Guardians,” she explained. “As you might’ve guessed from your readings, ghuls and dwarrow do not typically interact except violently. Zlydzen was different; seeing past rivalries and petty squabbles. He understood what was at hand.”

      “Which was?” Milo asked.

      “Extermination,” Imrah stated flatly. “Never numerous, our kinds were losing more and more ground to humans, and it was only a matter of time before we were discovered and slaughtered. Zlydzen was the first of the gathering revolutionaries who understood that if we did not gather weapons and allies, both old and new, we’d have no chance to stem the tide.”

      “How simplistically extremist of him.” Milo chuckled dryly. “So what weapons, old and new, could he have given to his new ally?”

      For the first time, Imrah looked uncomfortable.

      “The possibilities are nearly endless,” she replied woodenly. “Even before founding the Guardians, he’d been interested in designs and theories that had incredible, devastating potential. Nearly all of them were incomplete or untested, but if he’s deigned to work with this warlord, then he most likely has several at his disposal. He was the sort who liked to keep his options open.”

      “What sort of designs?”

      “Vessels of demonic contagion, machines to drive armies mad, and engines to level cities,” Imrah said, a hint of impatience heating her words. “I wasn’t exaggerating about the potential. If he’s decided to make a definitive move, he more than likely has the means to do incredible damage even if the scheme fails.”

      The color draining from Milo’s face as he remembered the horror and destruction of Kimaris. Imrah had mentioned that her mentor had shown her how to draw him into service, as ill-fated as that had been, and now Milo could be facing one who possessed innumerable such doomsday creations.

      “And would you have any idea how to stop these sorts of weapons?” Milo asked, trying to force down the panic that threatened to bubble up into his voice.

      “Perhaps,” she said, her face growing pensive. “I was his acolyte, but as I said, the designs were incomplete, though with a working knowledge of the concepts, I could give you a better chance than you’d have alone.”

      Milo turned to Ambrose and Rihyani and issued a weary shrug.

      “I don’t see that we have much of a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice,” Ambrose growled, but Rihyani stilled him with a gentle hand upon his shoulder.

      “True,” she said gently before looking at Milo with golden pupils held steady upon his gaze. “Whatever you decide, I'll stand by you.”

      Milo gave her a thankful nod and turned to look at Ambrose, who was glaring past him at Imrah’s impassive face.

      “And you?” Milo asked quietly.

      Ambrose’s gaze settled on the floor, and he heaved a mighty sigh before looking up to meet Milo’s stare.

      “To the end.”

      Milo nodded once more and turned back to Imrah.

      “All right,” he said, drawing a centering breath. “Let’s do this.”
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      “I’m never going to get used to this!” Ambrose groaned as he tightened his grip on Milo’s and Rihyani’s outstretched forearms despite the straps which suspended him between them. Despite his most desperate hopes, Rihyani had stated she didn’t possess the potency of the marquis to carry the Rollsy, and they’d had to make do with a cobbled-together harness.

      Ambrose’s complaints had been renewed every few minutes since they’d left Shatili.

      Milo wanted to join in but feared if he was distracted for a moment, his first real experience wind riding would end very badly. Instead, his watering eyes remained fixed on the horizon, and his will pressed outward like a vast sail.

      The binding of Imrah to his cane and preparing a little surprise for the inevitable communist occupation had taken days, so when they made ready to leave Shatili fortress, things were rushed. He’d received a crash course from Rihyani on the basics of wind riding, which seemed to be about willing the very air around him to believe he was light enough to be borne on a cushion of it. As with most things having to do with the Art, it was a simple, intuitive thing to accomplish the basics, even though it seemed impossible from a rational perspective that he had to diligently remind himself to not think about lest everything come undone and he plummeted to his death.

      Despite his basic proficiency, Milo recognized quickly that he was far from the sort of easy mastery Rihyani displayed. Even now sailing along beside her, he could tell most of their forward movement was due to her dragging both humans along. Milo may have been carried by the currents of directed air, but they were not in a hurry to get him where he needed to go, and he guessed on his own skill, he would be lucky to do more than float along like a rather turgid balloon. He also found he struggled to maintain a steady altitude, and more than once, he found himself incredibly thankful that he was connected through Ambrose to her since he might have sailed heavenward and lost his nerve.

      A meander upward followed by a sudden and final descent seemed a rather poor way to end his first attempt at flight.

      They’d set off in the evening in hopes of avoiding being spotted by Stalin’s forces, and also not trusting that the full week of amnesty would last, given the message they’d sent. Thankfully, the darkness didn’t seem to bother Ambrose or Rihyani, and Milo had taken a dose of nightsight before they’d left, so navigation over the night-blackened countryside wasn’t too much trouble.

      The mountainous land rolled by beneath them, scattered homesteads and farms with cheery, fire-brightened windows housing those blissfully ignorant of their passing. War and bloodshed were once more about to descend on a country that had known much in its long history, but the small homes built on hillsides or in valleys still housed families gathering to break bread. They seemed like tiny bastions to Milo, each declaring a silent, enduring defiance to the darkness. Milo wasn’t certain the defiance was warranted, especially now in a world filled with monsters and demons, but if he could will himself to fly, he supposed he could will himself to believe that maybe some of those little holdouts of honest people enjoying simple pleasures could outlast what was to come.

      They sailed over Roshka, a village in a river-gouged valley, and righted their direction for a straight run south. There were no major roads through this part of the country, the closest being rough tracks made by horses or shepherded flocks wandering familiar paths, but that mattered little to them, riding the nightly currents. The closest major road that could have borne vehicles lay to the south and west near Pasanauri, which might be considered a full-scale town and was nearly fifty kilometers away.

      Milo expected that was where the Soviets would come from, and as he swung his gaze toward that area, his stomach clenched.

      There, winding across the rough ground like a vast glowing worm, were the lights of the advancing Soviet column. Crawling but still advancing, he could see them: over a hundred armored vehicles and trucks chugging along, headlamps glaring into the night. Rippling like an escort of ants besides the undulating column of light were the ranks of marching men. There was no way to accurately assess their numbers in the dark, but Milo knew there couldn’t have been less than three hundred and possibly twice or three times that number, depending on if any groups ranged too far ahead or behind to be easily spotted near the line of vehicles.

      Seeing such a force arrayed against them, Milo understood Lokkemand’s anger and decision to retreat. Before a force like this, his paltry escort was an afterthought, and with no magus to try to balance the scales, what choice did they have but to run?

      “They’ll get a surprise when they get to the fortress,” Ambrose shouted, obviously having noticed the spectacle to the southwest.

      “Won’t hardly make a dent,” Milo called back over the wind.

      “But it will make them wary, and that will buy us time,” Rihyani said, her smile flashing at him in the moonlight. “Our success depends much more on their delay and less on how many we kill.”

      Milo knew she was right, but it still galled him to think that he was supposed to be the tipping point in this war, but he still felt so small before the realities of industrialized battle.

      They continued in silence as more of the countryside rolled beneath them, and they lost sight of the Soviets. The harness connecting Milo to Ambrose and Rihyani, fashioned from what must have been carriage leathers, was beginning to cut fiercely into Milo’s shoulders and back when Rihyani pointed to the east.

      Milo forgot about the harness as he watched an entire village being put to the torch.

      Thatched roofs crackled brightly, a stomach-turning exaggeration of the welcome glow that should have shown from their windows. A line of trucks, ten or so, stretched through and out of the plaza of the village, where figures moved in and out of the firelight. No one seemed to be attempting to put out the flames. A venerable mosque with an aged minaret stood in solemn witness to the destruction, its darkened windows looking for all the world like downcast eyes in the firelight.

      “What is going on?” Milo shouted, unable to tear his eyes away.

      “Recruiting,” Ambrose shouted back, nodding at the sight of figures being torn from small knots of people and dragged toward the trucks. “Conscripting the next round of meat for the Butcher.”

      Milo looked on mutely, staring as the flames leaped higher. He wondered if soon the flames would climb high enough that the wind would catch fire, and at that thought, something kindled inside of him.

      “We’re going down there,” he declared, canting clumsily toward the burning village.

      Rihyani didn’t fight him, but their speed decreased markedly.

      “What about Stalin?” she called. “If we stop him, doesn’t that put an end to all of it?”

      “We can’t save everyone, Magus,” Ambrose shouted, casting a forlorn glance at the destruction below.

      Before Milo could reply, a tussle broke out amongst those extracting conscripts from the crowd. Rifles barked, and two figures crumpled as a third was dragged toward the trucks. The fire in Milo’s chest melted any hesitation.

      “Maybe,” Milo hissed through clenched teeth. “But I can certainly save some of them.”

      He threw a fierce look at Ambrose and Rihyani.

      The fey nodded, and Ambrose returned it with a grim smile.

      “That or die trying!” the big man roared.

      Their angle of descent and their speed increased.

      Milo’s fingers tightened on the cane, whose raptor skull was freshly graven with runes inlaid with silver.

      Now we get to see what you can really do, he thought and a chill ran through him as he felt Imrah’s spirit stir within.

      I aim to please, master.
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        * * *

      

      The conscriptors could be excused for not looking skyward as the trio descended upon them.

      They were busy after all, dragging men, boys, and the sturdier women from their families. Their attentions were on selecting those who looked useful while threatening everyone else with further violence. They hadn’t come with the intention of burning down the hovels and shooting the old woman and her enfeebled husband, but the backward peasants refused to see reason.

      Though the Glorious Revolution had been forestalled by the pressing needs of the War, the cause still required bodies, and like it or not, these ingrates would have to do. After all, even such simpletons should have known that all worthy causes require sacrifice.

      Being so distracted, they didn’t see the trio touch down behind the mosque, where they hastened to undo the jury-rigged harness. Even as they unbound straps and buckles, their eyes swept the deep shadows between the firelight as they endured the screams and wails of the beleaguered villagers.

      From where he stood, Milo saw a knotted clump of shadows cast by families huddling away from the soldiers. The fury still burned in his chest, but he checked himself as he felt his muscles tensing to pounce. Though they hadn’t planned on this fight, they couldn’t play fast and loose with so many innocents at hand.

      “Rihyani,” Milo hissed as he crept toward the edge of the mosque’s shadow. “I need you to find a way to get those people moving out of the village. I don’t want them standing around and catching a stray bullet.”

      Looking around, he saw Rihyani frown in thought. Then she gave him a confident nod.

      “I have an idea,” she said. “But it’s only going to work if you engage the soldiers.”

      Milo nodded and looked at Ambrose. “I think we should avoid gunfire as long as possible,” the magus whispered. “We need to make sure one of those bastards doesn’t hear shots and starts gunning down the civilians.”

      “Good idea,” Ambrose murmured, his eyes sweeping across the burning village. “You have something particular in mind?”

      Milo’s face broke into a wolfish smile, his teeth catching the firelight.

      “I read once that a commander burned the boats of his army to keep them from retreating,” Milo said, his fingers tightening on his cane. “Imagine how quickly that army would have come apart if they thought only half the boats were burned.”

      Ambrose drew his bayonet blade from his belt and returned Milo’s grin.

      “I’m with you, Magus,” he growled eagerly.
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      The soldiers out on conscription duty hadn’t made any other stops up to this point, and so only two of the trucks were packed with poor souls. This village was the first of what was planned to be a long night of dragging honest folk from their beds, which left the trucks at the rear empty save for two soldiers left as sentries in each vehicle.

      The first two to die never had a chance.

      Ambrose was on them like a lion among sheep, his knife flashing left and right. Crouching, he was already moving toward the next truck as Milo stepped forward, and the raptor skull vomited flame over the vehicle. Green flames so pale they seemed woven with molten silver splashed across bed and cab, clinging and warping with terrible fury.

      The soldiers watching from the next two trucks sprang from their cabs, rifles in hand, shouting and cursing in confusion. Milo stalked toward them, his will pressing outward to warp their vision of him with the Art. He became a host of wavering splintered silhouettes before the burning vehicle. Blinking in the sudden eye-watering brightness, they raised rifles whose barrels swept toward one phantom that vanished before chasing another. They were so distracted that when Ambrose’s blade punched through their hearts, only the last man noticed that the other three were cooling in the dirt before his gaze emptied.

      Two more trucks were set ablaze as cries and shouts sounded from the village, and they watched packs of soldiers racing between the burning buildings to see their handiwork. In one sweep, Milo saw no less than three dozen men emerging sporadically from the few unburnt hovels, what meager pilferings they could find in greedy hands.

      Even sorely outnumbered, Milo felt his wrath increase as though it were fuel to the fire inside him.

      His nightsighted eyes protesting at looking past the glaring flames, Milo spotted a flicker of movement behind the oncoming soldiers. For one second, he wondered if he’d vastly underestimated the enemy numbers, but then he saw a shadowy mob rushing away from the village. They seemed less like a mass of people than a low, scudding cloud of oily smoke.

      “Rihyani,” he said and turned back to the soldiers, who were already ranging out from the village. Their rifles and electric torches were in their hands, but Milo’s befuddling illusion held, and they were unable to focus. Even from this distance, Milo could see fear glistening in eyes that reflected the flaming trucks.

      The first few shots whistled into the dark harmlessly, but the sound and impotent fury stoked the rest of the men. Salvos, haphazard and aimed at nothing, tore through the night, while sergeants barked for good order to no effect. One squad of soldiers had even started firing at one of the trucks near the village, riddling the vehicle and the sentries with equal zeal.

      Even with the illusion holding, the sheer amount of fire saw shots hissing past Milo and he needed to dart for cover. Spitting curses, he slid behind a low wall that had once marked the edge of the village proper as torch beams swept overhead and few more wild shots zipped by.

      “I saw something!” a voice hollered in hoarse Russian over the sounds of men shooting and lever actions working frantically.

      “Kill it!” another voice screamed, and the wall a stride or two from Milo sprayed mortar and chipped stone in all directions as the squad opened fire.

      In a matter of seconds, the furious onslaught died off as soldiers fumbled for fresh magazines to ram home. Milo smiled wolfishly as he heard their sergeant cursing them for their poor order, and he was still wearing that toothy smile when he sprang up from behind the wall.

      “My turn!” he snarled.

      Lashes of flame tore across the firing line like huge infernal cats o’ nine tails.

      The luckiest caught the brunt of the sorcerous onslaught and were dead before their bodies hit the ground in a shower of cinders and ash. The less fortunate were not immediately slain but had time to scream as the unnatural flames lapped across their bodies. They managed to flail and floundered in the remains of the fortunate dead, but it was a short-lived struggle. In less than ten seconds, every man had succumbed, and Milo was left staring wide-eyed at the devastation he’d wrought.

      One furious stroke and ten men lay dead.

      “I didn’t even know I could do that,” Milo muttered, and he felt Imrah’s chuckle grate against his mind.

      I aim to please, master.

      Milo realized he was gawking while more soldiers swept their torches toward the fresh fires. Milo dove behind the wall and scampered away as chunks of stone were punched out around him. Unlike the last batch, these soldiers seemed to be maintaining some semblance of order, their shots coming in overlapping volleys as they advanced in teams of three from cover to cover.

      May I recommend using something less eye-catching than witchfire?

      Milo swore as he scuttled through a breach in the wall and sprinted through a torrent of shots to leap through a house’s open window. One shot plucked at the tail of his black coat and he felt the heat of another across the back of an outstretched hand, but somehow he landed on the wood floor unpunctured.

      “I’m open to suggestions,” Milo gasped as he crawled, winded and cringing, deeper into the house as the squad opened fire. Rounds snapped off plaster walls and whined off hanging pots and pans as Milo sought to move clear of the windows and looked for a back door.

      The formula excites particles to make them ignite and burn, Imrah began with frustrating calm given the situation. It stands to reason the opposite could be achieved by simply reversing the process.

      Milo heard orders being shouted and knew that in minutes, they’d be sweeping in to surround the house.

      “Are you saying I can make things cold?” Milo asked. “What good is ice going to do right now?”

      A boot thudded against the bullet-pocked house’s door, and there was a splintering crash. Milo spotted a window big enough to climb out at the back of the house as he heard several pairs of feet thumping across the wood floor.

      I thought humans loved their science? Ice is crystallized water, and what floods your fleshy bodies?

      Milo was halfway through the window to the backlot when two soldiers rounded the corner of the house. Without time to think, Milo leveled the cane and launched a spike focus.

      FREEZE

      Faster than the eye could follow, something darted from the skull’s sockets into the chest of the leading soldier. He had enough time to stare bewildered at twin shards of black ice in his chest before his body erupted in all directions in red shards. Two of these gory icicles pierced the shoulder of the man beside him, and he managed to scream in horror before he burst into a frigid imitation of a porcupine.

      Both men collapsed to the dirt, accompanied by the musical tinkling of shattering icicles.

      Ice has a greater volume than water, Imrah informed him smugly. All that excess has to go somewhere.

      “Dear God!” Milo gaped as he stumbled the rest of the way out of the window.

      I recommend relocating.

      There was a shout inside the house, and a rifle roared as the window frame splintered behind him.

      With nothing but an open stretch for several strides, Milo’s options were bleak until he spied the roof and had an idea. Gathering himself physically and mentally, he leaped into the air.

      Borrowing both the Art to make himself lighter and his necromist’s work on his coat to form wings, he soared through the air. Black wings flapping, he rose level with the house, his feet stretching out to go skipping across the rustling thatch.

      He spun back as three more soldiers clambered out into the back lot, casting glances upward in obvious confusion. Milo downed each of them with frigid darts before they could draw a bead on him, then he scrambled up the roof as he heard shouting from the rest of the squad in front of the house.

      Two three-man teams were watching the house for targets, one batch hunkered behind a wagon and the other huddling inside a dry, dilapidated fountain. Their sergeant was bellowing for the other teams to sound off but was only greeted by the sounds of burning buildings and fighting somewhere in the distance

      “Not quite the night you planned for, was it, boys?” Milo chuckled to himself darkly as he gathered for another leap.

      With a huge beat of ensorcelled black wings, Milo flew into the air, and with an inverted incantation of the flaming lash, he sent out a wave of icy black javelins to scythe down on the cowering soldiers. Preternaturally hardened ice bit through flesh and fabric with ease, and whatever flesh it touched knew the ruin of utter cold in a single labored heartbeat.

      Only the sergeant, his head raised to look for his missing men, had spied Milo and managed to flatten himself behind the lip of the fountain in time. The shard shattered on the stone above him and he sprang up, service pistol sweeping skyward. He chased Milo with a flurry of hasty shots, but the pistol clicked empty before the magus touched at the back of the fountain basin, faceless stone statuary rising between the two.

      Drawing on the cane’s physical enhancements, Milo spun with inhuman speed and shoved a lance of focus hastily through the end of the cane. The beak yawned, and a blade of ice three meters long and as thin as a sheet of glass flew under the statues’ outstretched arms and pierced the sergeant through the shoulder.

      The man screamed as the rifle he’d scooped up tumbled from his limp fingers.

      Milo met the man’s eyes, and behind the pain and hatred, he saw something move. For a single instant, something besides the dying man dangling from an icy lance stared at Milo, and Milo stared back at it.

      Zlydzen has seen us, Imrah whispered, and Milo thought he heard a tremor of fear.

      The presence vanished as the ice claimed him and life slipped from the man’s eyes.

      Milo stood for a moment, wrestling with looking in the eyes of a dying man and seeing his enemy watching him. Part of him, still warmed by the heat of his fury, gloried in the observation, confident in his display of prowess. A quieter, deeper voice was not so certain it was a good thing.

      Milo shook off the thoughts, then realized the sounds of battle had passed, and only the crackle of flames broke the silence of the night.

      From somewhere among the burning trucks, Milo heard Ambrose shouting and Rihyani’s musical call.

      “Milo! Milo, where are you!”

      “Magus! Magus! You better have not gone and died on me!”

      Despite the clinging sense of foreboding, Milo’s mouth hitched up in a smile.

      “Not as lucky as that,” he shouted back.
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      “Mercy, please!” came the desperate plea, tears and snot smearing the commissar’s face. “Please, just let me go!”

      “You’re not helping your cause with that bleating, comrade,” Ambrose growled at the kneeling man. “If it weren’t for the magus here, I’d have shot you on principle.”

      To punctuate, Ambrose tapped the man’s forehead sharply with one blunt finger.

      Milo wasn’t certain if Ambrose was saying that to frighten the man into silence or not, but either way, the wretch recoiled and quieted some, his wailed pleas becoming sniffled mutterings.

      “What do we plan to do with him?” Ambrose asked as he stepped back to stand beside Milo.

      “Information would seem the most important thing right now,” Rihyani offered, but an edge crept into her voice. “Though I would like nothing better than to feed him his own heart, slowly.”

      Milo looked at the fey and saw the vaguest ghost of the feral creature he’d witnessed fighting Ezekiel among the trees.

      “Everyone wants this one to die,” Milo said, not much caring that the sniveling prisoner could hear him. “Is there a particular reason?”

      Rihyani and Ambrose shared a look.

      While Milo had been fighting for his life, Rihyani had used the Art to conceal the villagers and compel them to flee before returning. She came back and helped Ambrose finish off the rest of the soldiers, who’d unnervingly fought to the last man without any thought of retreat. All except this blubbering man in a voenkom’s, or war commissar’s, uniform. He cut quite the pitiful figure, his uniform disheveled, glasses cracked, and his cap missing, leaving his sweaty dome of a head to gleam in the rising sun.

      “This one’s pants were still around his ankles when he came stumbling through the smoke,” Rihyani explained. “The girl staggered out of the house he’d used. I could smell him all over her, despite the blood.”

      Ambrose growled, and there was something wet in his eyes.

      “Tried to get the girl to run toward where the rest of the villagers were,” he said hoarsely. “But at the sight of me coming toward her, she screamed and ran the other way. She ran right…right into…ri...”

      Ambrose’s voice faltered, and his hands tightened into shaking fists.

      “Right into the line of fire,” Rihyani said as she rested a hand gently on his broad shoulder. “There was a fireteam holding out in a stable, and they were shooting anything that moved. She was dead before she hit the ground.”

      Ambrose nodded and, with a searing glare at the commissar, turned and strode a dozen paces away, where he began pacing in tight circles. His voice, a low and snarled stream of French profanity, became ambient noise to join the fading snap and pop of the smoldering village.

      Milo was tired, but not so much so that he didn’t feel the flames of righteous rage spring up at this fresh atrocity. He banked them, forcing his mind to process questions that might be relevant.

      “You said girl, but how old was she?”

      Rihyani’s face was a mask of restrained disgust.

      “Human ages are difficult for me to tell,” she began stiffly, her eyes remaining fixed in the middle distance, “but she had barely entered womanhood. She most certainly wasn’t old enough to be a mother.”

      “So, you’re saying she was a child?” Milo asked, his voice a snarl as he turned toward the cowering thing not three strides from him. “A child!”

      Rihyani might have said something, but a rush of disjointed memories played through Milo’s mind, pushing out everything except the sight of the commissar. Memories and feelings locked away long ago howled and rattled their chains, and before he knew what was happening, Milo had the man by the throat. His gloved fingers bit into the sweaty skin around the man’s neck, eliciting a choked gasp as Milo dragged him up so they were nearly nose to nose.

      “I think a bullet in the head is too gentle,” he hissed into the man’s face. “As a magus, I can think of a dozen much more painful ways to end you.”

      “P-please,” the commissar croaked. “I could be useful. Pl…ack!”

      Milo’s grip continued to tighten, and the rapist began to paw at the hands around his throat. He managed to worm his fingers in enough to manage a desperate gasp.

      “I’m Chief Commissar Beria!” he wheezed. “I can get you anything, please!”

      Milo’s hands bore down on the man’s throat, and Beria’s knees buckled.

      “I want to see you die!” Milo snarled, spit flying from his lips. “I want you to feel helpless, abandoned, powerless, and then I want you to die!”

      Beria’s face was changing colors, his eyes losing focus behind his splintered spectacles, but in a last desperate twist, he pulled back enough to form another strangled plea.

      “Please!” he cried, his voice barely above a whisper. “Stalin! I can give you Stalin!”

      Milo recovered his grip, and for a single heartbeat, he didn’t care about what he’d just heard. The cries from the vaults of his mind were too insistent, too indignant, too real to ignore. He was going to kill Beria, knowing it was the right thing to do, Stalin and Nicht-KAT and the whole War be damned.

      But then he smelled the acrid smoke of the burnt village and heard a lively patch of embers give a crackling pop.

      Milo’s hands released the commissar, who collapsed to the earth, heaving huge sob after huge sob. He pressed his face into the sooty dirt as his hands covered his head.

      Beria deserved death and worse, and if there was any justice in this life or the next, something horrible waited for him on the other side of the dirt, but there was more at stake than justice for one girl or even one village. Milo knew that the likes of Commissar Beria were a symptom, not the disease. They deserved eradication, yes, but there were always more to take their place.

      “Listen to me very closely,” Milo began, grinding each word between his teeth. “The only thing keeping you alive is your absolute cooperation, do you understand?”

      Beria’s bruised throat couldn’t manage a reply, but his head nodded exaggeratedly even as he stared at the ground. Milo reached behind him and picked up his cane.

      “One argument, one lie, one hesitation, and I will make your end into folklore,” Milo snarled and drew a baleful light into the cane’s eye sockets. He shoved the raptor’s beak under the commissar’s chin, dragging the ash-streaked face upward. Beria’s eyes bulged as Milo held the glowing skull in front of the man’s face.

      “Your name won’t be remembered, but they’ll tell stories how no man has ever before or ever will again suffer such a terrible end.”

      Beria tried to turn away in a fit of gibbering tears, but the eagle’s beak hooked his cheek and dragged his eyes back to the magus’ face.

      “Look into my eyes and tell me you understand,” Milo said in a whisper-soft voice. “I want you to show me you understand what is at stake.”

      The commissar’s whole body shook as though it took all his strength to meet Milo’s eyes, but self-preservation lent him uncommon fortitude. With jerky movements and a wet gulping noise in his throat, Beria nodded vigorously.

      “I understand. Yes, I understand.”

      Milo searched the terrified expression for several heartbeats before drawing the cane back and straightening. He realized then that both Ambrose and Rihyani were at his shoulders once again, their faces grim and their eyes locked on Beria.

      “All right, voenkom,” Milo said with deadly softness. “Tell me everything.”
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      Ambrose came back from tying Beria to the fountain like an untrustworthy pet, shaking his head as he hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

      “I don’t know that I believe a damn word that weasel said.” He grunted as he settled on the steps of the mosque where Milo and Rihyani were sitting.

      “With enough time, we could make sure he’s not lying to us,” Rihyani offered, but Milo shook his head.

      “We don’t have time,” he said, frowning at the blue sky overhead. “We’ve been here long enough. If we stay much longer, there’s a good chance that we’ll be caught by another patrol.”

      “Or the villagers will return, and who knows how they’ll react?” Rihyani said, her expression inscrutable.

      “I’ll give you three guesses what I think they’ll do with him,” Ambrose muttered as he did a quick spot clean of his Gewehr. “And doesn’t matter what it is because it’ll be better than what he deserves.”

      Milo bobbed his head, listening but unable to bring himself to say anything. Suspicions notwithstanding, Beria had been a fount of information, providing Milo with an abundance of information regarding Stalin’s operation. He knew almost nothing about the supernatural influence, thinking it was only the force of Stalin’s charisma, but even with this disappointment, the intelligence he provided was invaluable. One item in particular was rolling around his mind like a grain of sand on its way to becoming a pearl of a scheme. All this would, of course, be cold comfort to the elderly couple and the teenage girl they’d buried less than half an hour before.

      Milo felt a heavy weight settle across his shoulders, and he dreaded what he knew came next.

      “We can’t bring him with us, though.” Ambrose huffed as he let the rifle settle into the crook of his arm. “We can’t fly with an extra man, and we can’t drag him along by foot without risking him bolting at the first opportunity.”

      Rihyani looked at the commissar sitting in the fountain, head hung miserably. Her lips worked in a humorless smile, peeling upward to reveal lethal fangs.

      “Are you intending to let him live?” she snarled in a low, throaty voice. “After everything he’s done?”

      “And what he will do if we let him go,” Ambrose added.

      Milo sighed and pressed a thumb to the hardening ache between his eyes, realizing that his jewel of a scheme might come apart if the commissar managed to warn Stalin.

      “I know all the reasons why I should put a bullet in his head,” Milo said heavily. “But I gave him my word that if he gave us information, we’d let him go. I don’t see how I can go back on that when he kept his end of the bargain.”

      Ambrose snorted, and Rihyani suddenly found something interesting to look at in the sky above.

      “What?” Milo demanded, eyes darting between the two of them. “You’re saying you’d kill him even after he fulfilled his part of the deal?”

      Ambrose nodded while Rihyani turned a flat, chilly stare on him.

      “Yes,” they said together.

      Milo pinched the bridge of his nose and fought to keep his temper under control.

      I agree with your companions, Imrah announced in Milo’s head. The cane rested against one leg.

      “Who asked you?” he growled, kicking the fetish away angrily.

      “Even the ghul agrees with us.” Ambrose chuckled.

      “For all the wrong reasons, I’m sure,” Milo spat, then raked his fingers through his hair. “Fine. Tell me, how does killing him now not make us just like him?”

      Ambrose and Rihyani glanced at each other and back at Milo with an almost pitying look. Milo had no memory of his parents, but sometimes the wardens at the orphanage had shared similar looks when they thought their charges were being particularly stupid or naïve. Milo despised the look, and it took more self-control than he would have cared to admit not to throw something at them to dispel their condescension.

      “Last I checked, I never raped a little girl,” Ambrose said flatly. “Or forced civilians into service at gunpoint.”

      Milo ground his teeth together.

      “I gave my word!” he roared as he sprang to his feet and began pacing. “That has to mean something. To me, if nothing else.”

      “Some creatures have chosen to be unworthy of such things,” Rihyani said, her words tender and patient as she watched him, but it was no use. Milo felt the gravity of certainty grip him and he knew nothing could set him free.

      Nothing except doing as he’d promised, as sick as it made him feel.

      “Then I suppose I shouldn’t have given my word,” Milo snapped. “But since I did, I need to honor the terms. It is as simple as that. Maybe it’ll ruin everything, but I’m doing it.”

      Ambrose opened his mouth to argue, then stopped, cocking his head to one side. Milo recognized the signs of Ambrose’s inhumanly keen hearing at work.

      “What is it?” he asked, eyes sweeping to the edge of town, but he saw nothing.

      Ambrose shouldered his rifle and drew his bayonet blade.

      “Time to go,” he said quickly before heading toward the fountain where the commissar squatted.

      “What are you doing?” Milo called after him, shuffling an uncertain step after him.

      “You said you wanted him to go free,” Ambrose answered over his shoulder. “Fine, let me go do it, so your precious word can be kept, and we can get out of here.”

      Milo felt a tremble of concern as he watched the blade glinting in Ambrose’s hand, but something in the big man’s voice told him to trust. After all, Simon Ambrose didn’t lie.

      Despite that, Milo stood fixed in place as he watched Ambrose trudge over and roughly cut Beria’s bonds. The commissar rose and stood staring at Ambrose as the two exchanged words, then Ambrose turned and ambled back to Milo and Rihyani.

      “Ready to go?” Ambrose asked.

      Rihyani nodded as she rose, while Milo bent down and scooped up his cane.

      Not a word, Milo warned Imrah before turning to Ambrose, frowning.

      “What did you say to him?”

      “Told him not to follow us, or I’d gut-shoot him and break both his legs.” Ambrose shrugged. “Recommended that he stand there counting as high as he could before moving to make sure I didn’t get the wrong idea if I heard him behind us.”

      Milo looked past Ambrose at Beria, who stood shivering in the dry fountain, staring at them with terror-stretched eyes.

      “That’s it?” Milo asked doubtfully.

      Ambrose heaved a sigh and shook his head.

      “Fine,” he sputtered. “I also reminded him I was an excellent shot, and I’d love for him to give me an excuse.”

      Milo stared at Ambrose for a long moment and then nodded.

      “Fine, let’s get moving.”

      They gathered their things in short order, deciding to go by foot at least initially unless a patrol in the area spotted them and they came under fire. Carrying Ambrose, they couldn’t fly high enough and would be moving too slowly to effectively avoid such an assault, so they trusted the rough terrain of Georgia to give them the concealment they needed.

      They left Beria counting as they jogged past the outskirts of the village and the burned-out trucks.

      Milo threw one last look over his shoulder and nearly stumbled as he saw movement at the opposite side of the town. His alarm dissipated when he recognized that the dark shapes all bore sooty faces and weary expressions. The villagers were coming back to what remained of their homes, sweeping around the village perimeter with wary eyes.

      As he loped onward, Milo wondered if they’d scrape together what they could before leaving or stay and try to rebuild, but the thought flew from his mind when he heard an ear-piercing wail come from the center of the town where a dry fountain had sat in front of a venerable mosque.

      “What was that?” Milo said reflexively as he looked at Ambrose, but something in the pit of his stomach told him.

      “Proof that Beria could count higher than I expected.” Ambrose shrugged and kept trudging as another terrified squeal was drowned out by angry, vengeful voices.
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      Tiflis, a city of architectural heterodoxy, the capital of Georgia since the fifth century, curled and contoured around the green ribbon of the Kurgan River. Like many cities of the northern Near East, its buildings were as varied as the lords and tyrants who had held sway over it in its long existence. Marketplaces and cafes that would have been well-suited to Baghdad abutted against civic buildings fit for cities like Berlin or Paris, neo-classical and solemn. Bubbling up among the sloped streets, the voluptuous style of Orthodox churches and the picturesque Mediterranean structures seemed determined to root the city to its oldest origins, when the world still shook with Rome’s crumbling.

      Despite this variety and implied vibrance, everything seemed bleak and barren as the trio overlooked the city from the northern slopes. The sinking sun painted the city crimson, but the garish color could do little to lift it from the oppressive drabness that had settled over every building. From this distance, they could see it was a city occupied, its streets empty and its people huddled inside, awaiting what came next.

      Only one place showed signs of life and activity, near the very center of the city. Here fires and red flags shone on a broad plaza as a line of trucks and other vehicles wound through. As they watched, flocks of people were disgorged from the automobiles, reduced to dark accumulations of squirming dots by the dying light and the distance. They milled about until other more determined specks converged on them and shuffled them toward one side of the city square or another.

      “Looks like Beria was right,” Ambrose spat as he squinted. “They were very aggressive with recruiting.”

      Rihyani shook her head, her eyebrows raised in dread wonder.

      “They can’t possibly think to bully all those people into service,” she murmured. “Not with so much of their strength gone northward. It would be like equipping an army that could readily turn on you.”

      Ambrose heaved a weary sigh.

      “You’d be surprised how much audacious men with guns can get away with.”

      “And let’s not forget Stalin isn’t just using intimidation,” Milo said, pressing down on the welling anxiety inside of him. “Zlydzen is providing him with some way to influence their minds, make them fanatics.”

      That was exactly what gnawed at Milo as he thought of what they were going to try to accomplish. There were so many down there, almost enough for a brand-new army, and it could very well be that in moments, they’d transform from unwilling conscripts to fearless zealots. The thought made his stomach perform an acrobatic routine he could have done without.

      “That makes me wonder,” Ambrose said, his mustache fidgeting. “The soldiers were all more than willing to fight to the death. I mean, I didn’t hear one man call for retreat, but why wasn’t that filth Beria fanaticized?”

      They all took a moment to consider the point before Milo finally shrugged.

      “Maybe because he was a commissar, not a soldier, and a fairly high-ranking one. Levintry Beria was only out in the field to sate his needs. A fanatical soldier is one thing, but bureaucrats? They’d be getting in each other's way even more than usual.”

      Ambrose chuckled, but Rihyani, who also seemed to have taken the question in hand, stared intently at the scene in the square.

      “It could also be a measure of insurance for the dwarrow,” she said, her voice so soft she might have been talking to herself. “Long-term mental and emotional manipulation through magic can have side effects. Higher ranking members not being affected means that if Stalin dies or becomes unmanageable, his replacements won’t be a bunch of damaged drones.”

      I concur, Imrah whispered in Milo’s mind. Zlydzen understood that many of his tools for mental manipulation, potent as they were, couldn’t control entire nations. Not yet, at least.

      The final caveat did nothing to help Milo’s stomach settle, but the knowledge that the upper echelons of the Red invaders could be as fractious and disorganized as any other band of power-hungry humans was a small comfort. Who knew, maybe they would get lucky and things would devolve into a massive powerplay as they nabbed the Marxist warlord?

      “We’re not getting any closer to accomplishing this suicide mission standing here.” Milo sighed. “We best get moving. We’ve only got a few more hours before Beria said the big show was going to start.”

      “I hate this part,” Ambrose grumbled as he took the harness from his shoulder and began shuffling into it.

      “It’s just to get us in the city,” Rihyani soothed as she stepped forward to offer a helping hand with a buckle.

      “After which we’ll need to secure transport quickly,” Milo said, taking up a portion to belt around his waist. “The last thing I want is to have to start hauling our prisoner around like a sack of wheat.”

      “He says it as though there was any doubt who would do the actual hauling,” Ambrose muttered to Rihyani, making certain Milo could hear him.

      “He’s looking out for you then,” Rihyani said, throwing a wink over the big man’s shoulder at Milo.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, mon chéri, you make a man’s heart wander!” Ambrose whispered as he ran his eyes across the hardened contours of what could have been the Rollsy’s prettier younger sister. It was not a Rolls-Royce fully armored and outfitted for battle, but a lighter command/reconnaissance model. With a longer hood to accommodate a large engine and an open extended cab, it seemed designed for greater speed and accessibility.

      Just the sort of thing you’d need for a kidnapping.

      The wind-riding trip over the city outskirts amidst the dying light had gone without incident, but they hit a snag when they touched down very near a checkpoint in the city’s heart. Quick obfuscation by Rihyani had spared them from being spotted as their images melded with the building they’d landed on. They’d stood frozen for a moment, and the near-disaster had turned into good fortune as the fine specimen of a vehicle rolled up to the checkpoint.

      Ambrose slowly drew his rifle to his shoulder, but before he could take aim, Milo settled a staying hand on his shoulder.

      “Pretty sure we don’t need a shootout just yet,” Milo murmured, then smiled at Ambrose’s stricken face.

      “Won’t be a shootout,” he hissed, looking anxiously past Milo to where the driver seemed to be arguing with the guards at the checkpoint. “Four men and I’ve got five on a clip. I could practically do it with my eyes closed.”

      “It would still be too loud,” Rihyani said. “I’m not sure I could cover the sound of that many shots coming so quickly.”

      The officer in the back of the cab was leaning forward and gesticulating irritably.

      “We better do something,” Ambrose muttered, nodding down at the unfolding scene at the checkpoint. “They’re either about to shoot each other or at least make a call into a higher authority, and either way, we’ll lose our best chance with that beauty.”

      The men below did seem to be on the verge of some sort of violent altercation since they were all shouting at the same time. One of the guards was now holding his rifle across his chest rather than slung over his shoulder.

      Do you think you can take them all out with one volley of the frost shards? Milo asked Imrah as he raised his cane so the eye sockets could study the targets below.

      Child’s play, the disembodied ghul replied.

      Milo drew his focus to a lethal point, and with a twist in the essential formula, bifurcated it twice. He felt Imrah’s power seething inside the fetish, waiting to be released.

      FREEZE

      Four black shards of ice trailing a tail of rippling fog tore through the air with the barest of whines. The two checkpoint guards were struck in the chest, while the driver was pierced from the back. The officer had surged forward to swat at the nearest guard with an open hand, so the final shard missed. It slashed the shoulder of his jacket, leaving an ice-rimed epaulet.

      “Child’s play?” Milo remarked drily as he turned the cane to glare at the skull.

      He moved, Imrah sulked.

      Down below, the officer was shrinking down into his seat as he watched the profusion of bloodied ice spines erupting from his driver and the two guards. Mute with horror, he stared unmoving until they all collapsed in a chorus of crackling icicles.

      “That’ll take some getting used to.” Ambrose grunted with a shudder as he moved to the lip of the building and leaped to the ground four stories below. There was a dull thump as his boots impacted, but otherwise, his impossibly absorbed jump was without effect.

      “Show-off,” Milo muttered before leaping after him and calling on his coat’s wings to bear him down safely. He felt Rihyani’s will reach out to the wind, which whispered back as it carried her in his wake.

      They came down level with Ambrose, who was already moving toward the vehicle, Gewehr at his shoulder.

      “How is it any worse than what you do with that old cannon?” Milo asked as he fell in step beside the big man.

      “I dunno, just is.” Ambrose shrugged before raising his voice to a commanding growl in Russian. “All right, time to come out of there.”

      No movement came from inside the cab except the driver, whose frozen body was slumped over the door. There was a series of sharp cracks, and the top half of the corpse fell out of the vehicle with a crash.

      “That better not start to thaw on those seats,” Ambrose snarled, throwing a scowl toward Milo as he advanced, rifle still at his shoulder. “You better get out of that car right now!”

      The officer peeked his head over the edge of the armored door, spotted the rifle, and nearly ducked down, but Ambrose’s venomous warning stopped him.

      “Don’t you even!”

      So slowly it was almost comical, the officer climbed out of the vehicle with his hands raised, palms open.

      “Where were you going?” Milo asked, planting the cane in front of him. “Isn’t Comrade Stalin addressing the troops tonight?”

      The officer, standing before them with both hands open, looked odd to Milo. His uniform did not fit him, apparently made for a man who was of a taller, more robust figure than the bookish, round-shouldered creature wearing it. With a broad forehead made even larger by a balding pate and small spectacles on his beady eyes, he seemed more suited to clerking than soldiering. His gray-speckled mustache made a bold play, but it left him as perhaps arch-secretary of the clerks at best.

      For all this, when the man spoke, it was in a clear, unshaken voice.

      “He sent you to retrieve me then,” the officer said, casting a measuring glance over the trio, his eyes lingering longest on Rihyani. “Koba’s variety of agents is growing more eclectic by the day.”

      He paused long enough to eye the marred shoulder of his ill-fitting jacket.

      “A little brazen, but your point is made.”

      Milo fought to keep the easy manner he’d adopted in the face of having no clue what the man was talking about. Striking a confident swagger, he strolled toward the Rolls-Royce, wearing the half-smile, half-snarl he’d perfected as a criminal youth.

      “I think it would be an awful shame if you missed the excitement,” he said, his voice softening to a menacing whisper as he drew up next to the cab. “Supposed to be quite the show.”

      The clerk in officer’s clothing lowered his hands centimeter by centimeter even as he glowered at Milo, his mustachioed lips puckered in disapproval.

      “First time you see that dwarf crank his damned organ, it’s all very impressive, but after so many times, I’ve lost the stomach for it. I understand why Koba uses the little freak, but I don’t see how it helps anything for me to stay here. In fact, judging from your methods, I imagine you probably understand how it works better than I do, and just so you know, this is him showing off.”

      Here he paused and looked at his driver’s split corpse, failing to repress a shiver. Despite this, when he spoke again, his voice was steady as ever.

      “But he can have his puppeteer parades because there is business in the north that needs addressing. Yezhov is a useful little animal, but he’s neither an effective commander nor a proficient diplomat, which is why he hasn’t reported since going north. I’m going up there to sort things out before he sets everything north of the Caucasus Mountains on fire.”

      Milo’s mind was racing to process everything the man mentioned with the casual assurance of someone in the know. This clerk was someone to Stalin, and important enough that he expected that Stalin’s agents wouldn’t intentionally kill him. Also, the forces they sent to Shatili hadn’t reported, and this fact made Milo smile.

      His surprise for the Reds must have worked after all.

      “Oh, I don’t imagine you’ll be hearing from Yezhov anytime soon,” Milo said. He didn’t bother to hide his wicked grin.

      The man frowned down at Milo and heaved a sigh.

      “I suppose it was only a matter of time.” He nodded. “He only needs one poisonous dwarf, and his new one, while more disturbing, is certainly more useful.”

      Milo surreptitiously glanced at Rihyani and Ambrose, and their expressions matched his own feelings. This man was painting quite the chilling picture of what it was like to serve in the regime of the Butcher of Petrograd but also assuring that he was going to join Stalin, tied up in the bed of the Rolls Royce.

      Milo nodded at Ambrose, who shouldered his rifle and fetched one of the straps of the newly repurposed harness.

      “Is that necessary?” the man asked, sounding more irritated than distressed. “You made your point, and I’ll go willingly.”

      Milo hopped up onto the running board so he was face to face with the man.

      “Trust me, you’ll be thankful for it before the night’s over,” Milo said as he reached inside and tugged the door open and then sprang back onto the street. “Now, if you please?”
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        * * *

      

      In the central plaza of Tiflis, the conscripts had been forced into rough ranks by their captors and now stood shivering with a combination of fear and cold as the night time temperature began to plummet.

      A stage had been erected in front of the Parliament building, with a series of amplifiers arranged to blast over the square. A tangle of cables ran to a single microphone at the center of the stage. Behind the stage, a glistening red curtain hung heavily, shielding whoever emerged from the Parliament building from the view of those in the square.

      Thus, none but a handful of technicians scurrying about backstage saw the odd coterie that emerged and began the slow walk up the ramp that led from the Parliament building’s steps to the stage. The conscripted men and women in the square hardly noticed the faint hum of the amplifiers coming on as they looked around, calculating. More than one of them had noticed that though they at first seemed surrounded by rifle-toting soldiers, there was only a thin line stretched between their serried ranks. Having had a few minutes in the growing cold to liven their senses, many of them began to cast about, and before long, some were even whispering.

      They had their kidnappers ten to one, if not twenty to one. The soldiers who had dragged them from their beds, dazed and disoriented, were the only ones present in the city, it seemed. They weren’t being conscripted to join a glorious army so much as to become the army, which now seemed absent. As this realization spread, a question formed in every brain worthy of the name amongst the conscripts:

      Wouldn’t it be an easy thing to rush the guards?

      The whispers made their rounds as elbows nudged and chins jerked in surreptitious agreement. Another ten minutes, perhaps another five, and they would descend upon their abductors in an avalanche of vengeful bodies.

      But then the curtain parted, the lights on the stage came on, and the hidden coterie emerged.

      At their head was a squat, waddling figure pushing what might have been a madman’s street organ in front of him. None of them were close enough to the stage to see the dwarf very well, but those who could acknowledged he did not look or move like anything they’d ever seen. Those closest noted his oddly drooping features and voluminous mossy beard and subsequently assumed the truncated man was in a costume to look so repellent. Eyes narrowed as he ambled to the right of the microphone, and those same eyes widened at what came behind the shuffling oddity.

      Comrade Joseph Stalin, in a spartan uniform complete with long olive drab coat, strode forth, his movements sure but unhurried.

      A pace behind him walked a pair of living effigies, a man and a woman, both statuesque and muscular, their bodies smeared in greasepaint so their skin glistened like polished ironwork and their hair seemed to be cast from bronze. The man was dressed in a worker’s coveralls and held a hammer over his head. The woman wore a bare-shouldered blouse and a peasant skirt, and over her head, she held a sickle.

      Comrade Stalin approached the microphone and stood for a moment, untroubled at the weight of so many eyes upon him. The pair marching behind him came to a stop a stride or two behind, where they promptly crossed the hammer and sickle in the air over their glorious leader’s head. Neither showed the slightest discomfort or strain at maintaining the position.

      Every eye, soldier or conscript, was upon the short mustachioed man before the microphone.

      “Welcome, my countrymen,” Stalin began, his voice soft, bordering on nasal, his Russian shot through with a strong Georgian accent. “Welcome, sons and daughters of my beloved homeland.”

      There was a subtle but distinct ripple across the conscripts, and Stalin acknowledged it with an easy nod.

      “I know many of you are confused, or frightened, or even angry,” he continued, nodding again with conciliatory grace. “Not so long ago, you’d almost forgotten me, I think—the wayward son gone north. Then suddenly I returned, at the head of an army none dared challenge.”

      More than a few of those in the square looked at the soldiers watching Stalin raptly, and their question was plain: what army?

      “It seems I am to do what so many others have done in our embattled land: claim rule as a tyrant,” he said, and this was not a ripple but a wave of men and women drawing back, their expressions souring. “You would not be unjust to curse me and shake your fists at me. Even strike me down if such were the case.”

      Here and there amongst the conscripts, men and women voiced their agreement, at first in whispers but then in growls and finally in shouts. Soon enraged knots formed in the ranks, as voices were raised with growing fury.

      Stalin let it all wash over him, neither burdened nor smug. For all the world, he might have been a man waiting for his morning bus to work.

      “Except I’ve not come as a conquering tyrant. I was elected to my current position in a special session proposed by former Prime Minister Zhordania.”

      For a moment there was silence, if for nothing but the sheer audacity of the claim. Why would the prime minister do anything of the sort? Did he expect them to believe this?

      “Many of you may not remember this, but Zhordania and I are both cut from the same cloth. Both of us long for the fulfillment of the long-denied Glorious Revolution, and it is with his blessing that I now assume the mantle of leadership here.”

      The spell was broken, and the rows of unwilling conscripts began to collapse into mobs.

      “I did not convince him with argument, but the reminder of a song,” Stalin said, his amplified voice nearly lost to the cacophony of the crowd. “Now I offer the same to you.”

      Comrade Stalin turned ever so slightly and nodded at the dwarf, who laid a hand on the monstrous street organ’s crank. The mobs forming in the city square had begun to surge toward the thin line of soldiers standing transfixed before their leader. From within the organ came clanging, grinding noises, and then like a record player finding its way to a friendly groove, a blast of sound emerged. Trumpets, drums, and less recognizable instruments thundered across the square, slowing the advancing horde.

      Then a choir a hundred, a thousand, a million strong seemed to rise out of the machine. In Russian, yet striking every ear as the mother tongue, strong voices, male and female, were raised in thunderous outcry.

      Stand up, ones who are branded by the curse,

      All the world's starving and enslaved!

      Our outraged minds are boiling,

      Ready to lead us into a deadly fight

      The riotous herd of conscripts slowed until many were only shuffling forward if they moved at all. Each one heard the words and felt them too. The words bore down on them, pressing through to their bones and then deeper still. In a way that even religious aesthetics could not relate to, the lyrics spoke to their souls in a ruthlessly potent and undeniably compelling voice.

      The dwarf continued to turn the crank and so continued the anthem, a hand-turned tidal wave of sound.

      We will destroy this world of violence

      Down to the foundations, and then

      We will build our new world.

      He who was nothing will become everything!

      Stalin's smile deepened into that of a man well content with his labors.

      “You see, with a few words, I remind you of the truth you knew all along.” He beamed as the crash of symbols and rumble of drums heralded the refrain.

      This is our final

      And decisive battle;

      Under the guardians

      Man will serve in truth!

      “Understand now that you are part of something grander and greater than you could have ever hoped for. Something much higher.”

      Stalin’s words were not the rantings of a zealot or the bellows of a demagogue. Even as they rose over the anthem booming across the bewitched crowd, there was a quiet, reasonable conviction that infiltrated every ear and every mind before him.

      “Listen to the song and remember—”

      A piercing wail, wild and discordant, tore through the air, and Comrade Stalin faltered.

      The organ crank turned, but for an instant, the anthem’s choir stalled as though the legion of voices was momentarily distracted, even as the instrumental chords played on. Stalin turned to look at the dwarf with a scowl, but the creature was glaring at the northernmost entrance to the square. The voices returned strong as ever, but in their absence, some of the conscripts had begun to look around, clutching their heads or drawing hands across their faces.

      No one will grant us deliverance,

      Not god, nor tsar, nor hero.

      Pressure began to build in the air like the herald of a storm. In the dragging current of the anthem, it hadn’t been noticeable before the first cry, but now all felt it, though only one understood it.

      We will win our liberation,

      With our very own ha—

      The ripping scream came again, and once again, the chorus lost time. The screech was quickly followed by its own feral choir, the sound of which seemed to unravel the chords of the anthem.

      More conscripts began to shake awake, reaching out to glassy-eyed friends and neighbors beside them. Some they shook out of their stupor, some they didn’t. Some responded violently to the intrusion. Shouts, blows, and confusion began to erupt across the plaza, and the thin line of soldiers could no longer ignore the growing pandemonium. They waded in with the butts of their rifles and curses. A few opened fire.

      The anthem surged back, instruments and chorus launching ahead as though trying to make up for lost time.

      —up the furnace and hammer boldly,

      While the iron is still hot!

      And then all hell broke loose in the heart of Tiflis as an armored Rolls-Royce roared into the square, trailing a storm of shimmering, shrieking horrors.
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      “Was this what you had in mind?” Ambrose shouted as he cranked the newly christened “Rollsy” hard to the right to avoid a brawling knot of men.

      “No,” Milo shouted as his will was taxed by maintaining the horde of spectral horrors, sweat beading his forehead. “Not exactly.”

      Lapping around the Rollsy and forming in a wave behind them were ghostly apparitions. Some were skeletal horrors dangling etheric wisps of tattered garments and grave wrappings, their grinning face sending up wild, piercing cackles. Others were akin to the malformed shades of Milo’s experience, sloughing features drooping around moaning, hungry mouths. Like a tide of terror, they plunged into the square.

      The people in the square, already unsettled, erupted into utter pandemonium.

      Conscripts, soldiers, and the phantoms Milo and Rihyani had summoned fought, chased, raved, and generally created chaos. Milo caught fleeting glimpses of violence and madness as Ambrose sawed his way through the churning bodies like a sailor tacking a sailboat through unfriendly waters. More than once, a body thumped against their flank as stray bullets sang off their hood, and a few times, there was a crunching thump-thump as the Rollsy gave a small two-stage jump.

      The reality of what was going on might have provoked a greater reaction from Milo, except so much of him was pressed outward that sparing time for his physical senses was hardly worth the effort. He could feel the magical power of Zlydzen attempting to smother what he and Rihyani were doing, and dear God, was he strong. Milo recognized that his magic was different from anything he’d experienced thus far, a brutal, mechanical sort of magic. Necromist magic was uniquely chemical, exciting elements and letting them do as the formula dictated, while the Art was singularly psychological, bending and shaping impulse and determination into reality. This magic, perhaps all dwarrow magic, was intensely mechanical, a grinding and relentless force that would carry on like tides rolling in and out to batter at them as long as someone kept turning the crank on that machine. He and Rihyani could keep pressing their wills, like two travelers leaning into a headwind, but if they didn’t find shelter soon, the wind would exhaust them.

      That or I change the weather, Milo thought. Sparing what little he could of his awareness to squint through the windscreen of the Rollsy, he saw the shrunken figure at the street organ. Even given the erratic movements of the vehicle, Milo could tell the creature was glaring at him as it continued to turn the crank. Milo spared a further glance to see Comrade Stalin standing in front of the microphone, rigid and attentive, the man and woman behind him holding their positions flawlessly.

      “We need to get to that stage,” Milo shouted and gritted his teeth as they slewed to one side hard enough the Rollsy rose on two wheels for one heart-stopping second.

      “What do you think I’m trying to do?” Ambrose shouted before slamming his foot down on the accelerator again. “She’s got some heft, but if I try and plow through, we’ll just get clogged up.”

      Milo understood and even thought distantly that they couldn’t just run over people. Not intentionally, anyway, since the majority in the square were prisoners, not enemies, even though some of them were doing a fair job acting like it under the dwarrow’s influence.

      “Rihyani!” he shouted, twisting to face the wind-riding fey behind them. “We need to get to the stage.”

      Rihyani looked down at him, her face partially twisted into that fearsome, bestial visage, and nodded as she surged forward. One hand reached down and took him by the wrist, her claws digging through the cuff of his sleeve into his flesh. With the miniscule will he had in reserve, Milo tried to wind ride. All he managed was to make himself lighter, but thankfully, it was enough.

      “Meet us up there!” Milo shouted as he rose out of the cab and began flying in a low trajectory toward the stage.

      He knew that if there had been even a few soldiers assembled near the stage, he’d have been riddled with incoming fire, but as it was, all he had to contend with were the astonished and sullen glares from Stalin and the dwarf respectively. His boots barely skimming the heads and raised fists of the battling souls beneath him, Milo was afraid he wouldn’t clear the stage, but Rihyani, with a feral howl of effort, dragged him upward before her claws detached from his arm. He hurtled onto the stage as Rihyani arched upward gracefully in time to avoid colliding with the canopy.

      Milo wasn’t quite ready for his landing, but the lightening of his failed wind riding meant he came down without breaking both his legs. He did leave off the effort of pushing his will outward, and across the square, half of the monstrous specters dissipated. Milo knew he would need all his attention and energies here.

      Milo staggered his first few steps but righted himself as he came to a stop, raptor-headed cane raising level with the dwarf. Ghostly green flames licked the sockets.

      “That’s quite enough music for one night,” Milo said, straightening to his full height as he did his level best to not look like he’d almost fallen flat on his face.

      Up close, the dwarrow was curious and grotesque. Milo had assumed dwarrow might look like those afflicted with dwarfism with some dash of inhumanity, but he struggled to see how anyone could mistake this creature for a human being. The proportions were all wrong, with a huge leathery face squatting on a barrel-like trunk amidst a profusion of wiry gray hair. The feet and hands were disproportionately outsized as well, nearly twice human proportions. Eyes like polished beetle shells watched him over a long, drooping nose that looked like it should have been planted in a garden, not hanging from a face.

      “So, this is De Zauber-Schwartz,” Zlydzen crowed in a rasping voice that grated on the nerves like a file. “You are younger than I pictured you.”

      With a rush of chill wind, Rihyani settled gracefully next to Milo, clawed fingers curled.

      “He told you to stop the music, Zlydzen,” Rihyani growled, a wet, leonine sound.

      To Milo’s surprise, the dwarrow ceased turning the crank, though he left a hand resting on the handle defiantly. His wide, parched-lipped mouth spread into a jagged saw-edged grin as he looked them both up and down appraisingly.

      “I’d always supposed the Shepherds were working openly with the humans, but now I understand precisely how intimate this partnership is,”

      Milo had to fight off the ridiculous impulse to justify himself to the Guardian even as Comrade Stalin stepped away from the microphone and moved toward the dwarrow. His movements were stiff, and he clutched his right hand to his abdomen as though it were wounded.

      “Keep playing, you fool,” he snarled. “What are you doing?”

      Zlydzen didn’t stop scrutinizing Milo and Rihyani as he answered with a cringe-inducing titter. Milo was certain that nails and slate going through a meat grinder would have sounded better.

      “Oh, I’m preparing to give you up, Ioseb,” the dwarrow declared. “You’ve served your usefulness to the cause—that is, my cause—and now I’m trading you for my escape. After all, you are here for him, aren’t you?”

      Stalin balked, but Milo shook his head slowly.

      “No deal,” he said as he let a little flame crackle around the outstretched cane. “We’ve got plenty of room for both of you, so I see no need to trade anything. Now, hands off the organ.”

      “You vile little—” Stalin snarled as he made to lunge at Zlydzen, dragging a pistol one-handed from his coat. Milo was quicker.

      Snapping his cane down to strike the stage, a sheet of ice unfurled like a glassy runner. Stalin’s rushing feet abandoned him in a rush that sent him reeling to land with a heavy grunt on the suddenly frozen floor. The pistol tumbled from his impact-numbed grip, skittering over to the feet of the pair still crossing hammer and sickle without acknowledging the world around them. Before Stalin could recover his breath, much less his weapon, ice began to creep up the back and arms of his coat, binding him to the stage.

      Stalin swore and panted, but the ice held fast.

      Zlydzen gave a hooting cheer and slapped his swollen hands together with ungainly exuberance, like a young child imitating what clapping looked like.

      “Hehe, isn’t that lovely? O-ho-ho, just marvelous.”

      This was the mastermind who won you over to the Guardians? Milo thought as he turned back to the dwarrow with narrowed eyes.

      Do not underestimate him, the fetish-locked ghul warned. He’s the most dangerous being you’ve ever met.

      “Do you have any more?” Zlydzen cooed, looking at Milo with widening wet eyes. “Oh, come now, please show me a little more, at least.”

      Milo wasn’t sure whether he was disgusted or amused and decided it was probably both.

      “If you like that,” he said, a smile touching the corner of his face, “you’re going to love this.”

      Milo, don—

      Milo’s cane twitched toward the street organ, launching a burning lance of witchfire into the machine. He had braced himself for the shriek of metal, the splintering of wood, and even the rocking force of a small explosion. He was ill-prepared, however, for a sudden sonic assault that drove him to his knees. Hammering pulses of auditory stimulation, some heard, some felt, bludgeoned his mind and body. From his knees, he saw Zlydzen cringing as Stalin writhed, unable to raise his frozen arms to cover his ears. Pained gaze sweeping around him, Milo saw Rihyani’s head gripped between her hands as she threw it back and screamed. Beyond her, the scene in the plaza seemed even more frenzied as some went into convulsions while others fought all the harder, eyes and ears bleeding freely.

      A burst of amethyst light drew Milo’s eyes back to the erupting organ, and he saw what for all the world looked like a tiny, dying star emerge from the crackling green flames devouring the machine. It pulsed rapidly, sometimes an orb of light, other times symbols, possibly a letter or sigil, and then with a wink, it was gone.

      It took Milo a moment to realize that the brutalizing cacophony was over as blood-dampened hands came away from his ears. There was ringing amidst the static of his abused auditory function, but despite this, he still heard the dwarrow’s nerve-shredding voice raised in command.

      “Kill them both!” Zlydzen shrieked, stabbing a too-large finger toward Milo and Rihyani.

      Almost too late, Milo turned to see the Soviet mascots bearing down on him with hammer and sickle raised.

      They moved faster than Milo would have thought possible, their legs pumping like pistons across the stage, splintering wood underfoot as they came. Milo reflexively drew on the augmentative powers of his eagle-skull fetish, but even so enhanced, he had to throw himself to the edge of the stage to avoid being crushed flat and hacked in half.

      Rihyani stood frozen in front of the oncoming assault, and Milo didn’t have time to cry out before the hammer wielder brought his hammer smashing into her chest—only Rihyani wasn’t there. The illusion dissipated, and the fey was suddenly behind her attackers; she raked her claws across their exposed backs. The rasping screech of a sharp edge on unyielding iron was all she got for her efforts as the hammer wielder spun. She vaulted into the air to avoid being flattened.

      “They’re golems!” Rihyani shouted. “Magical automatons!”

      “Got it,” Milo shouted, on his feet now, facing the sickle-wielding not-woman. He realized it sounded like he knew what he was doing, but the reality was that he had no idea. Battling magical machine-soldiers was not in his woefully limited repertoire.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Zlydzen moving toward the curtain before the sickle-wielder closed on him.

      “Rihyani!” Milo shouted to the fey, nimbly dodging the hammer-wielding golem. “Stop the dwarrow!”

      Milo didn’t have a chance to see what if anything she did before his golem was nearly on top of him.

      Out of habit more than anything else, he launched a blast of witchfire at the approaching murder-machine, but it quickly became apparent that the fire wasn’t nearly hot enough. He only managed to set the costume ablaze, so he faced a flaming reaper who pounced on him with lethal speed.

      That’s not working, Imrah informed him redundantly as he wove away from a swing.

      Snarling, Milo launched another bolt of fire point-blank into the golem’s face. The machine staggered back a step but replied almost immediately with a stroke that nearly split Milo in two.

      “I’m open to suggestions,” Milo snarled as he barely managed to set aside a downward hack with the haft of his cane, and even then, only with magically enhanced strength and speed.

      Metal grows brittle when cold, Imrah replied, and already Milo felt her essence seethe inside the fetish.

      Milo desperately parried another sweeping cut and responded with a hard blow that would have shattered the spine of a living man but only managed to ring off the golem’s arms as it staggered two steps to one side. The golem’s heavy foot came down on Stalin’s outstretched leg with a nauseous crunch, and there were a few shock-filled seconds before the man started screaming in agony. Milo ignored the warlord’s plight as he scrambled backward, realizing this was about as much extra space as he could get between him and the lethal machine already turning back toward him.

      FREEZE

      Milo forced his mind into the formula, but rather than releasing it in a burst of frigid intent, he looped it into a heat-sapping stream. A ray of black that chilled the air around it into a sinking fog raced out and struck the golem in its sculpted iron bosom. For a single instant, the ray only seemed to put out the last of the fire clinging to the machine, and it closed half the distance in a stride. Its next step came at a languid pace, and its arms seemed to struggle to raise the weight of the heavy sickle even as it lurched forward. A low groaning and clicking sound issued from inside the golem as tiny spurs of frost began to emerge along hairline seams across its body. A second later, these spurs bloomed into a latticework of ice that encased the now-motionless golem.

      Releasing the ray, and with the rest of the world coming back into focus, Milo looked up to see the sickle arched over his head, a single narrow icicle dangling from its tip.

      “That was close,” he said, stepping out from under the reaper’s shadow as he hefted the beaked cane like a miner’s pick.

      One chop into the golem’s chest created a widening spiderweb of fissures amidst a chorus of cracking noises. Milo drew back his foot and threw his weight into a supernaturally fortified front kick, and the golem exploded into jagged chunks. The sickle thunked on the stage and the frozen blade snapped in half, the hilt clattering to the floor.

      Milo’s moment was interrupted by the sounds of Stalin still screaming over his mashed leg and Rihyani’s struggle at the back of the stage.

      “Sorry, Joe,” Milo muttered as he vaulted over the recumbent Red to help the embattled fey.

      The scarlet curtains flapped and twitched as a lumpy form thrashed in their knotted embrace, while Rihyani and the hammer golem danced between the rippling waves of fabric. The golem bore dozens of jagged lines across its frame, the coveralls barely hiding anything anymore, but none of it seemed to be slowing the brute in the slightest. Rihyani pranced away from another swing, but from her lack of counterattack, Milo could tell she was struggling with what to do next. If Milo hadn’t also given her the task of stopping the dwarrow, which must be what was thrashing in the tangled curtains, she could have brought her full power to bear against the golem. As it was, she was fighting the thing with her attention, and thus her will was divided.

      To punctuate the point, the golem pulled its next stroke, and when Rihyani made to dodge the feinted swing, it reached out and grabbed her by her cloak. She snarled and lashed out with her claws, but they only spread more superficial gashes across metal limbs.

      Unperturbed by the scratches, the golem slammed her down on the stage with bone-snapping force. For an instant, as Rihyani sprawled at the machine’s feet, the curtains ceased their mad dance, and Zlydzen’s nightmarish caricature of a face emerged from the folds, black eyes burning with hate at the fey.

      “Kill her now!”

      FREEZE

      The frigid black ray snapped from Milo’s outstretched hand and struck the golem even as it reared back for the executing stroke.

      “Rihyani! Get out of there!” Milo shouted before pressing more of his mind and Imrah’s essence into the enervating ribbon of unlight.

      “Stop him!” Zlydzen hissed.

      Milo only realized Rihyani had been thrown bodily by the golem as she came hurtling toward him, but he had time to break off the formula before she was caught in the crossfire. This did not, however, give him time to avoid being bowled over as he and the fey went down in a tangle of limbs.

      Zlydzen cackled and Milo saw the golem stomping toward them, shedding flakes of frost with each step. He tried to draw on his mind for another burst of cold, but he was too dazed. Rihyani stirred on top of him groggily, and he felt her will clumsily pushing outward and only managing to swaddle the dwarrow in another layer of the curtain.

      Get up.

      As the murder-machine loomed over him, Milo fought to think, to will something to happen, but all he could do was watch the hammer rise overhead.

      Get up, Milo!

      The hammer descended, and a tremendous impact rocked the stage. The whole world seemed to tilt perilously; the golem’s strike had cratered the stage a few spare centimeters from Milo’s head. He heard the full-throated roar of a large engine hard at work, and another shudder shook the stage, forcing everything to tilt even further.

      MILO! Get up!

      The golem yanked the hammer out of the stage, and in the process, toppled backward. Milo realized that he and Rihyani would be joining it as they began to slide. The world came into sharper focus and he saw that one entire section of the stage had collapsed, and he and Rihyani were sliding as gravity relentlessly pulled them down the newly created slope.

      His grip tightening on the cane, Milo drew on the strength and energy within. Snarling with the effort, he began to scrabble upward, one arm wrapped around the still-dazed Rihyani. Slivers of wood bit into his hand and scraped his knees, but with a growl and a heave, he dragged himself and Rihyani onto a level portion of the platform.

      Looking down at the fey, her eyes half-lidded, Milo feared that her injuries were more severe than he’d first thought, but then a drowsy smile, free of her ferocious fangs, spread across her face.

      “Thank you,” she murmured softly. “You saved me again.”

      “I think that makes us even, right?” Milo quipped, not sure why now of all times, all he could do was look at her lips.

      “Not even.” She laughed, but then her eyes flashed, and her hand shot out and gripped him by the back of the neck. “Look out!”

      With more force than seemed possible for her graceful limbs, she pulled hard to one side, and together they rolled hard to the left. The golem landed heavily and nearly on the hem of their clothes from its herculean leap out of the wrecked half of the stage. Milo and Rihyani didn’t have time to disentangle themselves but kept rolling as the automaton came after them, hammer raised.

      Milo was nearing the point of nauseous disorientation when the beautiful sound of a Gewehr cracking off shots rang through the air. The rolling stopped, Rihyani on top this time, and both looked up to see the golem lurching drunkenly as shot after shot slammed into its iron body. Three of the shots left heavy dents in the iron chest and face, but two of them bit deep, punching holes in the shoulder joint of the hammer-wielding arm.

      The golem turned its malformed face toward Ambrose, who was advancing from the edge of the stage, already ramming another magazine home.

      “Get Stalin!” the big man shouted, and Milo realized his prisoner’s icy prison had come apart with the stage’s destruction.

      Milo found his lips meeting Rihyani’s as she bent toward him. The contact was so quick that had it not set his every nerve alight with a spark of desire, he might have thought he imagined it.

      “We’ll talk about that later,” the fey said as she sprang off him, her predatory mien in place. “Right now, I’ve got a dwarrow to catch.”

      Milo fumbled to his feet, his lips tingling oddly even as he searched for where Stalin had gone. Thankfully, it wasn’t far.

      Dragging his wounded leg behind him, the Bolshevik warlord had managed to hop and crawl toward the back of the stage. As Milo watched the pathetic display, Stalin’s hands groped across the knotted curtains for support.

      “And where do you think you’re going, Joe?” Milo hissed as he advanced on his quarry.

      Stalin twisted at the taunting call and lost his balance, the thick curtains slipping through his sweaty, trembling hands. He tried to twist as he fell to spare his injured leg but only managed to have it be underneath him when he landed. An animalistic bleat of pain slipped past his lips, so unlike his calm, sure voice only moments earlier.

      “Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” Milo quipped as he came to stand over him.

      “No,” Stalin snarled as he fought to roll over and climb to his feet. “It can’t end like this.”

      Milo stomped, knocking him back down onto the stage.

      “End?” Milo said teasingly as he glared down into watering dark eyes. ‘You’re far too useful alive for this to be over so soon.”

      A struggle between indignation and relief writhed in the wounded warlord’s eyes, then they narrowed as they roved across Milo’s face.

      “No,” he gasped again, face straining toward Milo’s with eyes beginning to bulge. “Are you a ghost?”

      Wary of a deception, Milo straightened, reached inside his coat, and fished out a fetish, a simple-seeming coil of leather he’d prepared in Shatili just for this moment.

      BIND

      The leather sprang to life, and in seconds, it had wound its way around Stalin, forcing his legs and arms together with sharp tugs of its coils. Though he winced at the constricting movements, hissing as it pulled at his injured leg, Stalin never ceased staring at Milo, his eyes growing wider and wider.

      “So, this is it, then,” he murmured, sliding into his native Georgian as he sank back against the stage heavily. “Laid low by the sins of my past.”

      A cold, bitter smile slowly crept out from under his mustache.

      “I should have known she was lying. Oh, clever little Petrovich.”

      Behind him, Milo heard a rending metallic crash, but that sound could never have struck him as hard as the name which passed Stalin’s lips.

      “What did you say?” Milo snarled as he reached down and grabbed Stalin by the leather web that ensnared him.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t recognize you?” Stalin asked, his face still lit by his wintry smile. “That I wouldn’t see her in your face, your mouth, your eyes?”

      Milo’s fingers twisted into the cords until his fingers ached, but the power of speech seemed to escape him.

      “Magus!” Ambrose shouted. “Where’s Rihyani? We need to go!”

      Turning around from Stalin’s leering grin, Milo saw the big man standing over the crumpled golem, the machine’s hammer in one hand. If his heart hadn’t been doing its best to pummel its way out of his chest, Milo might have laughed at the sight.

      “She went after Zlydzen,” he said, finding his voice at last and nodded toward the empty steps of the Parliament building where he’d last seen her. The gates into the courtyard were shattered and hanging off their hinges, and within, he heard the sounds of a violent struggle.

      “Go get her,” Ambrose said as he tossed the hammer to one side. “I’ll get him in the Rollsy, and then we need to go. Things are getting wild out there.”

      Stealing a glance past the stage, Milo saw what he meant.

      The square had become an abattoir.

      Milo and Rihyani’s specters were gone, and most of the Russian soldiers seemed to be among the piles of the dead, but that had not stopped the conscripts from tearing into each other with reckless abandon. Brother fought brother and neighbor fought neighbor as the dwarrow’s broken manipulations turned men into mad beasts. In the flurry of blows and screams and blood, it was almost impossible to tell who had been driven mad by the street organ’s broken enchantment and who was fighting for their lives to fend off the frenzied humans next to them.

      At the far end of the street, he saw a fresh crowd entering the square, a rabble of scared and angry-looking citizens coming to see what new madness was gripping their city. Milo knew it was only a matter of time before the madness in the square turned its attention on them, or they waded in in some desperate attempt to restore order.

      Either way, things were only about to get worse, and they needed to escape before they were inescapably caught up in the storm.

      Spitting a curse, Milo spun and dragged Stalin up toward his snarling face.

      “We’re not done,” the magus hissed, his pale eyes boring into the man’s dark, defiant gaze. “Not even close to done.”

      Milo threw him back down and stalked toward the Parliament building.
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        * * *

      

      Milo moved into the courtyard and was greeted by an odd sight.

      Rihyani stood amongst the remains of a fountain, water gurgling up and around her feet from rent pipes as she faced Zlydzen. The dwarrow stood several strides away on dry paving stones. Neither fey nor dwarrow moved, each staring at the other.

      Milo felt magical energies trembling in the air, Rihyani’s will swirling about and probing at a hardened presence he could sense in the direction of the squat grotesque. The magical presence of the dwarrow was stolid and intractable but showed no signs of being willing or even able to lash out. The magic present was armor, not a weapon.

      “It’s over, Zlydzen,” Milo called as he moved to Rihyani’s side, kicking up little splashes. “Your golems are scrap metal, and your puppet is ready for transport. Give up now, and we can bring you in with some dignity.”

      The dwarrow’s glittering black eyes turned toward Milo, and he felt his confidence wither inside of him.

      “I think not, little magus,” Zlydzen muttered. “You have Ioseb, who I will remind you I already offered, but as I expressed, I have work that is too vital to spend any more time dallying with you.”

      Milo gave a snort and began to prowl forward, not noticing that Rihyani’s expression tightened as he moved past her.

      Milo, he heard as her will brushed his. Be careful.

      Milo almost lost his stride at the contact but was determined not to let it show.

      “Seemed like you spent plenty of time dallying with that curtain.” Milo chuckled as he came to stand a few paces from the dwarrow. “Which was amusing, but it’s not your dancing that I’m particularly interested in.”

      A smile that could have curdled milk from a mile off drew Zlydzen’s lips apart.

      “What exactly are you interested in, little magus?” the dwarrow asked in a ragged whisper. “How far have you plunged into the dark? Far enough to start asking the right questions?”

      Milo put on his best sharkish grin in reply and drew witchfire into the cane’s sockets.

      “Come with us, and you’ll find out,” Milo said with a voice that was sinister and silky. “Come quietly, and I might even ask my questions politely.”

      Milo, he’s raised wards around himself, Rihyani warned. No magic can touch him now.

      Milo’s stomach twisted, and he wondered if that meant the ungainly little creature couldn’t work any magic either.

      “Tempting though your offer is,” Zlydzen said, still smiling, “I’m afraid I’ll have to pass. As I said, work and all that.”

      Milo took a menacing step forward, pointing with his cane.

      “Just because you’ve warded yourself, it doesn’t mean I can’t beat you to a pulp and pour you into the trunk,” he growled before drawing the pistol from his belt holster. “Or I could put a round or two in some nonvital parts and drag you back to the car and hope you don’t bleed out. Your choice?”

      Zlydzen’s smile widened until his mouth seemed ready to split his huge head in half.

      “Brave words.” The dwarrow laughed from somewhere deep inside its chest. “For such a little fellow.”

      Zlydzen sprang forward, and Milo opened fire.

      The first rushed shot sailed over the dwarrow’s head, Milo’s aim not adjusted for such a low-slung target. His second would not have the same problem as the dwarrow erupted upward and outward in a chorus of sickening pops and cartilaginous clicks. Milo’s second shot struck meat, but not that of the squat, lumpy thing that had stood before him seconds ago

      Zlydzen, like some monstrous jack in the box, had unfolded and was now a gaunt, looming monster four meters tall, coming for Milo with outstretched hands perfectly proportioned for his enormous stature.

      Not seeming to mind the pinprick of a bullet hole or the second and third Milo opened, Zlydzen sprang at Milo, fists raised to flatten him. The magus, realizing this was certainly the reason why the fountain was the way it was, threw himself backward, calling on his coat to get him clear with a single black-winged beat.

      Water and bits of shattered stone flew into the air, and Zlydzen gave a roar that combined the terrifying elements of an enraged bovine and ursine.

      Milo came down from his soaring leap to land on his feet with a splash, but before he could snap off another shot, a chunk of broken masonry flew at him. He twisted away, but a corner of the missile clipped his shoulder and sent him spinning to the ground, his head striking stone with a wet thunk.

      A shadow fell across him, and Milo realized the pistol had been knocked from his nerveless grip. He rolled over, trying to focus his impact-addled brain enough to draw on the cane’s strength, but his brain felt like it was clogged, his thoughts thick and syrupy.

      Zlydzen loomed over him, one huge foot raised to flatten him.

      I tried to warn you, Imrah whispered to him.

      There was a flash of silver through the air, and then like a hellcat, Rihyani was savaging the dwarrow’s face. The crushing foot thudded down next to Milo’s arm and he feebly swatted at it with his cane, but all that managed to do was knock the fetish from his weakened grip.

      Meanwhile, Rihyani ripped and tore at Zlydzen, sending up ribbons of flesh and sprays of brassy blood with each rake of her claws or snap of her teeth. The dwarrow staggered backward, tripped on a piece of the fountain, and fell heavily onto his back.

      Hands slapping about in the water, Milo tried to snatch up his pistol and cane as Zlydzen finally closed his huge hands around Rihyani.

      The trollish brute squeezed hard, but the fey only dug deeper into his face. Both screamed, mouths filled with blood, as Zlydzen tore her from his face in a ripple of flexing sinew, losing the end of his tuberous nose. With a pain-maddened roar, he threw the fey and his nose at Milo.

      For the second time that night, Milo was flattened by the impact of Rihyani’s body striking him, and they both went down in a pile.

      Zlydzen gave another bestial roar, but it was matched by the Rollsy’s engine as Ambrose drove the vehicle through the broken gates into the courtyard.

      The dwarrow’s black eyes glared with utter venom at Milo as he lay soaking wet and panting with Rihyani, but then the huge mouth spread in another queasy smile made all the worse by the recent mutilation.

      “Until we meet again,” Zlydzen said in a well-deep voice, then turned to run at a dead sprint for the columned vestibule.

      The Rollsy skidded to a stop in the fountain water as the dwarrow leaped and began to clamber with apelike agility up the pillars and onto the roof of the Parliament building.

      “We need to go!” Ambrose shouted as he stood up in the cab. “We’ve got to go now.”

      Rihyani, on top of Milo once more, smiled down at him, her face smeared with the dwarrow’s metallic gore.

      “Don’t tell me,” she whispered with coppery breath. “You want another kiss, don’t you?”

      Milo stared at her, then his mouth hitched up in a smile.

      “Would that make us even?”
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      “Do you think you can raise one more toast to your victory?”

      Milo turned from staring around the marquis’ ballroom and saw Rihyani approaching with a pair of crystal flutes. An amber liquor rolled gently in the vessels as she stalked toward him, flecks of gold sparkling within to match her eyes.

      “I’m not sure you can call it victory,” Milo said, hating how sour he sounded. “But I don’t think it’ll hurt to have another drink.”

      He knew he wasn’t being honest with himself about that.

      Ever since they’d escaped Tiflis and headed north for shelter in the Lost Vale, it had been nothing but intoxicating celebrations. He thought the first time he’d had a drink shoved into his hand, he was still damp with fountain water, and everything since then melded into a blur of cheering, drinking, toasting, drinking, feasting, drinking, and even more drinking.

      He’d crept off a few hours ago after realizing he was sobering up, and he had no idea how long it had been since he’d been in that state. Since then, he’d wandered the ever-shifting halls of the fey manse until he found his current perch. The overindulgence of elven wine and fair folk spirits hadn’t left him with the physical maladies such excess should have entailed, but they made him merrily forgetful, and now he wasn’t sure that was always a good thing. They’d need to be on their way soon, and he wanted his head clear and his memory intact.

      Seeing Rihyani standing there with a glass in hand, her dark garments exchanged for a gown of blue velvet, he thought little harm could come from one last sip. After all, in his bleary recollections of the recent revels, her face featured not a little.

      “Not a victory? Nonsense,” the fey chided lightly, a smile on her dark lips. “You set out to capture a dangerous enemy from the midst of his followers, and you not only succeeded relatively unscathed, but you even captured one of his most useful subordinates.”

      Milo shook his head, torn between escaping the scrutiny of her gaze and longing to savor the sight of her.

      “That last one just fell into our laps, so I don’t think I can take any credit for it.” Milo sighed and realized she was standing in front of him, arm extended with glass in hand. “Oh, sorry, I’ll take that.”

      He took the flute, and they raised their drinks together. Rihyani’s eyes locked onto his and he felt her will brush against his, as intimate as though she was whispering in his ear.

      To your conquest of impossible odds, she thought, her will gliding across his like fingers across his cheek. Both on the field of battle and in far more important arenas. May you always show such courage, determination, and cunning in whatever lies ahead.

      Hear, hear, Milo managed, not so practiced that he could casually commune in the Art as effortlessly as the fey.

      The flutes chimed against each other and they both drank deep, each watching the other.

      The amber liquor was cool on the tongue but warm in the throat and tasted of smoked honey and cloves. The warmth of it became a low fire in his belly, and with a sudden intensity he didn’t quite trust, the hazy lethargy of the last few days of celebrating melted like fog in the summer sun.

      Rihyani saw his eyes widen as everything came into sharp clarity and gave one of those laughs that made Milo’s heart sore with longing. Up to this point, he’d never been sure what he longed for, but whether it was the liquor or a revelation, when he looked at her, he thought he might know now.

      “S-so,” he began and nearly cursed himself for the stammer, “now that you helped us, what is the plan? Will the Shepherds reassign you?”

      Rihyani’s eyes slid down to the dance floor, where the fey cavorted as the marquis sat at a vast table at the head of the chamber. The lord of the manor watched the proceedings with a venerable patriarch's assured ease.

      “It doesn’t quite work like that.” The contessa sighed as she eyed the tall, goatlike fey. “But I do need to pass the word among our circles that the marquis has joined our side. I’m sure he’s already made it known to some, but I’ll need to verify the reports before he can be brought in on our operations.”

      Milo nodded, knowing he needed to say something. He also needed to stop bobbing his head up and down like an idiot, but standing there watching her, he didn’t seem capable of anything else.

      A smirk curled a corner of Rihyani’s mouth, and for a second, he thought she was going to laugh at him. He wondered if he’d find that enchanting too, but then he saw her nod at the banquet table.

      “They look like they’re having fun.” She giggled as Milo followed her gaze and then shared her smile.

      To the marquis’ immediate right and left were the seats reserved for Milo and Rihyani, while on opposite sides, Ambrose and Bakbak-Devi were engaged in yet another competition of consumption. That the half-human bodyguard had managed to win a few times against the many-headed giant was certain to be a matter of folklore among the fey for some time to come.

      “I’m glad Ambrose is enjoying himself,” Milo said and felt his grin buckling under a grim realization. “It’s probably going to be a long time before we get a hero’s welcome again. We’re headed back north, and if we’re both not thrown into the stockade on sight, it will be a mercy.”

      Rihyani turned back, studying his face, her smile giving way to pensive concern.

      “You don’t think your captives will be enough?”

      Milo shrugged and shook his head.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “They have vital intelligence about the Guardians and the Ewiges Reich, and they both seem practical enough to talk.”

      And that wasn’t the only thing at least one of them knew. Milo felt a sudden urge to race out to the dovecote where Stalin was chained and ask him why he’d said a name scrawled on a tarot card in Milo’s pocket.

      “But?” Rihyani prompted, and Milo realized he’d trailed off.

      “Um, but, uh…” He floundered for a second before seizing on the thread he’d left dangling. “But the military loves hierarchy, and I pretty much threw the book out not once, but twice. I’m not sure anything short of winning the war can guarantee I’ll be spared.”

      Rihyani nodded and finished off the last of her flute before making it vanish with a flutter of her fingers.

      “I still need you to teach me that one,” Milo said. “If we ever get the time.”

      Rihyani turned back to the dance floor as she folded her arms in front of her. A smile tickled the corner of her lips as she gave him a sidelong glance.

      “We could have the time,” she said quietly, then he felt her will, faint and silken against him. If you wanted it. If you wanted me.

      Milo stared at her, his mouth working for a second or two without making a sound.

      “I mean, I didn’t, not that I wasn’t hoping,” he babbled, then stopped himself and drew a steadying breath. “I mean, you’re immortal, beautiful, wise, and pretty much everything I’m not.”

      Rihyani’s laughed gently, and that familiar ache in his chest throbbed.

      “Are you trying to talk me out of it?” she asked, giving him another quick glance out the corner of her eye.

      “I guess I’m trying to say…” Milo began, then had to take an embarrassing few seconds to decide what exactly he was trying to say. “Well, I guess it, um, I mean, you just seem too amazing. It’s like I’d be a fool to dare to hope for something so out of my reach.”

      With a smooth sideways step, Rihyani slid up next to him.

      “Do I seem out of your reach now?” she asked, eyes fixed on the dancers below.

      Almost without knowing what was happening, Milo’s arms wrapped around her. Once the embrace began, it seemed to have a life, a gravity, a force all its own. She contoured to him and he to her. She raised her eyes from the hall beneath them, their foreheads resting gently against each other’s.

      It’s not foolish to hope, Rihyani whispered to his soul. Only the hopeful can know real triumph, and even when they fall, they do so daring greatly. I’ll strive for you and you for me, and together we’ll be valiant enough for whatever comes.

      Milo felt something new and potent burning inside him, and for once, it was not a matter of eldritch knowledge. It was a far simpler, far more potent power, and it shone inside him such that he thought he might begin to glow like the beautiful creature in his arms. For a single instant, he felt as though the long shadows and cold depths inside him were gone, banished before the light, and he couldn’t decide if he wanted to laugh, sing, or cry.

      He looked into Rihyani’s eyes and decided he wanted something else altogether.

      “Here’s to hope,” he said, then kissed her deeply.
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      Petrograd was not what it once was, and it was whispered on some nights that the fires of the Red Revolution still burned in a city that was now little more than a ruin, inhabited by bandits, scavengers, and more of the same with grandiose ambitions.

      “Yet those souls still need saving,” Father Bunin would say. “And as long as the Lord grants me strength and the saints grant wisdom, I will be here.”

      The fact that those souls had sacked his little chapel on the road into Petrograd and had more than once cruelly mistreated the priest did little to discourage him.

      “Everything is dark apart from the light of Christ,” he would remind himself as he set about putting right what could be and clearing out what was broken beyond repair. “If our Lord could forgive the worst of these, how much more should I?”

      From there, it was a matter of finding out what needed replacing, though the Orthodox church had abandoned the area nearly a decade ago. As such, the furnishings, decorations, and even the icons were of his own crude making. Unlike the teacher to whom he devoted his life, Bunin was no carpenter, but he did the best he could. The wood he hewed from the forest down the road, while nails and fastenings he collected from the crumbling outskirts of the city.

      It was on one such scavenging expedition that Bunin discovered an odd sight.

      A small, lumpy form huddled inside a burnt-out home.

      This in and of itself did not seem strange since Bunin was regularly finding old, moldering corpses on such excursions. In fact, two-thirds of the bodies laid to rest beside his chapel were those he’d found in such a state. Father Bunin was no stranger to the sights and smells of death, living so near a cursed place like Petrograd.

      What was strange were not only the proportions of the figure but also the fact that it seemed to still be alive despite what seemed to be a horribly disfiguring disease. Ragged breaths wheezed out through the ragged holes where a nose had been, and the whole body seemed swollen, most particularly the head. The poor wretch’s beard was streaked with sour, crusted bile.

      Despite its truly horrific state, Father Bunin squatted next to the creature and laid a gentle, callused hand on the clammy brow.

      “Oh, my child,” Bunin said in a tender whisper. “What afflicts you so?”

      Bunin started when one eyelid peeled back from a glittering black eye.

      “A witch,” the wretch hissed between jagged teeth. “A fey witch.”

      Bunin nodded slowly, understanding that such superstitions existed among the folk of Russia. Father Bunin believed from the Scriptures that there were those who might consort with spirits and demons, like the woman from Endor or Simon the Sorcerer, but the simple folk found it easier to blame the harshness of their life on such creatures in place of simpler, harder answers. He didn’t begrudge them this in their confessions, and he certainly would not begrudge a dying man such thoughts.

      That he was dying was certain, the poor wretch. That he was still alive even now was a miracle of either divine or infernal making. With a silent prayer, Bunin hoped for the former as he unlimbered the waterskin slung across his back.

      “Are you thirsty?” the priest asked, holding up the skin.

      The diseased man’s other eye, as black and hard as its twin, opened, and he glared at the offering with open suspicion. Then a cough wracked his body, and his parched lips split in several places. The fluid that leaked from them must have been choked with disease because it looked and smelled quite unlike blood.

      “Yes,” he croaked, and without hesitation, the priest raised the waterskin to the befouled mouth.

      “Slowly,” he cooed, sliding his free hand behind the swollen head to prop the poor creature up a little. “There is plenty, and it’s not going anywhere.”

      The wretch choked at one point, and a gush of water and coppery fluid sprayed out of his mouth. He had to be rolled on his side to keep from drowning in his own effluence. The fit passed, and Father Bunin rolled the creature gently back after placing his backpack as a support against the fellow’s spine. Using a clean rag from the bag, he cleaned the wretch’s mouth and gave him more water.

      “What are you doing out here, my child?’ the priest asked as he took the waterskin away to give the man a chance to catch his breath. “I’ve not seen you around here before, but being in such a state, I can’t see how you could have come from very far.”

      “I came from Georgia,” the wretch said with a gargle in his throat. “I had business there, and now I’m here, waiting for another business partner.”

      Father Bunin supposed it was nothing but fevered rambling, but he nodded and dabbed the creature’s mouth with a clean corner of his rag.

      “That is a long way to come, especially in your condition,” the priest said before looking out through the scorched door of the flame-scoured building. “Will your friend be along shortly?”

      “Should be any minute now.” The poor man sighed, his blackened eyes sinking to half-mast as he leaned against the priest’s bag. “I sent word by one of his cronies when I arrived yesterday.”

      Father Bunin, having endured so long in such an inhospitable place, had no illusions left about what kind of henchmen might be lurking around the outskirts of the ruined city. If the man hadn’t killed this poor creature in such a vulnerable state, he only did so because he thought further profit or sport could be had by returning with friends.

      “Perhaps,” the priest said, resting a hand softly on the man’s malformed shoulder, “you would like to come with me back to the chapel and wait there? We can leave a note for your business associates. There will be some food there for you while we wait for them.”

      The rattling rumble of a diesel engine put to death Father Bunin’s hopes as it growled its way toward them.

      “No need,” the wretch observed in a small, unsettling voice. “He’s already here.”

      A canvas-backed truck came to a stop before the husk of a house. Father Bunin could make out men’s voices speaking over the engine, then a strapping figure appeared in the doorway.

      A deep, velvety voice came from the silhouetted figure at the threshold. “Don’t bother with that one, Father. Jesus didn’t go to the cross for the likes of him, I think.”

      “What took you so long?” the wretch snarled with a forceful will Father Bunin wouldn’t have thought possible given his condition.

      “I came as soon as I could,” the apparent business associate said as he stepped into the house. “But it took some time to find a vehicle that wasn’t being used. That plan of yours is extensive.”

      Emerging from the shadows was a shockingly handsome man with dark, smoldering eyes and tattoos crawling up either side of his neck. One ink-scrawled hand raked through wavy locks of golden brown grown long in the front but shorn to the skin on the sides. Instead of the rugged, homespun attire common to most of those dwelling around Petrograd, this man wore a fine suit like a businessman from a bustling metropolis might wear.

      It took Father Bunin a moment, but he recognized the man as a leader of one of the legions of bandit bands plaguing the area. The priest had only seen the man at a distance during one of his scavenging expeditions, but the forces the man commanded, as best as the priest could guess, were more like an army than roving thugs—hard-eyed killers, united by one that even such men could respect.

      “What happened to you?” the bandit chief asked with an amused chuckle. “You weren’t pretty before, but this new look is beyond the pale.”

      “Shepherd harridan,” the wretch spat. “Her and that pet sorcerer. They didn’t just do this, but they turned the marquis against us, too.”

      The chieftain, who’d begun to look at the burnt home with a mildly annoyed expression, perked up at that and turned an approving smile on the disfigured fellow.

      “You limped all the way from Tiflis like that? I’m impressed.”

      The wretch didn’t seem to appreciate the compliment.

      “Just kill this fool and get me back to my workshop. I still have much work to do.”

      The bandit frowned as he spared a pitying look for the dumbstruck priest.

      “He’s a well-meaning fool. A simpleton with some hand-drawn icons at the edge of the city. Really, there’s no need to kill him.”

      For one moment, Father Bunin thought about running, trying to escape. However, given what the man had said he must know about the chapel, Father Bunin’s only chance of escape, assuming they didn’t gun him down immediately, was to flee the area, and he knew he wouldn’t.

      Instead, he decided to draw out his simple wooden cross and begin to pray where he was, on his knees.

      “Our Father who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name.”

      “He’s seen too much,” the wretch rasped as he shifted himself against the priest’s pack.

      “Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven.”

      The bandit frowned, cutting an angry glance toward his mutilated partner before staring down at the kneeling priest

      “Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses.”

      “Get it over with!” the wretch snarled, air whistling through his absent nose.

      There was a metallic click, and Father Bunin looked up into the black eye of a pistol barrel. He forced himself to look past that abyss over the wrist sporting a skull and orthodox cross into the dark gaze of the young man holding the weapon.

      “As we forgive those who trespass against u—”

      The pistol barked, and the last priest in Petrograd fell to the scorched earth.

      

      
        
        If you’re looking for another double fisted tale of war, magic, and bloody conspiracies in the grim alternate history of the War to End All Wars, the story continues in Wizard Born, book 3 of the World's First Wizard series.
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      Dear Reader,

      Wow, already book 2, and book 3 (Wizardborn) is coming in just a few weeks.

      Let’s hope you all can handle the short wait, and maybe even convince some other folks that Milo has something to offer. We may find it difficult to gather together, but we can certainly gather online to savor what, I hope, is a good book.

      In the meantime, we’ve all got to keep living in this world that seems ready to tear itself apart at the drop of a hat or the scrape of a pen on a ballot. I pray by book 3 we’ll see peace and rest for the coming Christmastide, but in the meantime, I’ll ask us all to remember something, whatever our convictions.

      Remember the words of G.K. Chesterton.

      “Charity means pardoning the unpardonable, or it is no virtue at all. Hope means hoping when things are hopeless, or it is no virtue at all. And faith means believing the incredible, or it is no virtue at all.”

      Be seeing you soon dear readers.

      

      
        
        Aaron D. Schneider
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        Yeah, I burned like a witch in a Puritan town

        It lit me

        It was a good dream

        —Lit Me Up, Brand New

      

      

      

      
        
        No course was open to me save to leap, with eyes self-bound, into the yawning abyss of the future.

        —Vathek, William Beckford

      

      

      

      
        
        Blood-Curdling Story

      

        

      
        That story is creepy,

        It's waily, it's weepy,

        It's screechy and screamy

        Right up to the end.

        It's spooky, it's crawly,

        It's grizzly, it's gory,

        It's the awfulest story

        (Please tell it again).

      

        

      
        —Falling Up, Shel Silverstein
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      Of all the tragedies that had strutted their hour upon the stage of the Bolshoi Theatre, none were as heartbreaking as the sight of the theatre as the warlords shuffled in. It had been nearly two decades since the premiere theatre of Moscow, perhaps of all of Eastern Europe, had opened for a show, but in the meantime, the Bolshoi had been ill-used.

      The Bolshoi had not been afforded the dignity of a placid, dusty decrepitude as the Russian Empire crumbled. There had been meetings held in its concert hall, some public and others more clandestine. There had been vandalism, some more artistic than the rest, with scrawled tragic poetry sharing sections of the wall and floor with crude, anatomically impossible pictograms. There had been treasures and decor and furnishings ransacked for reasons ranging from posterity to fuel for the hearth. There was even evidence of creatures having taken shelter in the place from the feces-encrusted roost in the blackened chandelier to the nesting pile of detritus from which rodent eyes gleamed.

      Larger but no less feral occupants had been cleared out along with most of their filth in preparation for the meeting.

      The roof was still intact, though for the past few years, a growing stain had spread like a seasonally swelling inkblot worked in beige and brown. With that had come damp that had crept and wept across the walls and balconies until they were woolly with molds and other less easily classifiable forms of life. The only place that could accommodate the meeting was the central floor. Most of the seats were in disarray, having been destroyed or gnawed by scavengers, and in places, the carpet had been stripped away, leaving the bare boards. Such bare spots near the occupied orchestra pit had seen even the boards gnawed to splinters, and through those jagged gaps on the unsound floor could be glimpsed the dark and glistening depth of the stygian basement.

      To avoid plummeting into the depths, what seats could be salvaged had been dragged into the center of the hall. Here they formed a three-quarter ring, and to this ring came warlords, commanders of armies, patriots, and murderers. Each man had left his contingent of soldierly bandits without, having been permitted only one attendant at the meeting. Some had chosen their attendant as a tool of intimidation, being escorted by hard-handed and cold-eyed killers, while others were accompanied by men whose skills were strictly secretarial.

      They fell into separate but roughly equal camps as their attendants shuffled their seats to one side or another. The two tribes eyed each other warily, one band muttering imprecations against “traitorous Whites,” while the other hissed and spat at the “godless Reds.” After the opposing congregations were seated, some time was spent in muted choruses of denouncement, but it never reached beyond that.

      Finally, realizing that they’d been whispering amongst themselves for some time,  a spokesman emerged from each faction. For the Reds, it was a bushy-haired man with spectacles on his prominent nose and a mustachioed goatee around thick lips. Apparently no one had bothered to tell him he looked positively Mephistophelian, or perhaps that was the point. For the Whites, it was a tall, long-featured man with a dark mustache whose crisp uniform accentuated his thin, straight figure.

      The men eyed each other, the Red speaker seemingly intent on boring holes through the other man with his piercing stare, while the White viewed his opponent as something to be brushed off his brightly polished boots.

      “So why did you call us here, Trotsky?” the White asked in a drawling voice pitched to express how little he cared. “Did you want us to see one more thing this rebellion has cost us?”

      To illustrate the point, however mildly spoken, the White swept an arm to indicate the putrefying balconies and the verminous orchestra pit.

      “Trying to remind us how great this revolution of yours is?”

      For a moment, Trotsky bristled so fiercely that his bushy hair began to quiver, but with a supreme effort, he quelled his obvious wrath. One hand rose and very carefully adjusted the glasses across the bridge of his nose, while the other gripped the front lapel of his overcoat with affronted dignity.

      “The losses of this war weigh on us all,” the Red said, stiffly at first, but warming to the speech as he went.  “But the reason I called us all here has nothing to do with the past and everything to do with the future.”

      Rustling among the Whites was greeted by indignant glares from the Reds, but no one contested the point.

      “By now, I’m sure you’ve all heard what has happened with Stalin,” Trotsky continued, ignoring the leers and unsympathetic comments from the Whites with his dignity intact. “I’m sure you’ve also heard about the construction project in Petrograd.”

      There were more muttered exclamations, but these were far less energetic and far more uncertain. They’d been too busy waging war on the members of the opposite faction and occasionally each other, but word had still reached them, though not with its meaning understood. Yes, they’d heard, but even if they believed, the information did not lend itself to understanding. After all, why would anyone waste valuable resources on building anything in a blasted pit like the fallen capital of the Russian Empire?

      “I thought you said this meeting was about the future?” the White asked, a lazy smile making a half-hearted attempt at mimicking his mustache. The Whites around him nodded and chuckled deep in their chests. “Do you plan to delay until the winter snows fall and collapse the ceiling on us all?”

      Trotsky sniffed but did not take the bait, turning slightly instead to make it clear he was addressing all present.

      “We have good reason to believe both of these incidents were the direct result of German meddling in Russian affairs. In the face of our great nation falling under the control of the black-coated heathens, it seemed to be high time we came to some sort of understanding.”

      The Red turned sharply to his counterpart and arched an eyebrow.

      “Does that serve as an explanation, Wrangel?” he hissed. He rocked back a little on his heels as he hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his greatcoat.

      Wrangel, who was much taller than Trotsky and seemed even more so given his gaunt frame, glared down his nose at the Red and seemed prepared to say something particularly unkind. Finally, his shoulders bowed a little more, and his gaze became distant. His chin rose and fell slowly, to the obvious consternation of several of his fellow whites.

      “You may be a godless little Jew, but you aren’t wrong,” Wrangel declared with a retiring sigh. “The Germans and their legions of treacherous conscripts are circling like wolves.”

      Many of the whites nodded gravely along with their ad hoc champion, but a few clearly did not appreciate his sudden commiseration with the Reds.

      A stout officer sputtered beneath an outward-sweeping mustache that looked ready to engage a bull horn to whiskers.

      “My intelligence reports say Stalin cooperated with the Germans,” he declared, shooting a narrowed glare at the Reds before angrily turning to scowl at Wrangel. “How do we know this isn’t some ploy by the communist vermin to get us to lower our guard?”

      “Because leaving the scattered corpses of our armies in the Caucasus Mountains is a pretty stupid way to win the war, Yudenich,“ Trotsky rebuked before Wrangel could reply. “Stalin took more of our strength than any of us cares to admit, and it was irrevocably broken in Georgia.”

      Yudenich’s mustache writhed as though ready to strike, but Trotsky glared through his spectacles undaunted.

      “If you have intelligence about Stalin and the Germans, it must corroborate what I am saying,” the smaller man snapped before turning back to Wrangel. “We can keep suspecting and killing each other, but it will only be that much easier for the blackcoats to come along and pick us apart if we do that.”

      Again, Wrangel looked as though nothing would please him more than to sneer in the Red’s face, but an absolute weight bore down on him, and he could only nod.

      “I would see you all dead in a ditch, but not if it means those savages become our new masters,” he said, turning to his constituents with a measuring eye. “I don’t think any true Russian would want such a thing.”

      The emphatic phrasing combined with the tall man’s relentless stare cowed the other Whites, even Yudenich. Some muttered similar sentiments of wishing ignominious death on communists, but not if it meant German boots on their throats. Most nodded silently.

      Satisfied, Wrangel turned to regard Trotsky coolly but without challenge.

      “I assume you have something in mind?”

      Trotsky nodded again as he and all the Reds stared in shock. For all their wild hopes, none had thought the Whites would be won over so easily. Many had declared days ago that the royalist snobs would rather see Russia in ashes before they worked with the Bolsheviks. It seemed that Trotsky’s statement that their country was already in ashes had been more successful than even he had dared to hope.

      “Well,” Trotsky said, wiping off his glasses pensively to buy time, “the first thing we need to do is secure our western borders and co-opt the supplies headed to Petrograd. I’m sure we could all make use of what is being funneled there.”

      Several heads on both sides nodded in unison before noticing and stopping with juvenile alarm.

      “Do you know what is being built there?” Wrangel asked, a frown spreading across his face.

      From above them, a deep, velvety voice reached down to brush every man’s ear like a descending silken noose.

      “The future,” the voice said, and every man present looked upward at the royal box in the center of the theatre’s back wall.

      Standing over them like an emperor grinning down into an arena was a tall, powerfully built young man. He was brutally beautiful, his pulchritude accentuated by ink scrawled across his skin. The tattoos were displayed by his half-open shirt and rolled sleeves, and he held his silver suit coat over his shoulder like a regal cloak.

      “The future of warfare and therefore the future of mankind is being built in Petrograd,” the newcomer declared, managing to meet the eye of every upturned face without deigning to move an inch. “A future you are going to help build.”

      Several voices cried out at once to know the man’s identity, and some of the attendants drew pistols and pointed them at the royal box. Trotsky and Wrangel exchanged concerned looks before turning to regard the man standing above them. Despite several weapons aimed at him, he didn’t seem concerned, and that alone gave the two leaders pause.

      “You seem quite confident about our cooperation,” Trotsky called to the man, his tone flat and neutral.  “Yet, none of us seems to know who you are. A rather odd way to begin a partnership, don’t you think?”

      The stranger looked down at the Red spokesman and displayed a wolfish smile.

      “I’m not sure I said anything about cooperation. Did I?”

      The first canister rolled across the floor then, releasing jets of orange-yellow vapor as it went.

      Horror robbed most of the men of the first few vital seconds, and panic stole the rest. Hurried shots scored and pitted the balcony beside the stranger or punched dusty holes in the ceiling. The man didn’t budge an inch, his fingers not even tightening on the crumbling scrollwork beneath them.

      Those who hadn’t wasted time shooting or succumbing to fear had run for the exits, but that proved as ineffectual as the other options when brutes in gas masks emerged like specters from the thickening fog, clubs and canisters in hand. A few hard strokes and the runners were sent stumbling back with broken jaws and flattened noses.

      More canisters with brilliant hissing contrails spun into the gathering until the main floor was thick with yellow fog. Men screamed and more shots were fired wildly, but they only bit into walls and the moldering seats. The armed men stood, breath rasping through their protective gas masks, and watched the figures inside the murky cloud contort and spasm as their screams grew fainter.

      There was a splintering crash, and a biblical wave of chittering rodents rushed out of the fog. Some still bore the gas on their fur like tarnished motes of gold. Many of them collapsed spasming, while others, frenzied with pain, bit and tore at their brethren, but all were carried along in the verminous tide that sought to escape the poison. Even as high boots shuffled away from the coming torrent of rodents, the eyes of the masked men swept up to the man still watching the scene below. In a second, it seemed, all made the same decision.

      Better to face the plague of rats than face their master’s wrath.

      Fortunately, the dying vermin were more interested in escape than vengeance and so flowed past the men in a stream of squirming bodies. Most did not make it more than a few bounds through the doors before they succumbed.

      In the distraction of the rats, the guards hadn’t noticed a single figure lurching through the fog toward them. One hand held a handkerchief to his mouth, while the other groped before him as he staggered forward. He was unrecognizable beneath a web of swollen and broken blood vessels squirming beneath his skin. Rivulets of dark blood seeped freely from his eyes and nose and smeared the handkerchief, further concealing his visage. A thick, horrid gagging sound issued from deep in his throat, and it was that which drew the guards’ attention.

      The nearest man noticed too late as the groping hand grasped his hand, in which he carried a cudgel. Fingers turned to claws, and the handkerchief was abandoned as the dying man raked arm, shoulder, and face. The guard managed to beat his attacker back with a desperate punch and several savage blows, but not before the mask had been torn off his face. The poisonous fog was thin enough at the edge of the hall that its vapors could be seen sliding up the unfortunate man’s nostrils even as he cursed his dying attacker. Dark eyes wild with panic, he looked upward and saw with absolute horror his master’s eye upon him.

      “Oh, my dear Ilyah.” The tattooed chieftain sighed with heavy resignation, then gave a slow nod.

      A desperate gibbering moan escaped Ilyah’s lips as he dropped his club and tried to force the mask back into place, but the others closed in around him. He screamed and tried to find a face to plead with, but behind the flat, reflective eyes and rasping respirators were monsters beyond reason or pity. With single-minded implacability, they drove him deeper into the fog as he wailed and begged. When he tried to push past them, one of them kicked him hard between the legs so his body came off the ground. Gasping and mewling, he reached out, but a cudgel swept down and broke his arm at the wrist. Then his comrades retreated to the rear of the hall, boots crunching on the bodies of dead rats, and resumed their vigil.

      Ilyah’s screams were swallowed by the choking fumes within a few moments.

      Soon there was only the grating breath of the masked guards and the vapors congealing into small clouds that settled across the hall floor. Jutting from the saffron murk were the tortured forms of the dead warlords and their attendants, strewn across and between the upturned seats. Behind them was a jagged hole in the floor near the orchestra pit where one of the wretches had crashed through the rat-gnawed floor and now lay broken in the darkness beneath the Bolshoi’s hall.

      The man in the royal box, his mouth bowed into a frown and shoulders hunched, looked at the scene and shook his head.

      “Does it have to be such a gruesome process?” he demanded with a tremor in his voice that he couldn’t quite hide.

      From the dark recesses of the box came a whistling, grinding chuckle.

      “Roland, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you felt bad for them,” commented a voice as agonizing as the laugh. “I thought you hated these men, boy. Instead of complaining, shouldn’t you be thanking me for the gift?”

      Roland kept sweeping his eyes from one side of the hall to the next, desperate to avoid the bulging, ruptured eyes that all seemed to stare up at him. How could their blind looks seem so accusing?

      “I wanted them dead, Zlydzen; that’s simple enough,” he said with a shrug, then flapped his hand. “But no man deserves this, much less what you are going to do next.”

      The chuckle returned like a teapot singing with its belly full of boiling gravel.

      “Oh, humans, so sentimental,” Zlydzen burbled as he ambled out of the box’s shadow. “I’m making use of what would have been wasted otherwise.”

      Roland snorted and spat but didn’t say anything.

      In one swollen hand, the dwarrow held an arcane device like a bronze tuning fork that had sprouted branches and leaves of metal. Upon the leaves were inscribed odd, spiraling symbols which made the eyes ache and the stomach knot if they were stared at for more than a second. Shuffling to the rail, which he could peek over, he held out the device and began to rotate it in a tight little circle.

      The engraved leaves began to flutter and sent up a whistling chorus, then the branches started to turn with a dull thrum. The whistle and thrum sharpened and deepened respectively, and the air thickened with a pressure that had nothing to do with the toxic gas

      The first of the rat corpses swelled and popped. Quick spasms wracked the little bodies as odd engorgements strained and burst. One or two managed to lurch upward in ungainly hops, but they all became gory blooms on the floor within moments.

      Beyond the dead rodents, the clouds of poison began to recede, drawn inward by those who were better able to absorb the noxious burden. The men, their bodies deformed by toxic swellings, squirmed, shuddered, and as the noisome device reached its crescendo, rose unsteadily to their feet.
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      Milo felt a bead of sweat travel down the side of his scarred cheek to race along his jaw before it broke free of his chin. The dot of perspiration fell on the photograph in his hands.

      He idly swept away the offending moisture with his thumb, but he supposed it didn’t matter. There were plenty of other photographs, and they all told the same damning story.

      “We would appreciate an explanation,” stated the man sitting across the table from Milo. From its liver-spotted dome to its collar-pinched throat, General Erich Ludendorff’s face looked to be carved from a single tube of flesh, with the barest attention given to his wrinkled features. The wizard thought they could barely be called features, more like sags and ripples around peculiar little orifices.

      Yet this simulacrum of a human form slumped in front of him had been the most powerful man in the German Empire since the death of Field Marshal von Hindenburg a few years ago, and he wanted Milo to explain something he hadn’t known about until the moment they’d shoved a folder full of photographs into his hand. Now he had dozens of grainy photographs from the valley surrounding Shatili, all of which depicted a large number of corpses displaying gruesome yet imaginative methods of elimination.

      One of them showed two men who’d simultaneously rammed pistols into each other’s mouths and pulled the trigger. These unfortunate gunmen lay under a trio of corpses, one of which was a burly man who’d spitted a smaller man on each knife-equipped fist before every bit of his skull above the lower jaw had been blown off.

      If Milo hadn’t been where he was, he might have believed that this was some kind of macabre farce of battlefield photography, a set of staged photos that went too far in their quest to artistically portray the horrors of war. All the men were wearing the same uniform.

      “This looks to be a goodly number of Soviet soldiers all dead near Shatili, sir,” Milo said cautiously, feeling another drop of sweat slalom down his face. “As to how they all got into this state, I’m not sure I can answer.”

      General Ludendorff’s frown deepened within his slab-like face, and from beneath a mass of sagging wrinkles, two eyes burrowed into Milo relentlessly. One speckled hand, claw-like despite the general’s flabby features, tapped a hooked nail upon a piece of paper in front of him. Ludendorff’s eyes never left him as he spoke, punctuating each word with a tap.

      “It states here in your debrief that you placed countermeasures at Shatili to thwart the Reds,” he growled thickly, his voice all the more ferocious given his frailty. “Your report states the countermeasures were non-conventional misdirection.”

      Milo nodded mutely, though there was no question in Ludendorff’s voice. For his part, he wasn’t sure how much he was supposed to say. Colonel Jorge had made it clear early on that the general staff was finicky about openly calling things magic or blatantly confessing to working with and against monsters. The one thing Milo did not want to do right now was to offend their touchy sensibilities, but he had a growing premonition that it would become unavoidable.

      He couldn’t know for certain, but he was a wizard, after all.

      “After you left these countermeasures in place in the pursuit of your renegade plot to capture Stalin,” the general continued, his finger still tapping, “the Soviet forces moved into the area. When they investigated the fortress complex, something occurred that caused an army of several thousand men to begin fighting among themselves.”

      Milo dared a look down at the photograph. That did seem to be the case, but he imagined stating that would not do him any favors with the general. He’d ceased to tap as he leaned forward to let his rheumy eyes burrow deeper into the wizard.

      “This infighting also left us with no witnesses since every single one of the soldiers was dead or fled. Even their vehicles and materiel were subjected to this violence,  destroyed by their owners. In effect, what we have here is the utter destruction of an enemy force on a scale never before seen.”

      Milo stared back as his chin rose and fell. He managed to keep his mouth from hanging open, but that was about all his dignity could afford at this point.

      “The question then seems clear,” Ludendorff said, still frowning and boring his eyes into Milo’s soul. “Did your non-conventional countermeasures do this? Are those photographs evidence of the magical boobytrap you set?”

      Milo stifled a wince as some along the sides of the long table muttered and hissed. He had nearly forgotten about them under Ludendorff’s scrutiny, but at the blatant mention of the supernatural, they intruded on the wizard’s attention as they officiously preened ruffled feathers. To his credit, the general didn’t pay them any heed.

      Milo tried to weigh his words carefully, but every one felt jagged and top-heavy on his tongue.

      “I would be lying if I didn’t acknowledge the part my, er, non-conventional means played, sir,” Milo said, wondering why he suddenly found it so hard to say the word “magic.” “But I would also be lying if I didn’t say that I have no idea how they achieved that result.”

      Ursine grumbles and less subtle noises of indignation came from thick, bewhiskered mouths around the room. Milo had thought the ghulish court in Ifreedahm over a year ago sounded dangerous with all their viperish whispers, but he would take a snakebite over a bear mauling most days.

      “So, these were not the countermeasures you planned?” Ludendorff probed, inclining his head ever so slightly to the pictures in Milo’s hands.

      “No, sir,” Milo said with a shake of his head he hoped would seem earnest rather than frantic. “The, um, countermeasures were supposed to misdirect and disable communications to confuse Stalin’s forces and buy us more time to escape with him.”

      The magus held the photographs in front of him as though touching them made him queasy, which wasn’t far from the truth.

      “This was never my intention,” he said, honestly, bearing up under the general’s gaze.

      Milo recognized that there were nuances to the statement he’d made, but the complexity of it didn’t bother him. He knew at the bottom of his heart that he didn’t have a problem with those men dying on principle. If it had been a case of him versus one of them, he’d have ended this or that soldier with a bullet or magical fire or a handy rock and not given it a second thought. He expected that any of them would have done the same, perhaps doubly so because most of them were under the influence of a dwarrow’s magic.

      His disgust was for the scale and the necessity. First, scale because though he was no great philosopher or statistician, he imagined death on the scale of thousands having farther-reaching consequences than he was comfortable with. He supposed generals and statesmen could send men to die in droves at a word, but the wizard wasn’t one of those. Second, necessity because while war was a bloody business, such utter destruction of life was gratuitous. Enemies surrendered and materiel was captured; the bloody business wasn’t reduced to complete extermination.

      At least, that was how it should have been to Milo’s reckoning.

      “So, you are suggesting that this outcome,” Ludendorff asked as he sank back with a wheeze, “was an accident? A magical mishap?”

      The grousing about the mention of magic nearly drowned out Milo’s answer of “yes,” but when it registered, the room subsequently filled with throaty snarls and wet growls. He wondered if Goldilocks had heard similar sounds when she woke up from her pilfered nap.

      Ludendorff sat quietly for a moment, shriveled talons resting on the table, eyes sunk into the folds of his face. Had the lights in the room been dimmer, he might have looked like a wizened idol carved from stone. The expression on his sagging face didn’t change as he began to speak, but despite that, every voice in the room quieted when the calm, phlegmy voice emerged.

      “I would like you to think very hard before you answer this next question,” the general warned, still holding his pose. “Speaking as the only expert we possess on such things, could there be any possible explanation for why these countermeasures malfunctioned so grotesquely?”

      Lie, Milo thought instantly, and unbidden, a very convincing, very intricate collection of rubbish sprang to mind. It would be easy because as Ludendorff had already noted, Milo knew more about magic, or its practical applications at least, than any other person in the Empire or the world for that matter. He could mention anything he’d learned in Ifreedahm or the Marquis’s court and fabricate a befuddling and engaging lie right there on the spot. After all, not that long ago, lying had been second nature to him in his ill-fated attempt to be a professional criminal.

      But damn it all, he wasn’t that person anymore, at least not entirely, and he wasn’t about to sit there with a folder full of death in his hands and twist things to try to save his skin. He wanted to—oh dear God, he desperately wanted to—but some swelling, festering sense of decency wouldn’t let him.

      So instead of lying, he opened the folder full of carnage again and perused the horrors as his mouth gave voice to his mind’s musings.

      “I’d rigged a series of unstable soul wells to collapse when disrupted,” he explained as he flipped between the photographs, searching for inspiration among the black and white splashes of blood and entrails. “The shades inside the soul wells were old spiteful things from around the fortress, the sort of resonances folklore might call poltergeists or other disrupting spirits. Once set loose, I expected they’d frighten some of the soldiers and wreak havoc with their wireless communications, and maybe cause engines to stall and machines to misbehave.”

      There were more mutters and rumbles, but Milo snuck a peek in time to see Ludendorff quiet them with a wave of one vulture-like hand. He felt the gaze settling on him, but it seemed more intrigued than hostile, and that steadied Milo. He looked at the photos again, and something caught the corner of his eye and dragged his attention back to one photograph.

      A smile, wide to the point of splitting, stretched across the face of a corpse. The dead man had spitted two men who had gutted him as they died. Something about the scene seemed familiar, and not just the two impaled men.

      It was the smile, he decided as he stared.

      “The shades were powerful but unfocused,” he continued as he flicked through the other photographs, unsure of what he was looking for. “Without magical will to channel them, they would have exhausted themselves quickly since unfocused actions waste huge amounts of their essence. They needed a receptacle.”

      There!

      He found the same smile on another face, just as wide and somehow disturbingly similar even though it was clear this was another body with another cause of death. Scanning the body, he saw that its hands were drenched in gore so that it was hard to see them clearly in the black and white photograph, while it was easy to see that the legs were gone below the knee. As he studied the maniacal grin straining the features, he thought it was almost like the man’s face had been forced to adopt features that were not his own.

      Something twisted in his stomach, and he wondered at his choice to leave his cane outside with Ambrose. He could have mentally conferenced what was becoming a theory with Imrah, though right now, he feared she would confirm his growing dread.

      “The shades would have been looking for a receptacle for their essence, something they could latch on to,” he carried on, then words failed him and his mouth went dry as he flipped through more photographs. “But without a magical focus or will to anchor them, they would have been butting up against the natural barrier that all living souls create.”

      Milo stared at another photo.

      In this one, a dead soldier lay flat on the ground, his head turned to the left. His arms were extended out to either side, and his fingers were buried in the backs of the men on either side of him. Dark splashes of blood ran up to the shoulder of his uniform. Half of his face was pressed into the dirt and there was a fist-sized hole through his back, but Milo could still see the gaping grin.

      Again the features seemed pressed out of their natural shape to create a maniacal mask.

      “Shades are echoes,” Milo said, his voice and thoughts in danger of being lost amongst the growing clamor of German oaths and denouncements. “They might act like thinking spirits, but they are pieces of what they once were. They have a set of patterns, and they can’t do anything except repeat them.”

      Milo remembered what Rihyani had told him about the kind of mental degradation those manipulated by Zlydzen would undergo over time. Could that damage have been spiritual as well? She had talked about them being hollowed-out shells, but what if it was more than their thoughts that had been scraped clean?

      “Damn it all!” Ludendorff barked, then gave several rattling coughs. The room quieted as all eyes, even Milo’s, turned to watch the crumbling titan struggle to regain his breath.

      “I’ll have the room cleared if that happens again,” the general said in a wheezing growl as his watery, red-rimmed eyes swept the chamber. Several of the faces staring back at him raised chins and puffed out chests defiantly, but none was so bold as to say anything.

      “You seemed to be reaching for some discovery,” Ludendorff said as he turned his gaze back to Milo. “I suggest you come to it quickly.”

      Milo nodded, but he felt like there was a boulder in his stomach and that burdensome lump was also chained to his tongue, which didn’t want to verbalize what he now realized must be the truth.

      He started to speak, but his voice failed him. He told himself that not saying it didn’t make it not true, but somehow in his very foundations, he knew it did make it more true.

      Especially for him.

      “I think the shades possessed the soldiers,” Milo said, the words coming out in a bitter and caustic rush. “The long-term magic the Soviets were under left them vulnerable. Left them open somehow, and the malicious shades leaped at the chance.”

      How many of the wicked things had he bound up in those soul wells? Hundreds, at least.

      “The shades became violent upon possessing the soldiers,” Milo continued, tasting bile and iron at the back of his throat. “Hundreds of men turned on their comrades, and after they were put down, the shades sprang out of the corpses to possess new men. Those shades that ran out of living targets would have destroyed anything within reach. Nothing was left because the shades wouldn’t have left anything alive or in one piece.”

      The silence in the room was so complete that Milo might have thought he’d gone deaf if not for the hammer of his heart in his chest and the rasp of his breath.

      Ludendorff’s face was a pensive facade again, and none dared to disturb his considerations.

      “I confess that I am not well versed in all of Jorge’s reports on such matters,” the general said at last, his words slow and measured, “but I think I have the rudiments of what you have explained. You unwittingly exterminated a host of magically vulnerable soldiers using a conjured army of ghosts.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Milo nodded anyway, the movement weighed down by his powerful guilt.

      “Yes, General.” Milo sighed, then found he couldn’t manage to keep his head up. “Yes, sir.”

      Ludendorff raised one claw to scratch his chin.

      “This will take some time to discuss,” he said, his voice flat, betraying nothing. “I think it would be best if you allowed the general staff to consider the gravity of all of this. Unprecedented times, but we need to carefully consider the possible responses to this situation.”

      The way the general said the last word made the wizard raise his head from where it hung miserably between his bowed shoulders. The black coat across them seemed heavier than ever.

      Milo could read nothing in the dying warhorse’s expression. As he looked around the room, he wished he could say the same of the faces staring at him. Many of them were fighting to hide it, though some doing better than others, but he could smell the truth despite their posturing. They were scared.

      A few years ago, that might have made him proud—cocky, even—but now Milo was wise enough to know the truth.

      What men like these were afraid of, they destroyed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            These Stains

          

        

      

    

    
      Ambrose was waiting for him in the entryway of the general staff offices. The big man had been forbidden to enter, though the instruction wouldn't have stopped him except for Milo’s nodded acquiescence.

      The bodyguard studied Milo’s expression but didn’t bother to ask how it had gone. Without a word, they left the general staff building and stepped into the late afternoon sunshine of Berlin. The chill of fall was in the air despite the sun, and Milo told himself that was why he shivered and drew his surcoat tighter.

      “We free for the rest of the day, or do they want you back later?” Ambrose asked from his position at Milo’s shoulder.

      The magus shrugged as he looked up and down the street, marveling at the economic bustle of the city. As long as one didn’t look too closely at the posters on the walls, one could forget there was a war going on as one walked the streets. People went about their business and seemed untroubled by the incredible violence being done in their name and on their behalf.

      The violence that Milo had accidentally become a master of.

      “I need a smoke,” he grumbled, ineffectually patting the extra-dimensional pockets worked into his ensorcelled coat. He knew there was no tobacco, but he was unable to think of anything else to do.

      He patted around, staring blindly at the street until Ambrose produced the precious carcinogen and some rolling papers.

      “Thanks,” Milo muttered as his fingers began the automatic process of feeding his addiction.

      Ambrose eyed him with obvious concern but didn’t comment until Milo had returned the cigarette materials.

      “So, that bad then?”

      Milo nicked his thumb and snapped a flame into reality with a miniscule necromantic ritual. He lit the cigarette and then snapped again to dismiss the flame. He took a long toke and then pinched the paper-rolled tobacco between his forefinger and scarred thumb.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” the wizard announced, with a sour look over his shoulder at the general staff offices looming behind them. Without further preamble, Milo hung the cigarette from his lip and took off down the street, head down and hands shoved into his pockets.

      “We headed anywhere in particular?” the big man asked as he stutter-stepped to catch up with Milo’s long strides.

      “No,” the magus muttered flatly around the cigarette between his teeth.

      “Then can you take this thing?” Ambrose grumbled, holding out the eagle-skull cane he’d kept tucked under his arm. “I think the witch is trying to whine at me, but it keeps coming across as whispers that make my ears twitch.”

      Milo snatched the cane without slowing his pace. A second later, his steps were being announced by the rap of the metal-capped tip on the pavement. A second after that, a cold, jagged voice raked through the avenues of his thoughts like a biting north wind.

      This fetish is a work of necromist mastery and supreme masonic artisanry and is powered by one of the most necromantically talented ghuls in the history of that storied people. It is not a walking stick!

      Despite himself, Milo smiled as the cane connected again with a sharp tap.

      We can’t have the silly humans knowing that, Milo thought back. Now shush before you blow your cover.

      “Giving you what-for, is she?” Ambrose asked as he moved to stay shoulder to shoulder with Milo, who nodded through a rush of blue-gray smoke.

      “She doesn’t appreciate her disguise,” Milo murmured as they crossed a street and merged into the broader flow of foot traffic.

      For some time, there was no conversation. Milo was unable to say anything, and Ambrose seemed determined to give him as much space as he desired on the matter. They moved through the commercialized city center past the post office buildings, trolley stations, and shops. Some people gave them an uncomfortably wide berth, while others nodded respectfully or smiled at their uniforms as they passed. A trio of young men in business suits threw them jaunty salutes as they passed, but it all slid off of Milo’s mind as he valiantly fought a futile battle to shake off the memories of the photographs in the file.

      You are troubled, Imrah noted. What has happened?

      A bitter, snarling smile curled one side of Milo’s mouth at the question.

      My booby trap for the Soviets worked too well, he thought, then very carefully allowed the cane-bound spirit to peer into his memories of the general staff meeting.

      Imrah’s failure to make an icy retort at what she saw made his heart drop inside him. He expected her to ridicule him for being a sentimental human and act as though this kind of carnage was typical. After all, hadn’t she been the one to set loose a demonic tide of all-consuming slime? Surely, she would brush this off callously, and he could push back in a ferocious bid to save his humanity.

      But no flippant dismissal came, and for some time, he thought she wouldn’t say anything. As they rounded a street corner and he stood pretending to decide where to go next, he felt the cold thoughts, but they were gentler than ever before, accompanied by a wintry sigh.

      You couldn’t have known, she said softly. This wasn’t your fault.

      Milo laughed out loud at that.

      Tell that to thousands of dead soldiers, he retorted.

      If they were so worn down by Zlydzen's magical propaganda, they were beyond any hope of saving.

      The words sounded definitive in his mind, but perversely, that only convinced him of their falseness. Imrah was lying to spare his feelings. Maybe her discorporation had left her soft.

      I guess we’ll never know, Milo replied, then clamped down on his thoughts and cut himself off from her voice. He felt a frosty whisper at the back of his mind, but he shrugged it aside like a windborne shiver.

      “Think we can go in there?” Ambrose asked, reminding Milo that he couldn’t shut himself off from contact with everything else. He wasn’t that powerful—not yet, at least.

      Milo blinked and followed the big man’s pointing finger. Two streets down from where they stood, twin steeples thrust into the blue belly of the clear autumn sky.

      “A church?” Milo asked with a raised eyebrow as he flicked the stubby cigarette into the gutter.

      Ambrose looked taken aback at the question and an unfamiliar nervous look came into his eyes, but his head seemed to bob up and down of its own volition.

      “I’d like to light a candle or two and…” The big man swallowed roughly and looked at the steeples.

      “And what?” Milo asked, coolly ignoring the obvious discomfort his friend was experiencing. He wasn’t being gentle or kind; at the moment, human decency hardly seemed worth the effort.

      “And, er, pray for you,” Ambrose said, refusing to pull his gaze away from the steeples. “You and me both, for the days ahead. I’ve got a feeling we’re going to need it.”

      The wizard stared at his bodyguard, a vast heap of scarred muscle complete with twinkling green eyes and an impressive mustache, and snorted as if he’d heard a child tell a rather feeble joke.

      “Need it, huh?” Milo said, but Ambrose remained on point like a bird dog, still staring at the church.

      Milo looked at the steeples and felt pugnacious energy flowing through him. It was the same spirit that surged through him when pressures mounted at the orphanage and he’d taken to the streets with Roland and the crew. He’d look down the dark, dirty streets of Dresden the same way he was looking at the steeples as the first tinge of dusk slid into the heavens.

      He was looking for a fight.

      “Sure,” he said, a razor-edged smile creeping across his face. “Why not pay our respects to the second estate?”

      Ambrose sensed the sharpness in Milo’s words and turned to him with a quizzical frown, but the magus was already springing across the street, heedless of traffic.
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      On a weekday afternoon, the Church of Saint Nicholas, De Nikolaikirche, proved to be singularly unfulfilling for Milo’s combative intentions. For one, there was hardly anyone in the building, and secondly, those who were present seemed hardly worth the time.

      Apart from some vague notions about vandalizing the austere building, there seemed little to engage even his most juvenile aspirations.

      Milo wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting when he’d swept through the double doors, but a quiet gothic hall full of empty chairs with a few aged parishioners shuffling around votive candles was not it. The doddering ancients didn’t even look up from their observances at his entry, though whether because of failed hearing or religious rapture, he didn’t know.

      As he stood flummoxed and fuming at his thwarted aims of transgressive catharsis, Ambrose shuffled past him to deposit a few coins in a box. Milo tried to recover with a snide remark about throwing good money after bad idolaters, but Ambrose had taken a votive candle off a waiting tray and was headed away. The wizard was left at the head of the sanctuary with nothing but his thoughts and Imrah’s sullen silence.

      In an act even pettier than the impetus which had driven him into the church, he rapped the cane tip sharply on the floor with his first step. No one, not even the fetish-bound ghul, rose to the bait.

      Muttering curses and blasphemies he barely understood, Milo walked a few steps down the aisle between the empty chairs, deflated and defeated. He’d hoped for a chance to sneer at a priest’s unctuous manner or disrupt the preening of churchgoers, but the scenes and figures he’d concocted on his way over were absent. No, oily, fork-tongued ministers, no fat, blustery men in nice suits, no puckered, frowning women in over-elaborate frocks were present, just a few old men in workmen’s dusty coveralls and one old woman, her bowed head covered by a scarf that couldn’t quite contain a copious mass of brittle gray locks.

      Milo supposed he could saunter over to where one of the workmen knelt with hands clasped and start pulling faces or whispering obscenities, but he wanted to struggle, not abuse.

      He wanted to shake off the gory chains that had bound and burdened him in the general staff meeting, but he couldn’t do that by teasing and taunting a bent old man with gnarled hands clasped in prayer. He wanted to purge himself through struggle, to rage against an enemy, to remind himself he was bloodied and unbowed, even if it was in the theoretical realm.

      But to blast some wiry-haired old woman made him the abuser, the monster, and he had enough of that burden sitting between his shoulders already.

      The urge to kick one of the small wooden chairs down the aisle was suddenly so strong he sat down crookedly before his legs betrayed him. The chair creaked loud enough that Milo couldn’t help wincing and looking around, but no one seemed to notice. This inattention of the patrons combined with his anger at his childishness gnawed at him with long, sharp teeth. The magus hung his head, anger, guilt, and fear writhing inside him like wrestling serpents.

      With burning eyes, he swung a sidelong look at the crucified Christ.

      “I hate you,” Milo spat under his breath, feeling the venom slide freely back into himself even as the words slid between his lips. “I hate you so much.”

      “What was that, young man?” asked a soft, cracked voice behind him.

      Milo jumped and nearly toppled out of his chair as he twisted around to see that the old woman had somehow crept up on him. Despite her shuffling gait, every step was silent. The magus in Milo instantly suspected magic, yet as she came closer, he saw that it was consummate skill and no doubt a lifetime of practice that enchanted the worn creature who stared at him with expectant, watery eyes.

      “Uh,” Milo began pathetically as he realized he hadn’t answered her, “I’m sorry. I was just…”

      Staring at the frail being in front of him robbed Milo of the last vestiges of his self-indulgent rage. He was hollow and black inside, but he couldn’t bring himself to fight with such a vulnerable creature.

      “Just praying,” he lied, smiling weakly up at her as he folded his hands over the eagle-topped cane, which now felt paganly garish as he sat there.

      “Hmmm,” the old woman said, clearly unconvinced. Milo held her gaze like all good liars, daring her to challenge him with the sincerity of his expression. The elder did not; to his horror, she did something much worse. With joints so stiff he could almost hear them give creaks of protest, the old woman settled into a seat near him.

      Milo balked, suddenly experiencing social anxiety unlike anything he’d known since childhood.  The woman seemed to sense it and took pity on him. She sat there in silence, letting the shock of her proximity settle and still, while the light of the setting sun shifted across the sanctuary. A shaft of dusk’s ruby light fell across her, and for a moment, Milo felt as though he saw her not as an age-bent creature but as a woman in her winter years but still very much alive. The scarlet light played across her features, and whether from a trick of illumination or imagination, he thought he could see more of her than the patina of age.

      There were stripes of darker hair amidst her dry locks, iron and silver, and in her wrinkled face, her eyes, while dimmed with years, were sharp chips of emerald. He saw a strong Roman nose, a clean jawline, shoulders accustomed to heavy burdens, a wide, nurturing bosom, and hands hard with work but still femininely tapered. Age and all its cruel cares and infirmities couldn’t hide these things, not fully. Milo saw a fierce but faithful woman looking at him with knowing eyes.

      For a moment they considered each other, disciple and blasphemer, the magus Milo felt a mad thought caper through his mind:

      Perhaps I’d have been safer with her if I’d stayed angry.

      Almost as though she could hear his thoughts, a slow smile broke across the old woman’s face. Green eyes flashing with hidden humor, she shifted stiffly to look at the crucifix over the altar.

      “Sometimes I am angry at him too,” she said quietly, one arthritic, ravaged hand rising shakily to a simple locket hanging from her throat.

      Milo narrowed his eyes at that, a hard, shadowy place within calling for him to spring up and wait for Ambrose outside. Tension rippled through his legs as almost without thought, his body began to obey. He looked around for his bodyguard and spied a broad uniformed back standing in front of a wax-dribbled stand, a single lit candle shining.

      He thought about willing Ambrose to look up so he could gesture that he was going outside, but the big man’s head was bowed, and he felt the intrusion would have been sacrilege. Milo realized he’d have to get up and walk over there, but that would mean blatantly walking past the old woman, and somehow that would be even more awful than the conversation she seemed determined to have with him.

      Milo sank back into his chair, running his fingers over the contours of the eagle skull as the devout elder waited patiently.

      “You ever get him to answer?” Milo finally asked, not caring how sharply the question came out. “To answer for the ways he’s wronged you?”

      She nodded, another knowing smile, reflective, not mocking, danced across her face.

      “Sometimes, but not always.” She sighed, the breath carrying ages with it. “Sometimes I learn about hidden gifts, sometimes I see the bigger picture, and sometimes I know him better for it.”

      Her fingers toyed clumsily with the locket as she turned to look at the crucifix again.

      “Sometimes I have my Gethsemanes and my wildernesses.”

      A tremor began in her shoulders. She stilled it with obvious effort and gestured with her free hand.

      “But then, so did he.”

      Milo blinked, his mind struggling to recall what she referenced. He remembered there was something about a garden, not that first one with snakes and nudity, but one about sweating blood and unwanted cups before an arrest. In the wilds, hadn’t there been a devil?

      They were the pieces picked up from the times he was forced to attend services by the orphanage and the prattling of some self-important priest who harried the unwary in the streets of Dresden.

      The fullness of the reference was lost on him, but he felt he understood enough, and it galled him.

      “That’s not answering, that’s rationalizing.” Milo snorted. “He leaves us to suffer and squirm in the mud and then expects us to find excuses for him amidst the torments. That’s why I am not just angry at him. That’s why I hate him.”

      He expected righteous indignation at his proclamation, flared nostrils and curled lips. Instead, her hand let go of the locket, and she turned back to look at him, her wrinkles deepening with concern.

      “How has His creation tormented you?” she asked, her tone curious and without accusation. “What has hurt you?”

      Milo’s awakening antagonism once again found itself thwarted. He wanted to lash the woman with the accumulated horrors and tragedies of his life, but he could already tell she would bear it all with sorrowful nods and caring gazes. She would not refute his accusing proclamations or battle with him. He could try to craft a barb to scourge her faith, but the thought of it sickened him with its hateful pettiness.

      “Many have hurt me, so many,” the magus said, his voice flat. “But those people are not why I hate him, not now, at least.”

      She frowned curiously.

      “If it isn’t the suffering, it is the squirming?”

      A loud, long snarl of laughter tore from Milo’s throat.

      “Fair enough,” he said and gave an approving nod before leaning forward. “It is the squirming. Bad enough He put us here, but then He puts us in a world where even our best intentions, our best efforts even, can make nothing but death and filth and suffering and failure. How dare He put us in such a world?”

      The old woman’s gaze lowered in thought, and she seemed to notice Milo’s uniform for the first time.

      “Did you ever think there might be something to learn from that?” she asked, somehow managing to keep the question from seeming coy or condescending. Perhaps it was how earnest her expression was.

      “If He wanted to teach us something, He could have told us.” Milo shrugged. “This shadow play disguised as life seems a rather poor form of pedagogy.”

      “Oh, I think He did tell us,” she said. “But if you are like me, and I find most people are in this respect, there is a lifetime's distance between my ears and my heart.

      “I can hear something and know it up here,” she continued, tapping her temple with one yellowed fingernail before tapping her chest. “But it takes a long time to get it here.”

      Milo shook his head as the light coming through the windows purpled and the light from the votive candles seemed to swell.

      “So, what’s the lesson then?” He sneered. “I hope you know because if it hasn’t reached your heart, what hope is there for us non-fossils?”

      The toxic barb flew off his tongue before he could snap it back down his throat, but once again, his words found no purchase. This fragile creature was proving to be harder to pierce than anyone he’d ever met. That only made his faltering attempts all the more pathetic and reproachable, but his guilt was pebbles compared to the Sisyphean stone resting between his shoulders.

      “The lesson may be that we never can, never will succeed,” she said, her voice tender. “We weren’t meant to.”

      Milo sniffed, his face curdling as though he smelled something rancid.

      “Don’t you call him Father?” Milo asked. “What sort of man would you call a father who intentionally makes his children cripples? Who keeps them dependent?”

      To his utter frustration, she again paused to consider the question. With flawless, despicable humility, she’d thwarted him from considering her response as some trite quip she’d memorized.

      “We’d call such a man a monster because we’d say he was keeping so many good things from his children,” she acknowledged, but he saw her green eyes flash in the deepening shadows of her face. “But now imagine that all those good things, the best things, can only be had by being with the Father. Then we would call it compassion, not cruelty, wouldn’t we?”

      Milo’s lips curled back from his teeth, and he twisted his head to the side to hide his snarl. A deep well of resentment threatened to gush forth, and in the wake of that torrent, he wasn’t certain what he might say or do.

      “If He is so good, then why all this suffering?” he hissed between gritted teeth. “If He is such a good father, why put his children through so much?”

      The old woman’s eyes narrowed, and she spent some time searching Milo’s face before answering.

      “I suppose I could give you answers to that old question,” she said slowly, her gaze seeming to explore every contour of his face. “But I think the real question is why you have been allowed to suffer, and given what you said earlier, I imagine it has to do with something you did. Something that did not end as you’d hoped.”

      She nodded meaningfully at his black coat.

      “I…” Milo began hotly, but what almost came out would have been a confession, not a rebuttal. He forced back the outburst with a hard swallow and stared at the old woman. How had she managed to bring him here? Why was he now almost pouring his sorrow out rather than destroying her infantile beliefs?

      He tried to speak, but again the words caught in his throat with a click. His mouth, his lips, and his tongue all seemed determined to betray him.

      “War can be a heavy burden,” she said, her hand straying to her locket once more. “Intentions are cold comfort when lives are lost and the dead are counted.”

      Milo felt the tightness in his throat harden into a lump. In his mind, he wanted to resume the fight, to find his rhetorical footing and engage her arguments, but something deeper refused. Batting aside his counter-arguments and protests, the thing he feared was his soul forced his body to nod slowly as something wet prickled in the corner of his eyes.

      Thankful for the shadows of the twilit hall, Milo hung his head and fought to keep his breathing even. So intent was he on not sobbing that he didn’t hear the creak of venerable wood and older bones.

      For the second time that day, he nearly fell out of his chair at the nearness of the old woman when one knotted hand rested lightly on his shoulder. He looked up and saw the elder standing over him, her eyes deep and glimmering wells of green.

      “He knows our hearts,” she whispered. “And in His frightening mercy, He judges those before our actions or their consequences.”

      Something hard and clotted in Milo’s heart cried for him to lash out and cast off the old woman, but a far stronger part of him savored the gentle touch. He bowed his head lest she see his tears, but he didn’t pull away.

      The other hand rested softly upon his head, and he heard the woman’s voice as she bowed her head over him.

      “Heavenly Father, show mercy to this young man,” she prayed, the words agony and light in the wizard’s mind. “In seeking healing for his pain, let him find you. In Christ Jesus, may he find that peace that passes all understanding.”

      Milo’s soul was torn between wanting to curse her for a fool and collapse before her. As a compromise, he stayed where he was, his head still hanging.

      “May he find that peace in You, for he has so much more to do.”

      The fingers, twisted and stiff with age, squeezed with surprising yet sure strength.

      “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Amen.”

      Her hands rose from him, but he still felt her presence. Tears rolled freely down his cheeks, landing upon the stone floor with the faintest patter. He still kept from sobbing, forcing his breath in and out in measured intervals, but by then, it was to anchor his reeling mind rather than any attempt at dignity.

      Breathe in, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out...

      Slowly, but growing with each inhalation and exhalation, Milo came back together. There was still a wound in his soul, and he would most certainly lose sleep over it in the days to come, but the overwhelming, crippling horror was gone. The trauma joined a host of others scarring his psyche, though it cut a bit deeper than most.

      Your momma was a witch, Volkohne.

      Your momma danced naked with the Devil, and out you came.

      As his mind and body steadied, his tear-blurred eyes opened to a world lit by scarlet light.

      Milo blinked and dragged a hand across his eyes as he looked around in utter confusion. Hadn’t the sun gone down already?

      As he cast his gaze to the windows, he found Ambrose ambling toward him, a sheepish look stamped on his features.

      “Sorry about that,” he mumbled softly, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “Took a bit longer than I expected. A lot to pray for with the world we live in, eh?”

      Milo lowered his gaze from the befuddling windows and suddenly realized the old woman was gone. He swept the sanctuary and even squinted into the foyer they had first entered through, but there was no sign of her.

      “Everything all right, Magus?” Ambrose asked, his muscles rippling with tension as he began to probe the area with his peripheral vision.

      “I…” Milo began as he continued to stare around him, but he stopped suddenly. He’d seen how the old woman had moved when she sat next to him and knew she didn’t possess the nimbleness to vanish as suddenly as she seemed to have.

      He swung his gaze back to his bodyguard, still frowning.

      “Did you see me talk to anyone?” Milo asked and instantly regretted it as he saw the concern sharpen on Ambrose’s face.

      “What happened?”

      Milo ran a hand over his mouth, unsure of what to say. He’d been so sure he hadn’t felt magic, but how could all this have happened without it?

      “I’m not sure?” he confessed, staring up at Ambrose.

      The bodyguard’s gaze swept the church, then he cocked his head to one side. A few heartbeats later, he shrugged his massive shoulders and cracked a smile beneath his auburn mustache.

      “Entertaining angels without me, eh?”
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      “It was a joke,” Ambrose grumbled as they made their way back to the general staff office under a bruise-colored sky.

      The sense of déjà vu Milo felt at walking under his second dusk of the day was disorienting, to say the least. Despite this, though, he hadn’t let up on interrogating and theorizing at Ambrose since they’d left the church.

      “I’m asking you to consider if maybe it was,” Milo pressed, his gaze darting between watching where he was walking and staring intently at Ambrose. “I mean, it's not like we are uncertain angels exist.”

      Ambrose shook his head as his mustache twitched.

      “Fine,” he muttered as he bristled. “It is a possibility, I suppose, but I don’t think it was.”

      Milo was frowning so hard he nearly walked off a curb and into the path of a rumbling trolley. Ambrose’s meaty hand snatched him back from certain mangling, but the magus only managed a nod as his mind raced behind his squinting gaze.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “You almost died, Magus,” Ambrose snapped. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

      The wizard flapped his hand dismissively at the trolley as though shooing away a retreating insect.

      “Yes, yes, thank you,” Milo muttered before leaning toward Ambrose’s face. “Why don’t you think she was an angel? Really?”

      Ambrose frowned and gnawed his lip before heaving a sigh. His breath formed an anemic plume in the chill air.

      “Two words: ‘fear not.’”

      Milo scowled, sure he was supposed to make a connection, but if it was a matter of religious esoterica, he was lost. The silence stretched between them as the sounds of the city began their shuffle between the daytime bustle and the nightly susurration.

      “Whenever you’re ready, maestro,” Milo grumbled as he came to a dead stop at a street corner. The lamp overhead was broken, leaving the spot in deep gloom, which somehow seemed appropriate.

      Ambrose shrugged and looked around. Milo found the little display comical since, given the number of supernatural subjects they could have been discussing, the matter of the angelic was one of the few that wouldn’t raise eyebrows.

      Satisfied that no one was close enough to overhear them, Ambrose leaned forward and began in an almost conspiratorial whisper.

      “In almost every story about angels, they have to tell people not to be afraid,” Ambrose began. “Almost every time the angelic gets involved, people are scared, and I think we know why. Remember that moment I was unveiled in the tunnel?”

      Milo did.

      In the past year of violence, horror, and wonder, that moment in the tunnel still was one of the most terrifying. With a shiver, he remembered the words of living flame, the crimson light of alien stars, and a voice that shook his very soul with a few words. That moment, those few linear seconds of time, had nearly broken him when he saw Simon Ambrose the Nephilim, son of Oro’zion’Nrzim, He of the Flaming Sword.

      “I see your point,” Milo said, a little deflated and more than a little shaken by the recollection. “Yeah, there was nothing like that going on.”

      Ambrose nodded, shifting his weight as he noticed the pronounced effect of the memory on Milo. He was silent, allowing the moment to pass as pedestrians skirted around where they stood in the little patch of murk.

      “There are some bits in the Scriptures where they didn’t scare the pants off everyone,” Ambrose said slowly, choosing his words with obvious care. “But I think in each of those, they end up revealing themselves anyway at some point, and it is usually in the scary, smite-y sort of way.”

      Milo cocked an eyebrow, one side of his mouth hitching up in a grin.

      “Smite-y, eh?”

      Ambrose chuckled and shook his head.

      “Technical term for the biblically literate,” he announced archly before cutting a little bow. “We can start reading together if you’d like, and I can teach you all the necessary jargon.”

      Milo laughed, shaking his head with one hand raised in warning.

      “It took the threat of war crimes to get me into a church.” He snorted. “I don’t want to know what it would take to get me to pick up that book.”

      Ambrose’s smile vanished, and he took the wizard by the arm.

      “War crimes?” he growled, a primal noise of alarm. “What war crimes?”

      Milo opened his mouth to answer but paused, his tongue still as his throat threatened to betray him with a little quiver of tension. He swallowed and cleared his throat before trying again.

      “My little misdirection for Stalin’s army at Shatili sort of misfired,” Milo said, forcing a smile that was as false as it was uncomfortable. “I’m not absolutely sure, but I think I know what happened.”

      He hated the lie even as it passed his teeth. Though he couldn’t provide more evidence than what he’d said to the general staff, he knew what had happened without a single doubt. Magic, which inherently defied science and other such shackles, was based on intuition and instinct. Those were as solid and real in such matters as any smoking gun or spoken confession.

      The wizard knew what had happened in Shatili, and that was what made it so awful.

      Ambrose waited, concern and dreadful anticipation etched into the scarred seams of his face.

      “The Soviets were left psychically and spiritually vulnerable by Zlydzen’s magic,” Milo said, forcing his voice to remain level as his vision blurred at the edges. “The shades I’d prepared didn’t disrupt and frighten the soldiers, they possessed them and turned them against each other. It seems they killed each other to a man.”

      Ambrose’s eyes widened, his whole body straightening as he drew in a sharp breath.

      “How many?” he asked. His voice was gentle, but the look in his eyes burned into Milo like a condemning brand.

      “Not exactly sure,” Milo admitted, unable to bear the look. He turned away. “Thousands, though the precise number is hard to tell because of the state of the bodies. It would take time to sort out which pieces belonged to who.”

      “Mon Dieu,” Ambrose swore, then bowed his head.

      Neither could find the heart to say anything for some time. Young, raucous voices sounded down the street. Milo couldn’t make out what they were being so rambunctious about, but he envied the abandon they possessed. He should still have such freeness of spirit, being hardly out of his teens as he was, but life and its horrors, both mundane and eldritch, had ground it out of him.

      Instead, he stood in the dark with blood on his hands.

      His morose reflections were interrupted by a heavy hand on his shoulder. He turned at the familiar grip and stared into Ambrose’s face.

      “Listen to me,” the bodyguard said in a thick voice, his other hand clasping Milo’s other shoulder as they stood square with each other.

      Milo struggled to meet the big man’s gaze, but he nodded to acknowledge he was listening.

      “It isn’t your fault,” Ambrose said, the slightest tremor in his voice. “Do you hear me?”

      He did hear, but he shook his head angrily. He made a half-hearted attempt to pull away from the huge hands holding him, but Ambrose held him fast.

      “Milo, I mean it,” Ambrose hissed between grinding teeth as he gave him a small shake. “It. Isn’t. Your. Fault.”

      Milo met the man’s gaze, his pale blue and Ambrose’s sparkling green eyes shining like gems beneath a sheen of tears.

      “I set the trap,” the magus gasped, trying to straighten and pull away but once again failing. “Those shades were bound to the soul wells by my magic, using my blood. My blood, Simon. It doesn’t get much more responsible than that.”

      Ambrose shook his head fiercely, sending glittering tears into his mustache.

      “You didn’t know,” Ambrose insisted, eyes boring into Milo’s. “You couldn’t have known tha—”

      “HEY! What are you two doing?”

      The intrusion of a harsh young voice was like an electrical discharge, snapping between the two men with violent suddenness. Milo and Ambrose whirled to face the sound, the wizard’s hands adjusting to grip his cane as Ambrose sank into a fighting stance, fists raised, knees bent.

      Approaching their little patch of darkness was a band of rangy and snarling youths dressed in some sort of uniform. Their hair was plastered with a greasy product and swept to one side, and though the style of their shirts varied, all bore a distinct shade of brown that was clearly intentional. They loped down the street like young wolves, eyes hungry and bright as their mouths cruelly sneered in obvious anticipation.

      “I said,” called a tall teen at the head of the group as they came to stand under a lamppost, “what are you two doing?”

      Milo and Ambrose exchanged looks and instantly relaxed. Milo lowered his fetish cane’s point to the pavement, and Ambrose straightened and crossed his arms over his chest. If these children were planning to intimidate vulnerable civilians, they were sorely mistaken.

      “Can’t see how that is any of your business,” Ambrose said, only the slightest of rumbles in his cavernous chest.

      “If you weren’t doing anything unsavory, you wouldn’t mind telling us, now would you?” the lanky youth snarled, and his pack gave growls and barks of agreement. They arrayed themselves across the pavement as they closed the distance, instinctively moving in lockstep.

      “Unsavory?” Milo asked, and he and Ambrose exchanged looks again before bursting into laughter.

      Between guffaws, Milo could tell the little posse didn’t take kindly to the levity, faces hardening as hands clenched.

      “Berlin is for true Germans,” the leader roared. “It’s bad enough we have Poles and Jews slinking about. We don’t need perverts and deviants fouling our streets too.”

      “I think you’re doing enough fouling on your own.” Ambrose chuckled, a dangerous edge coming into his voice. “I mean, what gutter did you boys muck out for that sludge in your hair? Your mothers aren’t going to be happy about that come bath time.”

      Several of the young men slung their heads forward as they hissed curses between clenched teeth and shook fists Ambrose’s way.

      “Oh, you might get a spanking for using such naughty words, but that might be the point, I suppose,” Milo crowed between snorts of laughter before trying to force a conciliatory face. “Sorry, sorry. We’re teasing. Settle down.”

      The wizard leaned on his cane to catch his breath and fought to keep a straight face before the red-faced gallery.

      “Now, what is this about? Were you afraid you were being left out?”

      Curses, sharp and snarled, drowned out Milo’s ensuing laughter. Along with obscenities came several rude gestures and a fair amount of launched spittle. A small voice in the wizard’s head told him that this was hardly de-escalating the situation, but for the most part, he didn’t care. It was fun taunting the little hellions, and the longing for a fight hadn’t left him.

      “Oh, don’t be like that now, boys,” Ambrose called, patting his hands at them in exaggerated placation. “Nothing says you strapping fellows can’t take care of each other. After all, what are friends for?”

      Ambrose barely made it through the last words before he descended into a fit of laughter. Milo had settled enough to wipe his eyes, and he noticed the clenched fists of several of the young men now glinted with metal or shone with lengths of polished wood. It was a motley collection of coshes, knives, and pipes, but the hateful creatures outnumbered them five to one.

      Milo straightened slightly at the same moment Ambrose noticed the escalation, and the laughter died on his lips.

      “You boys best think twice,” he warned even as he wrestled with deploying a little magic to scare the urban brigands. “You went looking for trouble, and your hot heads are going to get you into hotter water.”

      The warning had the opposite effect of what Milo had hoped for as predatory grins slid across flushed faces and they edged forward. They’d taken the words as evidence of fear rather than concern for not killing them. The magus suddenly realized he was stupid to envy the immoderation of the common youth.

      It was about to get someone killed.

      “Does bigotry lead to blindness?” Ambrose asked with a sideways look at the wizard. “Or have these boys' eyes not adjusted from the nursery nightlights?”

      Milo seamlessly clueing in on Ambrose’s strategy, they both took a step forward and closer to the lamplight. Upon seeing the men’s uniforms, a ripple went through the pack. As one, they tilted sideways glances at their alpha. The young firebrand’s jaw tightened for a second, but before another heartbeat could pass, he leveled an accusing finger at them, voice raised in a theatrical cry.

      “You're not worthy of those uniforms!” he screamed, his voice shaking with fury. “You dishonor the Fatherland and its people with your public depravity.”

      His fellows all snapped back on pointe, teeth bared as they inched forward, weapons in hand. Things were quickly approaching the point of no return. Milo realized he would soon have to decide if he’d reveal himself or if he was willing to risk being beaten to death to keep his secret safe.

      He raised his voice over the growing babble of angry curses and slurs, trying to sound reasonable. As his voice rang out, he had a revelation that the secret of his magic wasn’t his but the general staff’s as well.

      Things had gotten damned complicated quickly.

      “Not that it is any of your business,” Milo said, squaring his shoulders and trying to exude officerial authority. “We are two soldiers who were sharing old stories. If you're going to go around defending the Fatherland’s honor, try enlisting or at least picking a fight over something that actually happened.”

      The pack advanced two steps, the lamplight shifting behind their hunched backs. One look at the shadowed faces and the feverish glares burning in those sockets told Milo it was too late. Things were in motion and wouldn’t be stopped.

      “No fireworks,” Ambrose whispered out the corner of his mouth, coming to the same conclusion as Milo.

      A stocky young boy with a crooked nose broke away from the group, brandishing a short length of pipe atop which sat a large blocky bolt.

      “If we can avoid killing them and exposing me,” he breathed, sliding the cane into both hands, “that would be preferable.”

      “I’m going to smash your lying face in,” growled the mace-wielding youth as he leveled a finger at Milo. “Then I’ll bring that coat back for my commission.”

      Ambrose cracked a smile as the boy charged at Milo.

      “Don’t think it works that way, kid.”

      The rush was wild and sloppy, but the wizard wasn’t taking any chances. He wouldn’t throw fire and ice or conjure terrifying shades—certainly not for some time—but that wasn’t the only magic at his disposal.

      Just some speed if you please, Milo thought.

      As you wish, master, Imrah answered a touch sullenly.

      Milo’s body sped up as the pipe came hurtling toward his head, and he tilted away from the blow with consummate ease. The youth was unprepared for a complete miss and therefore was precariously unbalanced. Milo kicked out and the boy went down hard, his head bouncing off the pavement with a hollow thunk.

      The wizard was pretty sure he saw the young man breathing as he turned back to the others, but that was the only sign of life.

      “Now, I think that’s enough of that.”

      The rest of the pack was already surging in, weapons raised. Milo was glad to find Imrah hadn’t been stingy with the magical enhancements as he darted out of the way of several swings at once. Ambrose roared a battlefield challenge as he rushed to Milo’s defense, then everything became the mad kaleidoscope of violence that was close combat.

      The young men weren’t trained fighters, but they had rage and numbers on their side, attacking with a recklessness that was difficult to take advantage of because there was always another attack by their fellows. Multiple times Milo almost delivered a leveling blow, only to check the swing to deflect or sidestep another attacker. At this rate, they’d eventually get him because he had no chance to fight back and they’d wear him down.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ambrose flatten one teen with a passing elbow as he turned to throw a charging thug over his shoulder. Not for the first time, Milo found himself envying not just the big man’s power but the brutal economy of his movements. Magic could provide much, but those reflexes and ingrained movements came with experience alone.

      Milo looked away for a second, and as he backpedaled, his foot slipped. A knife was arcing toward his chest, and with wild desperation, he drew deeply on the fetish in his hands and swung out. The magically-powered movement drove the length of the cane across the forearm holding the knife, and there was an audible snap like rain-dampened twigs breaking. The knife tumbled from a hanging hand, and Milo’s foot in the screaming young man’s chest sent the wretch flying back into his compatriot.

      The space this maneuver created was what Milo needed, and he adjusted his grip on the cane and leaped to the attack.

      Snarling a curse, he scythed the back of the eagle skull into the hip of the uninjured attacker entangled with the disarmed knife wielder. There wasn’t the satisfying crack of bones this time, but the youth’s leg gave out underneath him. Already enmeshed with a wailing casualty pawing at him one-handed, the unfortunate young man twisted and then toppled onto his injured hip, and his screams mirrored his compatriot’s.

      Milo spun to the next two assailants like a grim farmer ready to reap a vicious harvest. The fetish cane’s hooked beak imitated a stubby scythe.

      The two young men hesitated, and that cost them dearly. A sharp chop to a knee felled each, and rap on the skulls left them sprawled on the pavement.

      When Milo’s gaze swept around, he saw only two figures left standing. Ambrose was advancing on the tall leader.  He had not rushed in with his pack, who now lay in various states of unconsciousness and disarray.

      Ambrose’s thick fingers were curled, and a terrible grin had spread beneath his bristling mustache. His expression suggested the big man would love nothing better than to devour the whelp after tearing him apart with those hooked fingers.

      The young firebrand didn’t seem keen on the idea.

      “This isn’t over,” he hissed as he began to shuffle backward, hate and fear shining in bulging eyes.

      “Why are you leaving?” Ambrose growled from deep in his chest. “Come a little closer, and we can finish it properly.”

      The packless alpha skittered back several steps, pausing on the edge of flight.

      “The new Reich—the forever Reich—is coming,” he screeched at them defiantly. “Soon you and all the traitors like you will be hanging in the streets. Very soon!”

      Ambrose sprang forward and the young man bolted, boots thumping on the street.

      “Forever Reich?” Ambrose spat, kicking a moaning youth pawing feebly at his foot as he turned and picked his way toward Milo. “What an ass.”

      A tremor went through Milo as the adrenaline and magical fortification leached from his body and he looked at their handiwork. All of them would live, but several of them would walk with a limp or have to chew on one side for a while.

      He’d had the fight he’d longed for, but its source was little comfort.

      “Street gangs preaching the coming Reich.” He sighed heavily. “That can’t be a good sign.”

      Ambrose nodded, then patted Milo’s shoulder.

      “Fear not.” He started to pull the wizard away from the scene.

      “Come along, sweetheart.” He chuckled. “We had our fun, but we’d best get you back to the general staff before you’re missed.”
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      Their arrival at the general staff offices was not nearly as casual as their departure.

      They’d no more than set foot into the lobby of the building when a grim cohort advanced on them as though they had been lying in wait.

      “Milo Volkohne, come with us,” instructed a stern-looking young officer with the insignia of the military police emblazoned on his lapel. At his side were two enlisted men with pistols and truncheons on their belts, and something in the set of their shoulders made it clear they were handily proficient with either.

      “Am I under arrest?” Milo asked, the skin on his arms prickling as a stone settled into his stomach.

      “The general staff has reconvened,” the officer said, dismissing the question with a curt blink. “You were not in the lobby when an aide was sent to find you, so we’ve been asked to make sure you arrive with all speed.”

      The idea of sitting there stewing in the lobby while the general staff whispered and grumbled among themselves had never occurred to him. It seemed they were not accustomed to having people take the initiative. Good thing he hadn’t returned to the hotel room Jorge had rented for him. The general staff would have been left waiting a good long while if that were the case.

      “I’m sorry you had to spend time looking for us,” Milo said sincerely. “We went to visit a church.”

      The officer, a first lieutenant Milo noted, gave them a wry look and nodded at Ambrose.

      “Bloody knuckles are an odd thing to collect at a church service,” he remarked dryly. Ambrose sheepishly ground his fists against the hem of his trousers. “But I was spared the tedium of hunting you down. Colonel Jorge instructed me to wait here and said that you would be along eventually.”

      Milo blinked rapidly, and his fingers tightened on the cane.

      “Jorge is here?”

      The officer nodded evenly, but there was a subtle shift in his stance, a slight forward lean like he was preparing to spring after a skittish creature or a naughty child with a truant streak

      “He arrived shortly after the recess,” he said softly as though afraid his tone might spook Milo into flight.

      Milo was sure he looked as nervous as he felt at the announcement of Jorge’s arrival, but he couldn’t think of anything to say to break the tension. Thankfully, Ambrose cleared his throat and drew the eyes of the looming trio.

      “So, instead of the tedium of stretching your legs in Berlin, you endured the tedium of the lobby for the past few hours?” Ambrose asked, arms tucked behind his back now that he had given up on cleaning his knuckles. “There’s decent coffee, and the scenery isn’t half bad,” he added with the ghost of a smile haunting his lips. At the desk behind him, a buxom administrative assistant was closing up shop at her workspace.

      “You came just in time.” He nodded and swept an arm toward the conference room. “Shall we?”

      Milo followed, Ambrose at his shoulder.

      They made it to the double doors of the conference room, behind which could be heard a general hubbub. The lieutenant stepped forward and spoke to Milo.

      “I’m afraid your aide will have to wait here,” he said in the formalized conciliatory tone that made most unpleasant things palatable. “He can stand out here with us if you’d like since we aren’t allowed to enter either.”

      Milo met the officer’s gaze levelly.

      “He’s not my aide but my bodyguard,” Milo said, his chin rising in challenge.

      “I can’t imagine there is anything in that chamber that dangerous,” the lieutenant said with a faint chuckle that ceased as his gaze hardened. “And if there is, it's not something one bodyguard can save you from.”

      Ambrose gave an audible grunt, but the wizard knew there was no point. He’d faced the old hawks alone before, and having a dustup with those Reich louts didn’t mean the hierarchy was about to shift.

      “I’m sure you’ll find something to amuse yourself and stay out of trouble,” Milo said with a warning look at the big man.

      “If you say so, sir,” Ambrose said as he threw himself into an exaggerated salute that looked more like a bout of epilepsy than military decorum.

      The lieutenant’s eyes darted between the two of them, but he decided sorting out such things was not his problem. With a nod to Milo, he stepped aside and let the wizard stride into the belly of the beast.
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      “How good of you to join us, Volkohne,” Jorge remarked over his shoulder with a warmth that made his welcome sound sincere.

      The head of Nicht-KAT and the man who’d plunged Milo into a world of darkness, magic, and violence was seated in the same spot the wizard had been in earlier that afternoon. Unlike Milo, the venerable officer seemed perfectly at ease under the gaze of Ludendorff and his cronies, even as the bristle-lipped crowd scowled and murmured as much or more to the colonel as they had to Milo.

      “You can have a seat right here,” Jorge said, bobbing his head slowly at a seat at his left. “I don’t imagine this will take much longer.”

      There were further signs of irritation from the bearish gathering of military officials, but Jorge acted like a duck in a summer rain. Milo quickly moved to the proffered seat, unsure if Jorge’s ease was a good thing or merely the velvet sheath around a descending blade.

      “We are about finished, I think,” Jorge said as he turned to the general staff with an expression that was far more steel than sunshine. “I believe it is a matter of a promise made and some documents signed.”

      “The general staff has not decided to accept your perspective on the situation,” Ludendorff pronounced archly, leaning toward Jorge with a deepening scowl. “Even if we do, this business with Russia is—”

      “Something I think you’d much rather I handle,” Jorge cut in without raising his voice even a little. “And the general staff knows it would be ridiculous to expect me to do the work it needs while snatching the tools I have out from under my command.”

      It took Milo an instant to recognize that he was silently nodding in agreement with the colonel, even as he was being described as a tool. Blithely ignoring the wizard’s mute support, Jorge continued in a mild conversational tone.

      “The reality is that I’ve been working on your behalf for years now, and you were very happy to give a crippled soldier something to occupy his time until you realized the value of what I’ve brought to you.”

      Jorge placed a hand on Milo’s shoulder. He couldn’t help straightening and trying to look noble. Painfully aware of where his tattoos showed and the scars on his face, Milo held himself tall and proud, even as the staff murmured and growled around them.

      Perhaps it was from being in the church, but at that moment, Milo remembered a stylized stained glass panel where an angel hovered, one hand out, over a man at whose feet lions prowled.

      “You haven’t dragged this young man in to judge the rightness of his actions, or even for an explanation of how it was achieved. You’ve brought him in here to remind him who is in charge and to ensure that he knew that he was yours. You discovered you have a weapon to win the war, and you wanted to make sure it couldn’t turn on you before you could strike the killing blow. Do not waste any more time pretending it is otherwise.”

      Jorge’s voice wasn’t raised above a conversational volume, but the severity of his tone, the hardness of each syllable struck the snarling general staff. By the time Jorge had finished speaking, he’d beaten them into submission with the steady hammer strokes of his unyielding words. Silence reigned in the conference room, and Milo failed to keep a smile from creeping across his face as he looked at the glowering officers.

      The stillness stretched until Milo lost his confidence and looked at Jorge to see if things had gone too far. The colonel was a veritable bastion of serenity, settled easily into the chair while he looked without fear or challenge at every face before him. Everything about him exuded “Don’t worry, I can wait,” and Milo envied him fiercely for it.

      When Ludendorff finally spoke, it sounded harsh and braying, yet there was not the anger Milo might have expected. The most powerful man in the German Empire simply sounded tired.

      “Is he trustworthy, Colonel? Is this someone upon whom we can stake the fate of our Empire?”

      Jorge met Ludendorff’s eyes and opened his mouth, but before he could speak, another man did.

      “He’s not even German,” said a tall officer with a curling dark mustache a few seats to the right of Ludendorff. His voice did not echo the guttural noises of his fellow staffers, but there was a sharpness to the simmering baritone that couldn’t be missed. He tapped out a cigarette and nodded at the colonel as he continued.

      “I’m sure Jorge had something very eloquent and witty to tell us about this sorcerer's character, but one simple fact remains,” the man continued, turning now to look at Milo with a burning intensity at odds with his otherwise calm features. “He is a Slav, a motherless Russian savage plucked from the streets of Petrograd. Try as he might, he will never be a true German, and as such, he can’t be trusted.”

      The back of Milo’s neck prickled as he glared at the officer, a sensation familiar to anyone spotting an enemy for the first time. He’d heard of the Reich, felt their influence, and fought men inspired by them, but now, here, so close to the seat of ultimate power in the German Empire, he met one of their number.

      The wizard, having a long experience with bullies and bigots in his relatively short life, narrowed his eyes but bided his time. Now was not the moment when he could strike a meaningful blow.

      That didn’t seem to apply to Colonel Jorge, though.

      “I don’t believe his parentage was asked about, Mayr,” Jorge remarked dryly. “But I appreciate how you so keenly illustrate that even a very smart man is capable of saying something very stupid if he’s determined to make an ass of himself.”

      Mayr’s gaze swung back to Jorge to reply, but the colonel continued in that same even and unstoppable tone of voice. It was like a rhetorical engine driving a verbal spike with an unhurried but undeniable relentlessness.

      “General Ludendorff, to answer your question simply, I say yes on both counts,” he said, his eyes meeting those of the addressee with resolution in their depths. “Milo Volkohne has proven himself to have greater honor and virtue than even he realizes, and we both know that is a rare quality in any man worthy of the name. He can be trusted to do what is right, and considering the power he wields, that is the best any of us can hope for.”

      Milo knew he would look like a fool, but he couldn’t keep from glancing at Jorge. Something caught in his throat, but his emotional expenditure for the day had drained him for the next decade, so he only regarded his commanding officer with softly dewed eyes.

      “But he’s not German,” Mayr pressed, his eloquence beginning to fray as his voice showed the anger in his eyes.

      “If you are going to keep repeating yourself, you might want to find something worthwhile to say, Mayr,” Jorge retorted, eyes flashing in the first sign of temper he’d displayed.

      Mayr slammed his fist down and prepared to launch into a scathing tirade, but a thick, hoary voice croaked loudly enough across the conference room that nearly everyone jumped at the violence of the exclamation.

      “Enough, Mayr!” Ludendorff cried, his eyes boiling in the porridge that was his sweaty face.

      Mayr glared at the old man, but after a surreptitious scan of the room, he sank back without another word.

      “Very well, Jorge,” the general said after reluctantly turning his gaze back to the colonel. “You will have your way yet again, but remember that the terms are the same as before. Do you understand?

      “Perfectly.” Jorge nodded, folding his hands on the table in front of him. “Are we free to get back to saving the Empire and ending the war now?”

      Ludendorff gave Jorge one more long look and shook his head, a smile working its way across his flabby face.

      “Volkohne, report to Colonel Jorge immediately,” the general instructed without bothering to look at Milo. “This special conference of the general staff is hereby dismissed.”

      Jorge’s hand once more descended to Milo’s shoulder, and the man drew him into a whispered conference.

      “I’ve had an office cleared. We need to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      Milo and Ambrose followed him down the corridors. As unhurried and unflappable as ever, he led them to a room with an ornate brass “7” over the door.

      “You’ve got to be joking,” Milo groaned as he looked at the number emblazoned on the door.

      “What?” Ambrose asked, following Milo’s eyes to the digit.

      What is going on? Imrah whispered.

      Milo looked at Jorge, who beamed at him, his weathered face beatific.

      “A little inside joke between the magus and me,” the colonel said softly as he led them into the room.

      It was a small space with rudimentary furnishings, the desk being a metal table with wire filing baskets stacked on either end. There was a bookshelf on one wall beyond the table, where a few dusty files sat unmolested by time or attention. The glow of the city played across the bookshelf from the slightly open window, which also circulated a cool current that kept the room from becoming miserably stuffy. One chair sat opposite the door on one side of the table, and two more sat with their backs to the door. Jorge shuffled to take the seat opposite the door, and Milo and Ambrose sank into the two remaining seats.

      Jorge eased down into the chair, and Milo was once again struck by how at the turn of a moment, the colonel could transition between being in absolute control to seeming helplessly fragile. He remembered Jorge’s wry remark about being a “crippled soldier,” and once again, he wondered at the tale of Colonel Jorge before he was head of Nicht-KAT.

      “It seems I did not arrive early enough to spare you,” Jorge said, giving Milo an even look. “But not so late that I couldn’t save you some of the worst bits.”

      Milo and Ambrose exchanged surprised glances.

      “What might the worst bits have been?” Ambrose asked. Milo realized he didn’t want to know.

      “Oh, I imagine you would have been thrown in a cell and threatened with all sorts of horrible torments,” Jorge replied with about as much concern as a man might use to describe an errand he ran the other day. “You probably would have been slapped around a bit by Mayr’s bully boys, most certainly called all sorts of very rude names, and then forced to swear some ridiculous pledge or oath to the Fatherland while men were threatening to shoot you.”

      Yes, Milo was quite certain he could have done without all that. He gave Ambrose a sour look, which prompted a defensive reply from the big man.

      “Well, at least they weren’t going to kill you,” he spluttered, crossing his arms. “It was all a show to try and make sure you toe the line.”

      “Quite,” Jorge responded. “Needless to say, they can’t very well kill you now that they know what you are capable of. You’re far too valuable for that.”

      Milo’s stomach lurched as he thought about what he was capable of, and it took considerable effort to keep the anxiety and frustration out of his voice.

      “The thing is, Colonel,” he began, the words almost painful in his suddenly dry mouth, “I’m not capable of it. It was all an accident, a fluke. I didn’t know the Soviets would be vulnerable to possession by the shades I’d left, and to be honest, sir, knowing what happened last time, I’m not going to do it again.”

      “I wouldn’t say that too loud,” Jorge cautioned as he nodded sagely. “But the fact that you believe that is one of the reasons I stuck my neck out for you in there.”

      Human squeamishness is so quaint. Imrah’s thought slithered through his mind icily. It is a wonder your kind has survived this long.

      Shut up, Milo warned. Or I’ll start using you to scrape muck off my boots.

      The ghul promptly decided her council was not necessary, and he felt her consciousness sink into the essence of the cane, the closest thing she had to sleep.

      Milo looked away from the momentary distraction to see Jorge watching him over steepled fingers.

      “Oh, uh, thank you, sir,” Milo muttered weakly as he fought to recall the threads of the conversation. “For, uh, sticking your neck out, that is, sir.”

      “Quite welcome.” Jorge nodded, but his increasingly pointed stare didn’t waver from Milo.

      “Sir?” Milo asked. He had the feeling that Jorge was waiting for him to say something, but for the life of him, he didn’t know what. Milo held up his hands in surrender and stole a glance at Ambrose, who seemed to be choosing between pretending he was asleep and diving under the desk for cover.

      Jorge took a deep breath and very slowly leaned forward onto his elbows, his eyes boring into Milo’s as he spoke

      “Milo, I understand that you and Mr. Ambrose have a rather loose perspective on military discipline and hierarchy, and I’ve allowed you as much leeway as could be afforded and then some.”

      The magus struggled to keep from wincing as he realized what was going on. He knew the collar was sliding around his neck and the slack being taken up in his leash even if he couldn’t see or feel them dangling from his neck.

      “But,” Jorge continued with that fatal conjunction, and Milo felt his shoulders sag, “that ends now because you are officially under scrutiny by the general staff. It might seem silly to explain this to you, but I need to make sure you understand. The military thrives on hierarchy, one man in higher authority knowing without fail that the men beneath him will follow his orders, also without fail. If you can’t be trusted under that system, not even your incredible power will spare you from their wrath. A soldier who doesn’t take orders is a weapon that can turn on its owner, and you know what they do to a weapon like that.”

      Milo didn’t like being compared to a weapon but forced a smile onto his face in defiance of the grim thought.

      “Send it back home to let it live in peace?” the wizard asked with an exaggerated cheer as he grinned hopefully at the colonel. Jorge didn’t bat an eye at his attempt at levity.

      “They dismantle or destroy weapons like that,” the colonel said gravely. “So unless you want someone to change their mind about you, you need to be on your best behavior after Georgia.”

      “You mean Georgia, where we single-handedly ended a communist coup on the southern border of the empire?” Milo replied tartly. “Or do you mean Georgia, where we again single-handedly captured one of the most powerful Red warlords and his right-hand man to deliver to military intelligence?”

      “I mean Georgia, where you risked the operation multiple times while acting in direct and belligerent defiance of a senior officer,” Jorge stated coolly. “An officer I happen to hold in some regard, mind you.”

      Milo wasn’t sure which he disliked more: Jorge reminding him of the constant near-failures or stating plainly that he had regard for Captain Lokkemand. Ambrose stirred from his seat and cleared his throat, sparing Milo the burden of his thoughts on that score for the moment.

      “Or maybe the Georgia where you won over the support of a powerful fey to our allies, the Shepherds, while mastering a new form of magic,” Ambrose added as though Jorge hadn’t spoken, frowning thoughtfully beneath knit brows. “Or the Georgia where we repeatedly fended off American agents and their mercenaries to save a member of that same group of allies I mentioned.”

      Jorge stared at the pair, his face a practiced mask of disinterest and his eyes flat.

      “My, we do sound heroic when you put it that way,” Milo said, looking at Ambrose, who smiled, white teeth flashing beneath his mustache. “Do you think they give medals out for such things?”

      “If they don’t, they should.” Ambrose chuckled.

      “I’m gone for a little while, and you boys start developing delusions of grandeur.” A silky voice behind Milo and Ambrose made both jump.

      Before either of them could turn around fully in their chairs, Rihyani had reached between them to lay a folder on the table in front of Jorge.

      “As you requested, Magpie,” she said softly as her traveling cloak brushed Milo, and her dark lips smiled teasingly in his direction.

      “Thank you, Contessa,” the colonel replied as he took up the folder and began reading.

      “Rihyani,” Milo blurted and made to rise, but she settled her hand on his shoulder, and he sank back into his seat.

      “In a moment, darling,” the fey said softly and bowed her head to press her wine-dark lips against his mouth.

      Milo’s shock turned to delight, and he suddenly felt that perhaps the travails of the day were not quite so bad after all. He took the fey’s long fingers and their hands intertwined as she stood at his shoulder.

      “Nothing for your favorite cook, then?” Ambrose called, looking forlorn with a great puckered frown.

      Rihyani rolled her eyes and leaned over and planted a peck on his proffered cheek.

      “I’m glad to see you too, Simon,” she said, squeezing his hand. “Thank you for keeping my young rascal alive in my absence.”

      “J'aurais fait n'importe quoi pour toi,” Ambrose replied before pressing a kiss on her outstretched hand. “It is good to see you again, my dear.”

      “I’m glad to be back,” she said softly, then retrieved her hand and clasped it over her and Milo’s interlocked fingers. “I’ve missed you both.”

      Ambrose smiled as he settled back into his chair. Milo looked up at Rihyani, who was smiling down at him. She nodded at Jorge, and Milo turned and saw that the colonel had put down the folder, and despite his best efforts, a small smile had formed on his lips.

      He realized he was smiling too, and for one moment, a moment that seemed etched in stone, Milo understood that everyone he cared about, everyone he loved, was here in this small room in Berlin. The world was at war, there were nefarious schemes afoot, and danger lurked around every corner, but right then, this mad bunch was bound together in the shared joys and smiles of reunion.

      For a moment, Milo wondered if all the magic he’d learned would equal what flowed between and through each of them at that moment.

      But precious moments are fragile, and it soon ended. Jorge sniffed, Ambrose shifted in his seat, and the fey’s hands let go of Milo’s, though one hand settled on his shoulder.

      “Yes, well.” The nearly unflappable Jorge floundered for a moment as he looked down at the folder he’d been perusing. “To business.”

      “Something is going on in Russia,” Rihyani said solemnly as the colonel gathered himself. “The forests around Moscow have been dangerous for some time, but something much bigger than bandits is happening.”

      Ambrose leaned forward keenly, and Milo felt his stomach tighten.

      Thinking of Russia reminded him of the man he’d dragged as a penitent to the general staff. Milo remembered the Georgian who had once come so close to ruling all of Russia and remembered the name he’d hissed into Milo’s face on the night of his capture.

      He recalled the name that burned in his mind and made the card in his pocket chafe like an iron shackle.

      Milo fought to remove the swirling thoughts and emotions from his head as Jorge cleared his throat.

      “Our garrison at the village of Sergio-Ivanoskye has sent some rather troubling reports, the most recent being that the nearby town of Gzhatsk was secretly emptied overnight. Given your report from Imrah about Zlydzen and his allies camping near that area, combined with Rihyani’s network of sources, I’m inclined to believe that this is something that will require your attention.”

      Milo recalled the dwarrow’s declarations of his plans and damning proclamations before he’d fled in Georgia. Given the power his magical creation had in enthralling the minds of men, it was within the realm of possibility that he could enslave an entire community in a night. But to what aim? Nothing good, that he was certain of.

      “We have all sorts of questions about what is going on out there but no answers,” Jorge summarized, both hands opening in front of him as though waiting for solutions to land in them. “I need you three to go there and find me some answers.”

      “Have you extracted any more information from the prisoner we brought in?” Ambrose asked, not hiding his sidelong glance at Milo. The wizard didn’t begrudge him the look, though he had to batter down a surge of annoyance. They both knew it was a sore subject.

      “Stalin’s interrogation results have been strictly mundane thus far,” Jorge said, looking at Milo and Ambrose in turn as though trying to keep them both in his sights like creatures that might attack.

      Milo supposed if the colonel was going to make the effort, he might as well oblige.

      “Which is exactly why we should be handling the interrogation,” he said flatly, staring into Jorge’s weathered face. “He has reason to fear us, and we know what sort of questions need to be asked. The general staff hiding him so they can keep up this game is ridiculous.”

      Jorge slowly took off his glasses and massaged the bridge of his nose.

      “The responsibility for Stalin’s interrogation was transferred to Nicht-KAT two weeks ago,” he declared quietly, a man sighing under a heavy burden. “The Ludendorff was concerned about members of the general staff sympathetic to the Reich interfering to protect Röhm from the part he played in allowing Stalin’s forces to move freely through German territories.”

      Milo and Ambrose sat silently for a moment, chewing the news like gristle.

      “Two weeks ago? Two?” Ambrose said slowly, clearly on his way to the same revelation Milo was chasing. “The magus put in a request with the general staff to debrief Stalin four days ago.”

      “A request they immediately rejected,” Milo said through clenched teeth. “Without one word about him being transferred to the custody of the very division we serve in.”

      “The general staff does have ultimate authority,” Jorge reminded him with a shrug. “Even over Nicht-KAT operations.”

      Milo spat a short string of curses to make it clear how little he thought of the answer.

      He got a gentle warning squeeze on his shoulder from Rihyani.

      Careful, Milo, her thoughts whispered to him via the Art. There may be much here that we don’t understand.

      Then how about someone starts explaining? he shot back as Jorge leaned forward, looking at Milo and Ambrose from under his eyebrows.

      “The decision to restrict access to Stalin was mine,” the colonel said, not flinching from the angry stares both men gave him. “And it was made for a variety of reasons I am not inclined or able to share with either of you at the moment.”

      Milo tried to remember the closeness he’d felt with Jorge only moments before. He tried to recall the relief and pride he’d felt as Jorge had swept in and stood against the most powerful men in the German Empire on his behalf. He wanted to focus on that, but all he could think of was the name Stalin had whispered.

      “Stalin will give us everything in time,” Jorge said, a sharp note of finality in his voice as he snapped the folder in front of him closed and slid it toward Milo. “In the meantime, your business is with an abandoned town, not a humbled warlord. It’s as simple as that.”

      Ambrose opened his mouth to argue, but another quick look at Milo changed his mind.

      Visibly seething, the wizard leaned forward and took the folder off the desk with trembling fingers.

      “You’re making a mistake,” Milo murmured as he rose and made for the door, thinking he should leave before things escalated irreparably.

      “You are dismissed,” the colonel called after him.
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      The train rolled on through the rainy night, the churning throb of the engine giving a voice to the undercurrent of tension in the compartment where Milo, Rihyani, and Ambrose now sat.

      After the meeting with Jorge, Milo and Ambrose had retired to their room at the hotel, with Rihyani joining them a little later. She’d arrived via the window and informed them that Jorge had arranged for a train to take them east. Both men acknowledged her news, but neither felt much like talking. Ambrose had gone to bed rather quickly and was soon snoring. Milo had sunk onto the bed with his thoughts and stared at the ceiling. The fey had laid next to him, one hand resting upon his chest while she ran long fingers through his hair.

      Milo couldn’t remember when he’d fallen asleep, but at some point, eyes burning and shoulders knotted, he’d slid into a sleep where there was nothing but doors arrayed along a dark corridor. He felt with certainty that one of these doors was an escape from something, something chasing him, and so he’d raced over and tried the first knob. The knob wouldn’t turn, and the door didn’t so much as rattle when he threw himself against it. He saw that the name “Volkohne” was carved into the door. Something, not a sound but a feeling, told Milo his time was running out, and he rushed to another door.

      Again, no movement, and he looked up to see “Volkohne” engraved into the pitiless portal.

      His fear growing as something neared, he’d rushed to the next door, checking for what letters were carved into the wood. Volkohne…Volkohne…Volkohne over and over, until near-blind with panic, he came to a door into which Petrovich had been scored with a smoldering chisel. Knowing that whatever was coming was at his heels, he twisted and pulled. The door opened, and black fire sprang forth to embrace him.

      Milo had awakened in the same position, Rihyani still lying beside him. He’d looked into her dark eyes and saw the question, but he brushed it away as he stood and went to the bathroom.

      The aching silence had followed them from the car Jorge had sent to take them to the station to the compartment where they now sat watching rain streak across the window as the engines churned. The pressure of the silence weighed down the air, muffling everything and making time a slippery thing. Sitting there, Milo was unsure of how long they’d been traveling and had no idea how far they had gotten in their travels. He couldn’t even have said he knew for certain when the storm had started. Each moment seemed a cramped eternity, yet he knew things were passing him by without his notice.

      Would he look up from contemplating the worn compartment floor to discover they were disembarking into the Russian forest? And what was keeping them all silent? Anger? Distrust? Fear?

      Wasn’t morale something an officer was supposed to address? To make certain his men were ready for whatever lay ahead?

      Milo didn’t think he was a good speaker, certainly not the type to rouse the troops. He supposed he ought to do something, but what? What words could he offer either of them or even himself that weren’t hollow platitudes and lies? Some people might appreciate such sentiments, but not these two. How do you encourage a Nephilim nearly two hundred years old and a fey older than most civilizations?

      Milo looked down at his black coat and felt the card in his breast pocket. He shouldn’t have felt it, the card not being big enough or his clothes thin enough to explain it, but he was aware of it all the same.

      Quietly, Milo reached inside his coat and drew out the folded card. His fingers played over the ragged edges he knew better than he did his own body, and he felt a terrible certainty steal over him. Like a crank gaining momentum, his thoughts worked around and around, coming back to the same point faster and faster.

      If he couldn’t say something encouraging, at least he could say something true.

      “I’ve got something,” he began, his voice a horrible bleat in his ears. “Something to show both of you.”

      Ambrose and Rihyani both stirred, looking first at Milo’s downcast face and then at what was in his hand. Ambrose recognized the tarot card, and a mixture of interest and bemusement played across his face. Rihyani, to whom he had never shown the card, narrowed her eyes at the object in Milo’s hand but said nothing.

      “I know we are heading into what could very well be the belly of the beast,” Milo said, the words clumsy things tumbling from his tongue. “And if that is the case, my head shouldn’t be back in Berlin, stewing over the choices Jorge is making about Stalin.”

      “It wasn’t right for him not to talk to us about it,” Ambrose offered helpfully, offering Milo a supportive nod.

      Milo’s head shook slowly, and Ambrose’s face contorted into a frown.

      “Jorge is the superior officer, and he sees things differently than we do,” the magus said, catching Rihyani’s eye. “And it's nobody’s fault that he makes the decisions he does. We need to respect and trust him.”

      She bowed her head slightly in appreciation, then her head rose, and he felt her appreciative will brush aetherically past him as her head tilted to one side. She’d felt something in that brief contact, and it gave her pause.

      “But?” she asked slowly.

      “But Jorge has his concerns and perspectives and I have mine,” Milo continued. “I want access to Stalin, not just because I think I can get him to talk about Zlydzen, but because when we captured him back in Georgia, he said a name in reference to me. A name that proved he knows something about…about where I come from.”

      Milo took a deep breath, feeling more uncertain than ever about this confession.

      “He called me Petrovich,” the wizard said as he unfolded the tarot card and held it out for them to examine.

      The card was a woodcut, its dark lines leaving distinct marks pressed into the stock. The entire card was framed in domino diamonds that encased whorled spirals which gave the impression of a storm or possibly a fire. At the center of the card, a figure sat upon a throne whose legs were tree roots and whose armrests were human bones. Over the back of the throne a banner hung, with the words Petrovich Burned in Russian script. The banner was held by a fine, delicate hand on the right and a bestial black claw on the left. On the throne sat a man in dark princely furs, a broken sword across his lap and wounds on his hands.

      The features of the figure, wrought in the woodcut’s strict lines, were Milo’s.

      Ambrose and Rihyani squinted at the face on the card, then back up at him, then down again.

      “When Roland and I were picked up by German soldiers, this card was my only possession.” Milo quietly told them what he’d told only one other human being. “Only the person on the throne was me at five.”

      He took a shaky breath.

      “Like me, the picture didn’t stay a child.”

      His companions exchanged concerned looks, then Ambrose slid back in his seat while Rihyani held out her hand, long fingers scant centimeters from the ragged, curling edge of the card.

      “May I?” she asked, looking into Milo’s face.

      Milo wanted to say yes and hand the card over, but he found that his mouth wouldn’t form the words and his arm was locked. A thrill of fear rushed through him at his sudden paralysis, his eyes widening in horror that his body would not obey him. For an instant, he wondered what new and insidious magic he was facing, but a hurried examination of himself using what he knew of both the Art and necromistry revealed nothing. Yet he hung there immobile, even as Rihyani continued to look at him with beseeching eyes, fingers extended.

      “Milo?” she said softly, leaning forward as she studied his face, fingers drawing closer to the card. A surge of panic that was almost painful gripped his chest, and an instant later, he felt a corresponding flood of low, burning anger and resentment.

      Didn’t she know what she was doing? Didn’t she understand how this made him feel? To think she could snatch something he’d hidden in fear all his life! How dare she!

      “Magus, what’s wrong?” Ambrose asked, sitting up in his seat. Both of them were staring at him with looks of concern.

      Milo realized his chest was heaving with rapid breaths.

      What was happening to him? Why did he feel this way?

      Rihyani’s hand withdrew even as she leaned closer. Milo felt rigid lines of tension he hadn’t noticed before melting along his shoulders and neck.

      “Milo, it is okay. I am not going to take it from you,” she said softly. “I just wanted to look at it. I’m sorry.”

      His breathing began to slow and his arm, almost vibrating with tension, throbbed as he reflexively drew the card to his chest. He cradled it there like a child, the urge to fold and squirrel it away sweeping him again. It brushed aside his thoughts and desires in a tide of mental programming rooted in fear.

      “I…” he began, but his throat caught as shame and years of fear bore down.

      Ambrose and Rihyani exchanged looks of open concern before gazing at him with sad, knowing eyes. They realized what Milo did: that this wasn’t a magical malady or eldritch possession.

      Milo had been hiding this secret, this burden since he was a child. The psychic architecture he had constructed to protect himself and ensure the concealment of it was not easily breached. Years of habit, years of terror about others learning the truth, years of quietly but ferociously dismissing something that could not be had brought their full weight to lock his body down. Confessing it was one thing, but handing it over was another. Having another person take hold of the wicked thing had been a fear similar to death for as long as he could remember.

      “This card, this thing…” Milo said, glaring down at what he was still cradling. “I’ve been trying to hide it from others for so long, I... “

      He took a steadying breath, hating how Ambrose and the fey stared at him with such concern and pity.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t think it would be this hard,” Milo explained, forcing himself to straighten and pull the card away from his chest, though only so it hovered over his lap. “This card has been the only hint about where I came from and who or even what I am. I knew if anyone ever figured out its magic, fear, pain, and death would follow.”

      Ambrose’s mouth tightened beneath his mustache for a moment before he spoke.

      “How would anyone know it's magical?” Ambrose asked. “I mean, I understand you figuring it out, but anybody who didn’t know your story about the card aging with you wouldn’t know it was anything but an old tarot that looks like you, right?”

      Milo nodded. He understood the confusion, but the effort of formulating an answer was monumental. Instead, he reached inside his coat to the carefully shaped edge he kept in the lining and nicked his scarred thumb. He then held the card in one hand over the bloodied thumb.

      “Because of this,” Milo said and snapped to ignite the blood-catalyzed magic. The green-tinged flame danced across the edge of the card, kindling it almost instantly. The card began to roll in on itself like a dying spider as the emerald light lapped across every surface, leaving nothing but black crust and a tracery of sullen orange fire. Milo let it fall to the bare floor of the train compartment, where it quickly crumbled into a few black curls that gave up a few pitiful wisps of smoke and then nothing at all.

      Milo met Ambrose’s and the fey’s bemused faces with weary boredom, face slack and lids drooping as he pressed a foot down on the floor, turning the remainders of the card into a dark smudge. Still looking at his companions, he bent down and ran a finger through the stain, and then held his darkened fingers up for inspection.

      Satisfied that they’d seen absolute proof of the card’s destruction, he reached into his breast pocket and with clean fingers, he drew out the folded card. He unfolded it as he had done upon his initial confession, holding it out for them to see. He then pointed at the floor, which showed no sign of the dark smear from a moment earlier.

      Ambrose gave a long whistle.

      “On my first day in Dresden, one of the orderlies took it out of my pocket and ripped it to shreds before tossing it into the trash bin.”

      Milo looked down at the card, a swirling amalgam of anger and nostalgia simmering in his eyes.

      “I found the card in my pocket, completely whole before I’d been shown to my room. It was inescapable.”

      Milo stared into his own face on the card, the woodcut’s expression, as it always had been, one of royal stoicism, vaguely dismissive and utterly remote. He remembered practicing making the face in a mirror sometimes when no one was looking, but every time he came close to achieving it, he’d shivered and run away from the mirror.

      “My attempts at getting rid of it have always been unsuccessful,” the wizard said, looking up at them, forcing himself to meet their eyes. “It’s been a curse I couldn't escape and also the one hope I had of knowing my past. In a strange way, I love and hate it at the same time. Does that make sense?”

      “Yes,” Rihyani said, and to Milo’s immense relief, he saw something other than pity reflected in her dark eyes. The fey’s expressions were not as transparent as humans’, but Milo had learned enough to know that he was looking at understanding. She was no longer looking at him with pity or concern or even curiosity. She was knowing him.

      Somewhere within him, Milo felt something long broken heal.

      He looked down at the card, shook his head once, and held it out to her.

      “Go ahead,” he said, unable to believe what he was saying. “You can look at it. It’s okay.”

      As Rihyani’s hand stretched out to take the card, the compartment lurched around them, and all three of them were thrown to the floor.

      Ambrose bounced back to his feet and tore open the compartment door as Milo and Rihyani were still struggling to disentangle themselves. From where they were on the floor, Milo realized the sudden jolt had brought on a rapid decrease in speed, but the humming vibration of the rails under them could still be felt. The engineer must have spotted something that caused them to slow.

      Milo could only think of one reason for that.

      “I’ll see what’s going on,” Ambrose called over his shoulder. “You two ought to make sure your contingencies are in order, Magus, sharpish!”

      “Contingencies?” Rihyani asked, staring into Milo’s face from where she’d landed on the floor.

      Milo was up on hands and knees, with one arm reaching over Rihyani’s shoulder and one leg between her thighs.

      “Uh, yes,” Milo said, acutely aware that he was having a hard time forming precise thoughts. “I, uh, I’ll need your help.”

      “Sort of hard to do anything like this,” she said with a glance down the length of his body. “Or at least anything practical.”

      He flushed and started to rise, a half-formed, half-meant apology on his lips, but Rihyani hooked her arm around his neck. For a second, he thought she was trying to use his body as leverage to pull herself up, then he felt her cheek against his and her lips at his ear.

      “I love you,” she murmured. “Don’t forget that.”

      Milo froze, Rihyani hanging from his neck as her supple legs entwined his thigh.

      “The timing is awkward,” he said, his voice sounding breathless and peevish to his ears.

      “You brute!” she hissed and nipped playfully at his earlobe. “That’s not how a lover responds to his beloved!”

      Milo blinked, suddenly aware of how close she was, how much of her body he could feel pressed against him, and what she most certainly could feel pressed against her. It was absurd given the circumstances but had death and danger not been so near at hand, he wasn’t certain what he might have done.

      Or rather, he knew exactly what he would do, but he was determined not to think about it.

      “I love you, too,” he said, dizzy from the emotional rollercoaster he’d been on for the last few minutes. “But I will need your help to pull this off.”

      Rihyani lowered herself back onto the floor and gave an immense roll of her eyes.

      “What can I do for you, my love?” she asked with a sigh.

      “Camouflage,” Milo said as he climbed to his feet with a grunt.

      He bent and offered his hand, which the fey took kindly enough despite her efforts at pouting.

      “To hide the train?” Rihyani asked, brows arching in doubt.

      “Not for the outside,” Milo said as he pulled her to her feet. “For the inside.”

      Standing eye to eye with him, the fey continued to look at him doubtfully. Then her eyes widened, and a sly look crept over her features.

      “Especially the third and fourth car?”

      Milo nodded, giving her a devious grin.
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      Milo was standing at the end of the fourth car when Ambrose shuffled down the passage at gunpoint. The rain-lashed German soldier behind him couldn’t see the expression stamped across the big man’s face as he frog-marched the bodyguard down the aisle, gun pressed to his head.

      “This better work,” encapsulated his feelings well enough.

      The other patrons in the car sat very still, most not daring to look up from where they huddled in their seats. They were a motley collection of travelers, ranging from men in drab business suits to a pair of old women in the vibrant apron dresses common in the most rural parts of Belarus. They were bystanders, non-combatants suddenly and frightfully aware that they were caught up in a conflict not their own.

      One or two whispered prayers with bowed heads while others leaned over children, offering what fervent if feeble protection their bodies could afford.

      Despite this absolute inoffensiveness, or perhaps because of it, Milo watched the sodden soldiers shuffle behind Ambrose’s warden’s jeer, threatening the passengers. They hissed and snarled and carelessly swept their rifles this way and that, laughing as people cringed and lurched away. One even reached out with the barrel of his rifle and began to knock the hats off of those he passed. As the tormented stole frustrated and fearful glances at the bully, he snarled in German, “Look down, pig!” before moving on to another target.

      Milo gritted his teeth, willing himself to maintain his composure.

      Not yet, he thought. Just a little longer.

      This plan may not be feasible, Imrah offered, and the wizard ground his teeth all the harder as Ambrose came to stand in front of him, the rifle barrel still pressed to his head.

      “Look who came for dinner,” Ambrose said and bit back a curse as the rifle barrel was jabbed hard against the back of his head.

      “Shut up,” the big man’s escort spat, glaring past his captive at Milo.

      Milo’s temper flared, and the plan nearly failed then and there.

      “Be careful,” Milo said, distilling his anger into a tone as cold and sharp as a flensing knife. “If you're here for me, you know I could kill every last one of you with a single word.”

      The eyes of every soldier in the column in the aisle swung to Milo, and for a moment, no one dared to move.

      “You’re not going to do anything as rash as that,” said a familiar voice in crisp German.

      Milo looked at the front of the car, where the officer with the curly dark mustache from the general staff meeting stood watching him with glittering eyes. In the uneven light of the general staff conference hall, Milo hadn’t noticed that the man’s eyes seemed greedily amphibian. He might have been a handsome man of middle age if not for those bulging, glassy orbs watching the world as if everything might be his food. A twisted imitation of a smile wormed its way across the officer’s face as he continued to leer hungrily at Milo.

      “You won’t do that because I have soldiers in the next car ready to kill every civilian present if things get out of hand. Do you understand?”

      To illustrate the point, the soldiers in the compartment turned and leveled their rifles at the rows of seated civilians. The innocent gasped and shivered but stayed where they were, trembling and crouching.

      Milo tightened his grip on his cane as his thoughts whispered to Imrah within.

      Both compartments. Are we sure this will work and not get us killed in the process?

      It is not a question of power but focus. Make certain you excite but don’t ignite.

      Milo looked at Mayr’s goons, their expressions slack, almost bored, and terror gripped him.

      What if they’ve been hollowed out like the Soviets?

      Then focus will be even more important. Now, attend to the situation before you are shot.

      Milo hadn’t realized he’d been ignoring Mayr, who had not only been talking to him but now had a pistol in his hand and was walking toward Milo as his soldiers shuffled to one side of the aisle or the other. The passengers forced into proximity with the menacing Germans cowered back in their seats.

      “Don’t tell me you’re losing your nerve,” Mayr growled as he came to stand in front of Ambrose, pistol held out at waist level. “I promised the Reich that you would be a valuable asset, but I’m afraid no one will believe me if you go all moonstruck anytime guns are involved.”

      Ambrose gave a low growl and shifted to shield Milo from the pistol. Mayr looked at him as though just seeing him.

      “Please move,” he said in a brittle, polite tone, twitching the barrel of the pistol to one side. “My business is with the warlock, not his imp.”

      “You’re not worth the effort some devil took to wipe you from his ass,” Ambrose snarled back, one hand curling into a fist while the other settled into a claw.

      Mayr met Ambrose’s stare, and as was the case with any mere mortal, he quickly looked away, but the man would not be so easily cowed. Shaking his head with a sigh, he ceased pointing his pistol at Ambrose and Milo and instead turned and held the pistol in the face of a small girl sitting next to her mother. Both were dressed in traditional Belarusian attire, and when the pistol was leveled, the mother hid her daughter’s face against her patterned apron. The child made small snuffling sounds as she shook against her mother, while the woman glared up at Mayr in tearful defiance.

      “I feel that things are getting out of hand,” Mayr said flatly. “Perhaps you should convince me otherwise.”

      Milo rested a hand on Ambrose’s shoulder and drew him back so they could trade places.

      The big man resisted but finally looked at Milo and then beyond him. His eyes narrowed with predatory focus.

      “Batch moving up five,” he reported in a clipped whisper as Milo shuffled past him. “They’re mine.”

      Milo wanted to tell the bodyguard to not do anything so risky, but then he was standing in front of Mayr, who was pointing a pistol at the back of a girl's head.

      “Well, I’m not dead,” Milo said with a practiced swagger as he gave Mayr a dismissive once-over. “So you must not want to kill me.”

      The smile that spread under Mayr’s mustache was cold enough that Milo was amazed his voice didn’t fog in front of him.

      “I do very much want to kill you,” Mayr said icily before turning his head to gaze at the cowering passengers. “As I’d like to purge the world of every one of these subhuman sheep and the parasites that cling to them. Even their would-be defenders, the simpering English and the limp-spined French, deserve only the shallowest graves history can afford.”

      He glared at the mother who defied him with her stare, and Milo could practically see the hateful calculations playing out behind the man’s cold-blooded eyes. The wizard harnessed his will in preparation for what would come next and wished he could offer up a prayer, but nothing came to mind.

      “But all things in good time.” Mayr shrugged, and in one fluid movement, holstered the pistol at his hip. “I’m not here for that sort of thing today.”

      “Then what are you here for?” Milo asked and nodded to the man’s damp coat. “Besides enjoying the weather.”

      Mayr eyed his dripping sleeves and gave Milo a small, self-assured smile.

      “Well, obviously I’m here to recruit you, my little warlock,” Mayr said as though the wizard were a very silly schoolboy. “The Reich doesn’t necessarily need a creature like you, but you could certainly make certain aspects of our operations far more productive.”

      Milo blinked, for an instant certain that he misunderstood.

      “Well, your pitch could use some work,” Milo said, crossing his arms as he stared into the toadlike eyes that watched him. “But more than that, you seem to have forgotten yesterday evening where you called me a Slavic savage and a motherless Russian or something along those lines.”

      Mayr flapped his hand at the words and shook his head before resuming his condescending tone.

      “If you’re going to let that bother you, it won’t be easy working together,” Mayr said with a roll of his eyes. “I know you’re not like the rest of the parasites, that you’re a different sort altogether, but appearances must be kept up. If I hadn’t spoken up at that meeting, some might have gotten the wrong idea.”

      “Wouldn’t want them to think you weren’t a raging xenophobe, would we?” Milo said with mock understanding. “That would be awful.”

      Mayr again shook his head and waved his hand even more aggressively as though trying to dismiss an unwelcome smell.

      “I don’t blame you for your ignorance of our organization and its purpose,” Mayr said, reaching up to flick rainwater from his mustache. “The nature of our operation has required secrecy, but now that we are preparing to take a great leap into the future, I feel we can start to lift the veil, as it were, and reach out.”

      Milo looked pointedly down the aisle at soldiers still training their rifles on the seated civilians, then gave Mayr a long look.

      “This is your idea of reaching out?” Milo chuckled, gesturing with his cane at the pistol on the officer's belt. “Again, your pitch needs work.”

      Mayr shrugged and took a step back toward his soldiers.

      “I want you to understand what we are offering, whatever your choice may be. Join us, and you buy yourself time to carve a place in the new world order as we build a better, purer world through ruthlessness and strength. Stand against us, and discover that nothing and no one is safe from our wrath. Think of all you have to lose, all that we could take from you if we become your enemies.”

      Mayr gave the woman and child he’d threatened a pitying look.

      “Better to run with the wolves than cower with the sheep, no?”

      Mayr’s face lit up with an idea, and a tight, cruel smile opened under the amphibian’s hungry stare.

      “Don’t,” Milo warned, but that only made Mayr’s smile wider.

      “Oh, come now.” Mayr chuckled darkly. “I think it will serve as a perfect lesson about who we are and what we are capable of.”

      “Do—” Milo began, but Mayr drew his pistol with startling speed and snapped off two shots, punching gory holes in the child’s back and her mother’s face.

      Fear and outrage should have erupted across the car in the wake of the pistol’s crack. Children should have wailed as men and women screamed and shouted in terror and anger, yet no voice was raised. There was a deathly stillness across the entire car.

      Milo felt Rihyani’s will ripple through the Art she’d stretched across the car, and a grim smile spread across his face. It was time; no turning back now. Mayr and his soldiers stood looking around the car for a moment, suddenly unsure as every cowering face turned to them with a dead-eyed stare, the woman and her daughter among them.

      “It's your turn for an education,” Milo said, his razor focus raking across his slumbering horrors. “Now you will see who I am and what I can do!”
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      The soldiers opened fire as Rihyani released her illusion in a befuddling eruption of broken images.

      The car was revealed to be empty of passengers or seats or anything but a drift of black grit. The soldiers began shooting despite this, rifles going off in a crazed series of blasts that chased the fractured visual stimuli Rihyani had spread around them. Glass shattered and shots gouged and ricocheted about the interior as the rain and wind began to pour in. Mayr was shouting something, but it was lost as an incredible shivering buzz filled the car.

      At Milo’s command,  a storm of si'lat emerged like an abominable locust swarm from a mad sea and broke through Rihyani’s now-dissipating illusion, engulfing the soldiers. Not bothering to take concrete shape, the necromist creation swept over the terrified bullies, making a mockery of their attempts to fight back as it drove them toward the front of the car.

      Like men trying to grapple with an attacking swarm of bees, the Germans screamed and swatted and reeled, but their antics only allowed the flurry of black grit to gouge and rasp exposed flesh with greater speed. Every way they turned and every movement they made opened new avenues of attack as the shade-driven particles slid under clothing and dug into orifices.

      They began to huddle and press against the door to the next car, but if they hadn’t been tearing at their own eyes, they might have realized that there was no safety beyond it as the soldiers left there faced another colossal si'lat.

      Milo stood, sweat beading his brow as he sought to keep his creations in check. He heard movement behind him and Ambrose’s bellicose roar, but he couldn’t be bothered to turn around. The si'lat required all his attention lest they fly free and kill every enemy at hand. A typical si'lat was more than capable of killing a man and ripping him to shreds in short order, much less these huge expansions, but Milo didn’t want to kill everyone on the train.

      He wanted to send a message, which he supposed would be easier if there were any to carry it.

      Behind him, Milo heard the bark of a gun firing an instant before the viewport at his back exploded in a crash of broken glass. Then a man screamed, but the sound seemed to move quickly away from the train before ending abruptly. With the viewport gone, rain and wind sent shivers over Milo’s back, and his mind was nearly knocked off point by the sudden chilling stimulation.

      Focus, Imrah growled, and the wizard could feel the cane trembling in his hand.

      Milo had herded animated corpses before, but this was something else entirely. The shades within practically exploded to inflict themselves on the world around them. Inside each, he could feel the bound soul wells like throbbing dark stars. Without the intimate connection his blood gave the magic and the assistance from Imrah, Milo knew he wouldn’t be able to control the living, slashing storms of sable sand.

      There were further sounds of smashing glass, and Milo looked up to see the soldiers hurling themselves out the windows. The si’lat chased them, tearing off strips of cloth and flesh as they fell screaming. As the sand left to chase the fleeing Germans, he could see more of the car.

      One of the soldiers lay on the floor with a trench knife buried in his chest. Another looked like he might have fallen asleep, but Milo knew better since he saw the man’s face and arms scoured until pink-stained bone gleamed in the lights of the car. Milo felt a twinge of sympathy for the men and then noticed the one with the knife in his chest was the sadist who had walked along knocking hats off. He turned away.

      True, the hats and their wearers had all been part of Rihyani’s masterful illusion, but the soldier hadn’t known that, had he?

      As he considered and more of the si’lat swarm slid from the car into the night, Milo saw that there was one more figure left in the car with him. Legs out before him, Mayr leaned against the battered train car portal. His face looked like he’d tried to shave with broken glass, and blood dribbled freely from a freshly broken nose whose shattered bridge pressed jaggedly against the skin.

      The toady’s eyes were so swollen and moist that Milo wondered if the slimy things would pop free and roll away. Instead, they looked up at Milo and widened, then Mayr fumbled for his pistol with si’lat-gnawed hands.

      With a flex of his focus, he gathered what remained of the black storm into a tendril that snared Mayr’s fumbling hand. The treacherous officer screamed as the fractured edges of the condensed grit sawed into his flesh.

      More of the si’lat reluctantly returned, called inexorably by his will back into the car. They poured in through the shattered windows, freshly christened with the rain outside. Milo bore down on the shades, willing them to congeal into tendrils of jagged, coagulated darkness that coiled around Mayr’s remaining limbs and then dragged him upright. The shade-animated tentacles stretched Mayr against the front wall of the car, arms and legs straining out in a tortured X shape.

      The muscles in Mayr’s neck stood out like cords as the web of black sand extended his limbs millimeter by agonizing millimeter.

      “Stop!” Mayr gasped. “For the love of God!! Please stop!”

      Milo began to stalk toward Mayr, reminding himself that he was sending a message but wondering exactly what that message was.

      “Do you think that’s what the subhumans will say when your Reich goons will come for them?” Milo asked, stepping over the soldier with the dagger in his chest. “When your bands of zealots attack them in the streets and drag them from their homes, will they call out for mercy?”

      Mayr’s right wrist began to slide a little more and soft clicks could be heard, and then a sound like bone rasping against bone. Mayr started to scream, then that wrist gave a wet pop and pain robbed him of his voice.

      “When you shoot the children in front of their mothers, will they say prayers to Heaven for you to laugh at?” Milo asked, hardly noticing when Mayr’s arm gave a sharp click and the officer whimpered.

      “Please!” Mayr wheezed as he hung there panting and watching himself be pulled apart bit by bit. “Please, what do you want?”

      Milo paused to consider the question, even reaching out a hand to still the si’lat from pulling the man into pieces.

      “What do I want?” Milo mused as though the novel question intrigued him. “That is an excellent question.”

      Mayr stared at him between huge heaving sighs, unable to relax since the tendrils held him fast. As Milo wiped sweat from his brow and tapped his lower lip thoughtfully with an upraised finger, Mayr strained against his broken ribs to get enough air to speak again.

      “Maybe I was wrong,” he moaned, and his eyes bulged in fear when Milo looked up and leveled an icy glare at him. “I was wrong. Am wrong.”

      Milo lowered his hand to rest his palm on the cane as he planted it in front of him. Sweat running in rivulets down his face, he looked expectantly at the magically racked officer.

      “Yes?” he prompted in a forcedly unhurried tone.

      Mayr struggled for air, the movements eliciting whimpers of pain as his ruined joints popped and ground with a sound to put teeth on edge.

      “I could explain this to the others,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “We didn’t understand, didn’t appreciate your power.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Milo said distractedly as his focus thrummed against the other si’lat swarm, which had gone to chase its share of soldiers into the night. The shades pressed against his control, hungry for blood, but he drove them back mercilessly. Milo felt the si’lat swarm sluggishly turn back to the train like children sulkily returning home for dinner.

      In the distraction, the si’lat swarm binding Mayr had begun to gently pull again, greedily lapping up the fear and pain dripping freely from the man.

      The trapped officer couldn’t manage words this time, only a whining keen as one of his knees gave a slurping pop that made the hair on the back of Milo’s neck stand up. The si’lat stopped once it felt Milo’s mind bristling at its subversive initiative, slackening the coils a little. Mayr’s head slumped forward, though his body remained stretched in four directions.

      For a moment Milo thought the man had passed out, but a sob escaped his lips, and though he didn’t look up, he raised his voice in a low groaning plea.

      “What are you going to do to me?”

      Milo looked at the broken man hanging before him and decided he was done. He knew what message he wanted to send. He felt a twinge of guilt that it had taken him so long to make up his mind and that unnecessary pain had come because of it, but now that it was settled, things seem to take on a momentum of their own.

      With a flick of one finger, another coil of black sand, smoother than the others, stretched out to Mayr. It wrapped gently around his neck and lifted his head to look at Milo. There were tears in the officer’s eyes as he looked at the wizard, fear and hate twisting together like two vipers behind his gaze.

      “I am going to use you to send a message,” Milo said slowly.

      A flash of hope enlivened Mayr’s gaze, all the more nauseous to witness for the man’s desperate nod.

      “I can do that,” he said eagerly, his voice nearly breaking.

      “I know you can,” Milo said, and at his nod, the immense si’lat pulled sharply in five different directions. There was a soggy thump as something damp and heavy hit the floor amidst the patter of additional fluid falling as freely as rain came in through the windows.

      Milo turned away from the grisly scene as Ambrose and Rihyani stepped into the car from the rear. Both advanced a few steps before stopping and staring at the mess. Their eyes took in the scattered remains before settling heavily on the magus.

      “What happened to sending a message?” Ambrose asked.

      “More than one way to do that,” Milo remarked dryly as he walked past them to their compartment in the fifth car, the red-stained si’lat sliding along the floor in his wake.
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        * * *

      

      When they rolled into Gzhatsk, none of them felt prepared for what waited for them—which turned out to be nothing.

      The rail lines didn’t run directly to Sergio-Ivanoskye and the camp there, so they were supposed to arrive at Gzhatsk and be promptly picked up by transport from the camp. As they moved into the train station, it became clear that their escort was as absent as the occupants of the town.

      No sight, no sound, no trace of anyone having ever dwelled in the place other than the buildings. As Milo climbed off the train with Ambrose and Rihyani, he could have believed that Gzhatsk hadn’t just been abandoned but forgotten. It felt as though humans had fled the place years ago, maybe longer, and as he looked out and saw fresh vegetation creeping in and around the buildings, he wondered if this wasn’t the case.

      “When is the escort from Sergio-Ivanoskye to arrive?” Milo asked over his shoulder as he looked up and down the street outside the station platform, which was barren except for tufts of grass and ground cover.

      “They were supposed to be here to meet us,” Ambrose said, his Gewehr in his hands as he swept the area. “At least, that was what I was led to believe.”

      The low hiss of the train engine was the only sound any of them heard as they slowly stepped out onto the street. The dark windows of the hollow buildings arrayed before them were like vacant eyes staring down at them indifferently.

      “How far is it to the village from here?” Rihyani asked, her dark eyes looking first at the ground and then squinting at the sky.

      “Twenty or so miles due west,” Ambrose muttered distractedly, then nodded at what looked like an inn or hotel across the street. “We should get our effects and head over there. Not wise to stay out in the open.”

      As though summoned by the mention of their luggage, one of the junior engineers cursed and dragged a trolley laden with their luggage onto the platform.

      “So quick to see us off, eh?” Milo called, then cringed at Ambrose’s wince. Perhaps, standing in the street and shouting wasn’t the best plan.

      Sweating and still swearing, the junior engineer shuffled to the stairs leading off the platform, where he managed to keep the trolley from descending catastrophically down the steps.

      “Chief says to off-load and quick,” the young man said breathlessly as they started to climb the stairs. “Says he wants clear as soon as possible.”

      He looked anxiously from the three companions to the train as though fearing they might leave him if he didn’t discharge his duties fast enough. Milo thought the fellow’s fears weren’t entirely unfounded.

      It had taken no small amount of cajoling and threats to get the train moving again after the encounter with Mayr. None of the train’s crew had been injured when the Reich had stopped the train and boarded, but that experience had been frightening enough before Milo had released the two immense si’lat. The chief engineer had ranted about how his rig was not a military train and that he and his crew were not soldiers and could not be expected to operate under such conditions. Ambrose had seen fit to remind the man that according to dictates from the current German government, all trains were military trains if it was deemed so, but to no one’s surprise, that did not satisfy the man.

      “I don’t want any part of this strangeness,” he spluttered, giving Milo and Rihyani furious glares. The chief then proceeded to say he was going to turn the train around at the nearest wye track.

      Even with Milo promising that the crew would be compensated and repairs to the train paid for, it took the wizard threatening to show the man more strangeness to get them moving again with no plans for any detours until they arrived at Gzhatsk.

      “Then let’s not keep him waiting,” Milo said as he reached the trolley.

      The wizard nodded appreciatively at the youth and scooped up his pack and a satchel holding the alchemical reagents he’d collected while waiting for the general staff in Berlin. Usually, he kept such things in the enchanted pockets sewn into his coat, but some of them were too sensitive or too dangerous to keep on his person, which tended to get jostled around quite a bit. Among the ingredients were the si’lat swarms, condensed beyond physical reality into two fist-sized orbs.

      “Tell your chief we appreciate his cooperation,” Milo said. “And please remind him that any and all requests for compensation need to go to Colonel Jorge at the office of the general staff.”

      The others snatched up their things as Milo spoke, leaving a single crate on the trolley.

      “That,” Milo said, pointing at the crate. “That goes back to Berlin to the general staff office. I’m sure they’ll compensate you for the trouble of transporting it, and if not, leave a note for Colonel Jorge.”

      The young man stared doubtfully at the crate, frowning as he tried to find some way to refuse the instruction.

      “I’m not sure that the chief planned for this,” he said, looking at Milo beseechingly.

      “Stow it in back and handle it yourself then,” Milo said with a wink. “I imagine you could charge the general staff just about anything for personal delivery. Make sure you don’t open it.”

      The junior engineer might have argued the point, but the train whistle sounded. After looking torn for a second more, he swore one last time and scampered back to the train, trolley and crate in tow.

      Milo stood watching the train roll out, bearing his message.

      “I’m still not sure that was the best idea,” Ambrose said at his shoulder as he kept watch on the abandoned town.

      “It’s too late for second thoughts now,” the wizard murmured. “Let the chips fall where they may.”
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      Their ride still hadn’t arrived to take them out of Gzhatsk nearly four hours after the train had left the station.

      They’d entered the hotel and found its dark halls as eerily vacant as everything else they’d seen in the town. They’d quickly found the dining hall was the most comfortable spot, not only because of the ample seating but also because the large decorative window over the bar offered ample light from outside. Ambrose had done some pilfering of the choicest liquors and nonperishables from the bar and that parlor behind it, but that was consumed all too soon.

      This left the three companions to sit in an empty hotel dining room and hypothesize what could have emptied the town.

      “Maybe it was something like Kimaris,” Ambrose had suggested as he got up from where he’d sat on the hotel bar across from the passage to the front entrance. “Some sort of demon that swept through and swallowed up everyone.”

      Milo shook his head as he twirled the cane to bore a hole through the thick dust on the dining hall floor.

      That feels oddly pleasant, Imrah informed him, which was Milo’s cue to stop immediately. A decidedly disappointed impression radiated from the fetish.

      “Something like that would have left some sign of its passing. Damage or something like it,” Milo said, looking at the caked dust on the wooden floor and wondering when feet had last scuffed these boards. According to the reports, it was only a few weeks, but it looked like ages.

      “What do you think, Rihyani?” Milo asked, rocking back in his chair, which gave a slight squeak of protest.

      Rihyani had been silent for most of the brainstorming, quietly moving around the tavern. She seemed to be looking for something to catch her interest as he and Ambrose chatted. She was currently standing next to a window, sliding her fingers down the drapes. Beyond the window was a veranda, where other tables looked out toward the forest that hemmed Gzhatsk in with a wall of evergreens. Staring past the fey for a moment, Milo couldn’t help but wonder if it was his imagination or the trees really were leaning in.

      “Rihyani?” Milo called as he shook his head to dismiss thoughts of maliciously inclined trees. He had enough to worry about without making enemies of the vegetation.

      “Yes?” the fey said without turning around.

      Milo climbed to his feet, a frown tugging at the corners of his mouth. It wasn’t like Rihyani to be so quiet.

      “Ambrose and I were discussing whether it could have been Kimaris or not.”

      “What about Kimaris?” she asked, her voice rising with a subtle note of irritation. With more force than was probably necessary, she yanked the curtains to one side and began a minute inspection of the window frame.

      Before Milo could press the question, Ambrose, who had wandered to a window on the opposite wall from Rihyani, thumped the wall with a fist.

      “About damn time,” he swore and turned back to his companions with a grin. “Lokkemand finally decided to show up.”

      The wizard shook his head at the announcement but stopped as he noticed Rihyani had pressed herself to the windowsill and seemed to be sniffing its length.

      “I’ll go out and wave them over,” Ambrose said as he ambled his way across the hall, leaving Milo and Rihyani alone.

      “What are you doing?” Milo said, trying and failing to keep the irritation and concern out of his voice.

      “Something seems wrong about this town,” the fey said as she raised her head.

      “You mean, besides the fact that it was abandoned?” Milo asked as he looked around the vacant room.

      “Yes,” Rihyani growled, then raised a hand as her fingers grew wicked claws.

      “Rihyani, what’s going on?” Milo demanded, feeling the need to look every direction at once. She didn’t reshape like this except when danger was about. He spun around to face the empty room, every shadow seeming to hold a dangerous secret.

      “I’m not sure,” Rihyani said in a wet, leonine voice as fangs replaced her teeth.

      “Then give me your best guess,” Milo hissed, looking over his shoulder in time to see the fey’s talons rake across the windowsill.

      Milo had expected the sound of wood being gouged or scraped and thought he would see flecks of paint and splinters go flying. When there was a ripping sound like canvas parting under a knife instead, he balked. When blood ran freely from the rent windowsill, rolling down the wall darkly, he nearly cried out in surprise.

      “Hiisi,” Rihyani snarled, the word sounding like a wildcat’s yowl.

      When gunfire erupted outside the hotel and the window they stood next to exploded into a hundred glass fragments, Milo was almost relieved.

      Being shot at was something he was intimately familiar with.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hiisi are Folk, right?” Milo shouted as he and Rihyani crept along the wall to the hotel entrance, thankful the exterior was brick. The crack of rifles could be heard as bullets came whining through the broken window.

      “Yes,” she said. “They marked the building with their runes.”

      “Are they shooting at us because you spotted it?” Milo asked as they neared the door to the front of the hotel. “Or just on principle?”

      “I am almost certain this isn’t them,” Rihyani yelled with a look over her shoulder at the window and the forest beyond.

      “We’re under fire,” Ambrose shouted as he burst back into the dining hall, chased by half a score of near-misses.

      “Thank God you’re here,” Milo bellowed. “I might not have noticed all the bullets flying around.”

      Ambrose swore and kicked one of the double doors shut as a trio of shots punched through the wood. Blood ran down one side of his face, and his eyes blazed like emerald stars in his face.

      “We’re pinned down,” he rumbled, working the action on the rifle to chamber another round. “I popped two of the rats running around out there, but there's plenty more.”

      “What about Lokkemand’s men?” Milo asked as more shots from outside gnawed the dining hall doors into mere formalities.

      “Likewise,” Ambrose spat as he spotted the window, where the occasional bullet still whizzed through. “They had half a dozen rounds rattle off the lead vehicle and they circled the wagons, as it were.”

      “They brought wagons?” Rihyani asked, a wild incredulous laugh bubbling out between her fearsome teeth.

      “Figure of speech,” Ambrose said as he began to slink to the broken window, careful to stay out of the line of fire. “Point is, if they’ve got troops enough to pin us all down, they might have enough to storm this spot to get a better line on Lokkemand’s men.”

      “We need to get out of here, or we’ll be overrun,” Milo said, wincing as a stray shot ricocheted about the room.

      “Thank God he’s here,” Ambrose remarked dryly as he sank to one knee next to the broken window, the Gewehr coming to his shoulder.

      Rihyani gripped Milo’s shoulder and pointed at the large window over the bar.

      “Break that and we can wind-ride out,” she shouted.

      “We’ll be exposed out there,” Milo protested and pointed at Ambrose. “And if we take him, we’ll be easy targets for sure.”

      Ambrose pivoted on his knee to fire a shot with the Gewehr before swiveling away from a torrent of return fire.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Ambrose growled as he ejected a spent shell and chambered a fresh one. “I can give them something to worry about while you two get clear of the place.”

      “What about the si'lat?” Rihyani offered.

      Milo shook his head.

      “I don’t know if I can keep them from going after Lokkemand’s men,” he said, his gaze wandering over to the window opposite them, where he could see the road between the curtains. “The si’lat won’t differentiate between one group of men with guns and another, and unless I can see everyone to direct them, they're likely to waste time tearing up the town.”

      “That and you can’t wind ride while controlling those monsters,” Ambrose added before swiveling around for another shot. This time he was greeted by so much return fire, Milo felt certain the window frame and the wall around it were both about to collapse into rubble.

      Thinking quickly, Milo snatched out his pistol and snapped off a trio of shots to send the window above the bar tumbling to the floor in a shower of dazzling daggers.

      “We’ll get out and clear that patch of woods,“ Milo shouted, pointing over Ambrose's shoulder at a patch of woods to the right of where he’d been shooting. “When you see witchfire, get moving.”

      Ambrose nodded despite the scowl on his face. Milo turned to Rihyani as he returned his pistol to his belt and gave her his most dashing smile.

      “Come on, dear, let’s fly.”
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        * * *

      

      Milo hadn’t taken any opportunities to practice wind riding since Georgia, and it showed as he clung to Rihyani’s hand and lurched through the air.

      They cleared the broken window easily enough, but the wizard was sluggish in both turning and acceleration. Rihyani, who had millennia of experience, dragged him along, but she could only compensate so much. Instead of darting out the broken window, they lurched out, with Milo nearly gashing his dangling legs on the way.

      Thankfully, Ambrose took the opportunity to pump shot after shot into the tree line, which was probably the only thing that saved the wind riders from coming under fire immediately.

      As it was, they were diving for the trees when the first enemy shots hissed past them, a scattering of panic fire as they came down on what turned out to be exactly where the enemy had congregated. They were ragged figures in the baggy khakis of the Russian forces—a dozen men all told, huddling amongst a tight stand of young pines.

      As Rihyani and Milo sailed over their heads, Milo saw their eyes widen with terror even as their mouths snarled feral curses. They swung around to bring their rifles to bear.

      Before another shot could be fired, Milo focused, and at the speed of thought, sensed their minds. With an outward shove of his will, he scattered images of him and Rihyani in every direction, some breaking into more images until the canopy was darkened by the illusory targets.

      The squad of men was still firing and spitting curses into the trees when Milo and Rihyani touched down. One of the soldiers stepped out of his cover, screaming and shooting into the tree branches before his head snapped to one side, half of it missing. The Gewehr’s report sounded as the corpse crumpled to the ground.

      A few of the soldiers returned to firing at the hotel window, but the rest remained intent on firing up at the images of Milo and Rihyani above them.

      “Come, darling.” Rihyani laughed in a liquid roar as she bared her fangs. “Let us be terrible together!”

      I am learning to like her, Imrah chimed in Milo’s head, and a ferocious smile spread across his face.

      “Who am I to argue with a lady?” He chuckled, the onrush of adrenaline and excitement turning the laugh into a wild roar.

      As one, they rushed between the tree trunks and sprang like wolves to the kill.

      Rihyani shed her traveling cloak in one rolling shrug, then she bounded forward, sometimes on her feet, sometimes on all fours. Milo drew on the cane’s empowering essence and threw himself after her in great rushing leaps. The eagle’s eye sockets burned with witchfire, and he brought it back as if to smash them with great crushing strokes.

      Screaming their joined fury, Milo and Rihyani fell on the ambushers like a hammer on rotten fruit.

      Rihyani pounced on the nearest man. He spotted her charge, but he was too slow to get something between her claws and his chest. He went down gasping and wheezing as she ripped her talons from his chest and whirled to look for her next victim.

      Milo swung the cane, and a lash of green witchfire tore across four men with rifles pointing toward him. The sorcerous flames ripped into them, biting deep into flesh and finding it to their liking. All four collapsed as emerald fire gnawed up and over their bodies with a ravenous light.

      “More demons!” shouted one of the remaining men, and without another word, they all turned and made a dead run back into the forest.

      Milo and Rihyani were left standing in the crackling glow of the dying soldiers, more than a little confused as Ambrose came jogging up.

      “Spotted the fire,” he said as he took cover against a sheltering tree trunk, Gewehr held across his broad body. “That was quick.”

      Milo and Rihyani looked at each other and then in the direction the men had run.

      “Took us by surprise as well,” Milo admitted, straining his ears to hear the men crashing through the trees over the crackling gunfire along the roadway.

      “Do you think they are trying to reposition for a counterattack?” Rihyani asked, the ferocity leaving her voice as she squinted curiously between the trees.

      Ambrose cocked his head to one side, frowning deeply.

      “Doesn’t sound like it,” he snarled, his eyelids sinking to half-mast as he strained his preternatural hearing. “Those men are running for their lives.”

      Ambrose’s eyes flew open a heartbeat before Milo and Rihyani heard the first screams. Wild and piercing, a babble of pleas, curses, and shrieks cut through the air and chilled the blood. Milo had heard men cry out in pain and fear many times, but this was one of the worst.

      “They’re dying ugly,” Ambrose growled, his head wagging slowly as some voices fell silent and others rose to new shivering heights.

      “Hiisi,” Rihyani said breathily and turned to Milo. “We need to get to Lokkemand’s men. Now!”

      With a ripple of will, the traveling cloak poured over the fey’s body, then she was heading for the sound of gunshots.

      Milo and Ambrose knew better than to argue, but they shared concerned looks as they began to trot along the tree line toward the road. All three kept a sharp eye out for the ambushers still firing on the German forces as they bounded along. It went without saying that it wouldn't do to race into the kill zone.

      “Are they in more danger from the Hiisi than the Russians?” Milo asked as he jogged up alongside Rihyani. “What are we protecting them from, exactly?”

      Rihyani threw a worried look over her shoulder, and Milo realized the screaming had stopped.

      “The protection isn’t for them,” Rihyani explained, quickening her pace. “It’s for us.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time they’d made it to the road, the Russian ambushers had begun to die.

      The trio didn’t see what was killing them, but given the sounds the dying made, it seemed clear that whatever had killed their fellows near the hotel was preying on them now along the road.

      The German caravan had ceased firing when the Russian salvos had given way to desperate screams. They couldn’t see what was happening, but the horror on the soldier’s faces grew with each rustle amongst the branches that preceded more auditory torment. They sat listening to men beg and pray and cry before their voices became incoherent yowls and wails that seemed too tortured for human throats.

      The soldiers were so captivated by the morbid symphony around them that they didn’t spot Milo, Ambrose, and Rihyani on the ditch-hemmed side of the road. The trio, seeing that they didn’t need to worry about being caught in the crossfire, made for the vehicular triangle formed by two open-topped kubelwagens and a canvas-backed truck. The wizard had to pound on the side of the truck to draw the men’s attention away from the horror in the forest.

      “You can sightsee on your own time, gentlemen,” he shouted in German. “As it stands, you are hours late, and the service so far has not been up to standard.”

      Blinking like owls awakened before dusk, the German soldiers swung around and stared at Milo and company. The magus thought about jumping aboard, but there was a tension in the men’s shoulders and faces that gave him pause. Time was of the essence, but rushing a crowd of emotionally fragile men with guns seemed unwise.

      “Permission to come aboard?” Milo asked, throwing a jaunty salute as his eyes searched for a black coat or at least the NCO of rank.

      “What the hell is going on in there?” someone asked, and the question was repeated by several soldiers.

      “Bad things,” Milo said quickly, taking half a step toward the open backseat of a kubelwagen. “Now, can we please be on our way before bad things start happening to us?”

      “Did you do this?” one man asked, his face hardening as another called behind him, “Or did she do it?”

      “Neither,” Milo said, fighting to keep his temper in check. There were now only one or two wretched voices begging for their lives, which meant the Hiisi, whatever they were, were most likely headed their way.

      “What did you summon, warlock?” a voice demanded, and Milo heard hissing whispers that sounded a lot like “De Zauber-Schwartz” moving amongst the ranks with less than friendly connotations.

      “Look,” Ambrose said, his mustache bristling furiously. “Take us prisoner if you like, but you don’t want to meet whatever is out there. Get your heads out of your bungholes and get this caravan moving. NOW!”

      To Milo’s relief and no small amount of envy, the big man’s thunderous voice and battlefield demeanor won out. Like shamefaced children scolded by a gruff uncle, the soldiers hopped to and began to break up their impromptu fortification. The trio was crammed into the back of the lead kubelwagen since both the truck and the other kubelwagen were being used to transport men wounded in the initial ambush.

      Within a minute of Ambrose’s bellowed orders, the caravan moved out.

      Milo felt comfortable enough to lean forward and call to the driver. “Good thing Captain Lokkemand sent out a full guard for a priority pickup, eh?”

      The driver looked uncomfortable as he wiped his forehead, and he kept swiveling his gaze to the dirt road and along the forest edge. He gnawed his lip for a moment, then replied without looking back.

      “Begging your pardon, sir,” the man replied, shouting over the sound of three engines working in close proximity, “but we travel like this always. We can’t do it any other way. The bandits are thick as moss on Pfeiffer’s backside.”

      The man seated next to him, who must have been Pfeiffer, spat out the window, clutching his rifle in both hands. Despite that, the man’s eyes were calm, almost apathetic with all that was going on around him.

      “If I got moss, it came from Schultz’s mother,” he growled, looking left and right before giving them all a sidelong grimace over his shoulder. “Woman’s a mangy old goat, but ‘needs must when devils drive’ is how the saying goes, right?”

      “Did you just call my mother a goat?” the driver Schultz growled, one hand curling into a fist.

      Rihyani shot Milo a concerned frown over Ambrose’s bent back, and her thoughts rushed into his mind.

      Do those two intend to start fighting at a time like this?

      Milo shook his head even as the driver’s fist struck Pfeiffer’s shoulder with a dull smack and the man rocked against the door of kubelwagen.

      They’re blowing off steam. You know, banter, Milo explained. None of these look like Lokkemand’s old escorts, so they’re new to all this, though I’m sure they were briefed.

      Rihyani gave Milo an incredulous stare as blistering streams of invective and profanity flowed freely between the two, but true to Milo’s word, it quickly settled into chuckles as they rolled further down the road and out of Gzhatsk.

      “Glad we’re clear of that mess,” Pfeiffer offered as he leaned against the window, eyeing the trees suspiciously.

      Milo and Rihyani felt Ambrose tense next to them, and Milo saw the look of concern on his face turn to wrath in an instant.

      “Not clear yet,” the bodyguard rumbled and began to wriggle his way to his feet as he swung his Gewehr toward the forest.

      “What is it?” Milo asked, rushing to join Ambrose. One hand held his fetish cane while the other probed for one of the si’lat swarms. He didn’t imagine the soldiers would feel very comfortable with the vicious black cyclone, but he figured dying like the Russians had was even less appealing.

      As though summoned by the thought, three bloodied and harried figures in khaki uniforms lurched out of the forest and into the middle of the track. Their heads were twisted back to watch for whatever horror had pursued them here, but their hands were raised in surrender.

      “Help! Save!” they cried in stilted German. “Save! Please!”

      Pfeiffer leveled his rifle their way, but a sharp word from Milo stayed his trigger finger.

      “Damn it, man, they’re unarmed.”

      The defeated men staggered forward, still trying to watch the woods they’d left as the caravan rolled to a stop.

      “I thought we needed to get out of here?” shouted the driver of the truck. “Put on the gas and they’ll move.”

      “Load them into the truck bed,” Milo shouted back, motioning to the Russians to head for the truck.

      “Letting those rats in with the wounded? Are you mad?” the driver bellowed, revving his vehicle’s chugging engine and menacingly halting the Russians in between kubelwagen and the truck. “Get out of the way, or I’ll roll over you and the cowards!”

      The Gewehr roared, and the side-view mirror of the truck sprang free of its mount in a shower of sparks and broken glass.

      “A superior officer gave you an order. A DIRECT order!” Ambrose roared, his rifle’s aim now adjusted to the cab of the truck. “Think very hard before you open your mouth again, soldier.”

      The tension crackled in the air like barbed lightning, and Milo felt Rihyani’s will brushing against him.

      This does not seem like banter, Rihyani thought. If Simon fires again, I think the one called Pfeiffer will attempt to shoot him.

      Milo didn’t dare turn around as the standoff ached on second after second. He considered stretching out his will and trying to soothe or at least befuddle Pfeiffer but thought better of it.

      If he does, try to stop him without hurting him, Milo instructed via resonations of his own will. We still need these men to cooperate with us while we work out here.

      Rihyani’s will throbbed with affirmation, then she left his thoughts.

      Milo looked askance at the Russians standing between kubelwagen and the truck before clearing his throat, drawing all eyes to him.

      “This is ridiculous,” he said in his best no-nonsense commander’s impression. “We’ve got an unknown hostile, and we are exposed. Get the prisoners in your vehicle, and let’s get the He—”

      The air was suddenly filled with a cacophonous clamor of raucous cawing. All eyes turned toward the woods, searching the branches and jagged tops of the evergreens for the source of the terrible sound. The limbs rustled and creaked as the canopy suddenly erupted in a storm of croaking ravens. With a precision and cohesion uncommon to carrion birds, the immense flock swept down and encircled the caravan in a wheel of beating black wings.

      The Russians screamed and crouched with hands raised over their heads.

      “Get those prisoners loaded NOW!” Milo bellowed, his finger stabbing at the truck.

      Not needing any further prompting, the would-be prisoners scuttled to the back of the truck and got on board with terror-fueled speed.

      “De Zauber Schwartz,” Schultz cried, and for the first time that day, it didn’t sound like a curse to Milo. “What do we do? I can’t drive through this.”

      Milo wasn’t sure the man’s grasp of physics was very reliable if he thought his blocky battering ram of a vehicle couldn’t punch through a wall of birds, but he didn’t think it was time to correct the man. Instead, he reached into the case and drew out the heavy orbs that held the si’lat swarm.

      Milo held a sphere out in front of him and began harnessing the focus necessary to not only rouse but master the shades. He knew he’d need as much control, if not more, than he had used aboard the train. It would be even harder now since he’d had plenty of time to prepare his mind and body for the rigors of magic then. He liked the si’lat better than dousing the birds with witchfire or eldritch ice, but he understood that if he lost control, it would very likely cost the soldiers their lives.

      “When I give you the word, floor it,” Milo called as his eyes centered on the undulating black spheres in his hand. Milo could feel the vibrating essence of the trapped shades, their secondhand hate and hunger twisting over and around each other like so many tangled vipers. The harder the knotted shades pulled away, the tighter they were bound, which was part of the magic that Milo was secretly proud of. To unleash them, all he had to do was untie one little knot at the center of the writhing mass.

      “Come out and play,” Milo whispered as he opened the end of his scarred thumb and ran the welling blood across the top of the sphere in his outstretched hand.

      “Magus! It’s coming!” Ambrose shouted as something far bigger than a raven broke through the wheeling barrier of black birds.

      The knot unbound, and the ebony orb stretched out exploratory tendrils as Milo drove his command home with a burning stake of intent.

      KILL

      Black grit erupted as a ravening dervish fit for the banks of the Styx.

      “GO!” Milo screamed as the si’lat swarm spun up and over them to crash drunkenly into the rotating ravens. The terrible crowing was interspersed with death rattles and screeches as birds died in droves. The sound was so deafening that Milo could barely hear the revving of the kubelwagen engine, but he felt it buck under him as Schultz slammed down on the accelerator.

      His feet came off the floorboard, and to his surprise, they never returned. The same instant this happened, Milo felt a crushing pressure in his shoulders as though a vise had clamped over them.

      He saw the massive corvid digits clamped on his shoulders. Those taloned feet rose into a twisted, sharp-angled body that seemed as though man and raven had been mashed and folded into each other.

      As Milo rose into the air, before he was plunged into the gouging, ripping tide, the creature carrying him jerked its head around to glare at him with a raptor’s hungry stare.

      The magus screamed when he beheld the jagged, misaligned beak and mangled plumage, and the creature's talons drove down deeper, crushing the breath from his lungs as they pierced his coat to burrow into his flesh.
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      Milo emerged from the congress of ravens more or less the same way he had entered it, which could be summarized simply as not well. His shoulders ached from where the monstrous bird-thing’s claws gripped him, and he had a few other scrapes and nicks across his face and hands from birds and branches as he was dragged out of the trees and into the sky.

      Done assessing his state of being, Milo decided he was also done with his sudden flight.

      Focusing his mind to bring his magic with the talons digging into him proved difficult, but thankfully the grip on him did not prevent him from reaching his belt. Milo drew out his pistol and aimed straight up. The creature, the Hiisi, must have felt his movement since it had enough time to look down and see the barrel leveled at it before Milo pulled the trigger.

      One, two, three, the pistol barked, but before the second muzzle flare could singe feathers, the corvid horror had exploded into icy wind, the smell of rotting meat, and dozens of black-winged shapes. Where once had been a creature large enough to carry Milo off like a rabbit in a raptor’s claws, there was now only stink, chill, and the flutter of wings.

      And then Milo was falling.

      A raw scream tore from his throat as the treetops seemed to lunge up from the ground, eager to impale his plummeting, pinwheeling body.

      Wind ride, Imrah called, sounding almost bored.

      Milo tried to orient his brain, but fear was like a weighted pendulum knocking his thoughts askew with each pass.

      Quickly would be best. The fetish-bound ghul sighed with irritation.

      Milo felt a wave of familiar anger at her criticism, and that more than anything else allowed him to lay hold of his will and change the world around him to make reality accept him as being buoyant even as he plunged to his death.

      His falling slowed until he halted only a few feet from the top of a lightning-scarred pine. As he hung there trying to right himself, he had time to study the tree. It was old and whorled with ancient wounds, and Milo thought it almost looked disappointed that he would not be adorning its branches.

      “Not today,” Milo muttered, feeling as though his internal organs had just caught up with the rest of him.

      Grunting and being careful to take long, slow breaths, Milo let himself sink toward the tree. Hands outstretched, he descended until he grabbed a branch that looked like it wasn’t about to break. Steady and levitating, Milo swept his eyes across the horizon and saw the breach in the forest that was Gzhatsk to his right. It took a minute longer to find the thin gap in the trees indicative of the road, the process made slower by the nagging certainty that his pistol had only bought him a reprieve, not victory.

      Despite the thought, he saw no trace of the black-feathered fiend, but he wasn’t quite ready to hope that it had been scared off. He thought he would have felt some freedom under the open sky, some safety from ambush, but Milo knew that any flying creature, much less a magical one, would be far more comfortable than he was fighting in the sky.

      After another moment spent considering making his sluggish way due west, Milo shook his head and began the slow, careful process of climbing down. The relative weightlessness was a great boon, and he was on the forest floor quicker than he expected.

      Standing there getting his bearings, Milo felt a tug upon his mind, and he remembered the si’lat swarm he’d unleashed before his abduction. His ability to control his creation over a distance was not unlimited, and he felt his grasp on the swirling shades slowly slipping.

      Had Lokkemand’s men cleared the flock of ravens? Had Ambrose and Rihyani gone with them, or were they even now braving the tempest of black wings and darker spirits?

      Who was he fooling? He knew Ambrose and Rihyani were looking for him.

      His mind narrowed to a needle-pointed hook, and with a sweeping grab, he snatched the thin strands of essence that bound the si’lat to him and gave them a savage twist.

      RETURN

      The shades resisted, straining until Milo feared they would break free, but then he felt his blood and soul humming through the connection. As long as he lived, the construct could not—would not—escape his control. In some perverse way, it was part of him.

      Milo’s mind returned to the world around him, and he tried to decide where he was going. Conscripts were for fighting and dying, more the latter than the former, and as such, his training in fieldcraft amongst the penal forces was lacking. That was compounded by the fact that his youth had been spent in strictly urban environments. Milo looked at the venerable trees standing as though in silent judgment around him, and he felt the unease of being in an alien world. He was unfamiliar, unwelcome, and unprepared.

      He was considering either wind riding up to the canopy again or trying some creative necromistry when he jumped at the sound of wings fluttering overhead. He whirled, cane and pistol both raised.

      On a low branch of a nearby tree, the monstrous bird squatted, except it was lessened.

      The huge, twisted avian was now human-sized and had it stood on the ground, Milo doubted the top of its feathered head would reach his chin. More than being humanoid in size, the creature now seemed closer to human in shape as well. Its wings resembled elongated arms tipped with fingers, no less, and the legs had changed direction so that it now sat on the branch with feet dangling over the forest floor.

      The head cocked to one side, round black eyes staring and inscrutable before the malformed beak opened.

      “Funny!” it cried in a harsh and braying attempt at Russian. “Funny little man!”

      Milo glared at the creature, eager to launch lead and eldritch energies at it but hesitating as it continued to watch him. If it wanted to kill him, it didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry, and since he felt the si’lat swarm seething toward him, he decided he would take advantage of this.

      “So, you don’t seem in a rush to kill me anymore,” Milo called without relaxing. “Does that mean you’d rather talk than fight?”

      The corvid creature twitched its head to the other side and back again before its feathered shoulders bunched into a sort of shrug.

      “Maybe,” it squawked and continued to stare.

      Slowly, Milo lowered his pistol, half-expecting to be rushed by an unseen attacker. When no attack came, he lowered the cane, planting it in front of him as he slid his Luger into its holster.

      Do you have eyes on it? Milo asked, one hand resting lightly on the eagle skull.

      Yes, Imrah replied, though he felt something like a crack in her stoic presence. But Hiisi are not to be trusted.

      “Depends on what I have to say, huh?” Milo replied, chuckling a little, but he froze when the bird suddenly stiffened. Milo thought he’d caused offense and was scrambling to think of an apology when the crow’s beak gaped wide and it let out a grating screech of laughter.

      “Yes, yes,” it squawked, taloned feet dancing in mid-air as it chortled like a hideous child. “Depends on the answers. Answers for Borji.”

      The wizard frowned, struggling to keep his edge as he watched the buffoonish antics of the creature sitting in the tree. Could this be the same monster that had snatched him up and borne him away?

      “Borji?” Milo said, determined to keep talking. He sensed that the si’lat swarm was a minute out, maybe two. “Is that your name?”

      The raven-thing did a quicker and less raucous version of the ugly laughing routine. Milo was fairly sure it was answering in the negative, but nothing much about the creature made sense, and Imrah’s warning was still fresh in Milo’s mind.

      He couldn’t afford to take anything for granted.

      Do you want me to cook the cretin? Imrah offered. Milo felt the fiery energies build in the raptor’s skull until his fingers felt sweaty where they rested on the cane.

      Not yet, Milo thought, watching as the little bird-man hopped up to stand on the branch and then sprang into the air.

      “Black sand nice trick,” it croaked as it beat its wings in an ungainly flutter. “Lempo will peck this from your brain. Some day!”

      Milo flinched as the creature—Lempo?—darted between the tree branches and out of sight.

      “Well, that was one of the strangest conversations I’ve ever had,” Milo muttered as he rolled his bruised shoulders and heard a series of clicks. “But at least I can get back to the others.”

      Don’t move, Imrah warned, the words rolling up to Milo’s mind like an icy waterfall in reverse.

      “What is it now?” he groaned, looking through the trees for whatever new madness awaited him.

      Straight ahead, Imrah whispered to his mind. Don’t panic and run.

      Milo stared between the tree trunks and was about to demand the ghul be less vague when he noticed the deepening darkness moving toward him. It took Milo a moment to realize how large it was, not because of the darkness which accompanied it, but also because his mind was rebelling at the silence of its advance. Whatever was coming had to be at least as massive as a draft horse, long-bodied and hulking, but there wasn’t even the rustle of evergreen needles as it came. Nothing that big should be so quiet, and Milo felt a prickle of fear on the back of his neck as the primal corners of his brain sounded the ancient alarm: PREDATOR!

      Milo gripped the cane in both hands, squeezing the unyielding stone in his clammy palms, an anchor to counter his hammering heart. Where was the si’lat? Would it even matter?

      “Borji, I assume?” Milo called, proud that there was only the barest tremble in his voice.

      A low growl echoed through the forest, as wet as a torn throat and echoing from a depth somewhere under the Styx. Every instinct in Milo urged him to run, but his fingers tightened around the cane until his knuckles popped and his palms throbbed.

      “YOU ARE BRAVER THAN MOST,” howled a voice that belonged in a nightmare. “AND THAT IS THE ONLY REASON I WILL EXCUSE THE INSOLENCE OF THAT NAME THIS ONCE.”

      Between the trees, Milo saw huge red eyes advancing. The huge creature paused, and he received the impression of something vaguely lupine standing in the unnatural shadows. A snout beneath the glowing eyes parted to speak, and Milo saw the glint of fangs as long as his hand.

      “I have many names, whispered with fear through ages by heroes and gods. I am the one your kind feared as they huddled around stolen fire and he who you still worship with your walls and torches.”

      Milo swallowed heavily but then heard a faint rustle at his feet.

      He stole a glance downward, hoping it just looked like he was losing his nerve, and he smiled to see the tiny filaments of black grit coiling at his heels. The si’lat had found him. His shoulders squared and his heart steadied.

      “I’m going to need to know what to call you,” Milo said as he prepared his mental focus to unleash his summoned weapon. “Do you have a shorter name or title?”

      The monster within the dark pressed forward until its huge head breached the shadows. Jaws that could have snapped him in half hung open so he could count each tooth that could have ended his life. Milo wasn’t sure that this thing looked like a wolf so much as a terrifying impression of what a wolf might look like in Hell.

      “Borjikhan shall do, little monkey,” it rumbled. “I had Lempo bring you here that you may bear my will to your kind.”

      “I’m squarely on the tall side for my kind,” Milo shot back as he felt the bulk of the si’lat swarm settle across the ground around him. “But if you’ve got something to say, I’m listening.”

      Borjikhan sniffed the air and narrowed its red eyes at Milo, clearly sensing the change in him. Its lips curled back from the fangs in a smile that beamed with a sadist’s joy.

      “If any of your kind comes to these hovels or to the woods beyond,” it began, the words resounding less from its throat than its vast chest, “the lives of every human in a hundred miles will be forfeit. These lands now belong to the Hiisi of the first wood, and we will brook no challenge.”

      Milo felt Imrah seethe within the fetish in his hands and remembered her words about Zlydzen’s connection with the Hiisi of the First Wood. Given that the monstrous creature was issuing a warning rather than killing him, it seemed likely it hadn’t been briefed on him by the dwarrow. Milo had a hard time believing that there wouldn’t be a standing order to mangle his person on sight.

      “What happened to the people of Gzhatsk?” Milo asked.

      A thick chuckle bubbled from the monster.

      “Set foot in that mausoleum, and you’ll soon find out.”

      From somewhere behind Milo, a distant but familiar voice bellowed between the trees.

      “MAGUS!” Ambrose shouted. “MAGUS!”

      Borjikhan snarled, and even with the si’lat secretly arrayed around him, Milo felt like his knees gave out.

      “Perhaps an object lesson will impress upon you the severity of this command.”

      One huge paw reached out from the shadows, revealing black fur that smoked with shadows as claws like sickles sank into the loamy earth.

      “MAGUS!” Ambrose hollered again, his voice closer and ragged with desperation. “MILO!”

      Wrath, righteous and blazing, blossomed in Milo’s chest and rushed through his veins like liquid fire. The air brushing his skin felt cold, but only because of the heat of his anger. This beast bragged about its mass murder and then decided to maim and kill Milo’s friend to make its point. His anger increased to a deep and terrible rage.

      “How dare you?” Milo snarled as the si’lat rose around him in curling tendrils.

      The wizard’s mind commanded the si’lat at his feet, not with the precise instructions, but with a raw instinct that set the bound shades to quivering. The black coils wrapped around Milo and drew him upward even as more of it rose around him. The coils lengthened and stretched until they were vast black wings whose wicked points could have gripped a tank end to end with ease.

      Borjikhan snapped his jaws with a force that sounded like a thunderclap, and spittle flew from its fangs as it hissed, “My patience wears thin, little man.”

      Milo’s voice, amplified to shake the heavens by the Art, drowned out the coming threat.

      “You’ve had your say, now I’ll have mine!” Milo thundered. “You may be an ancient horror with names and stories stretching back into forever, but let me tell you who I am.”

      The pinions became black lances, plunging in front of Borjikhan and driving it back between the trees as the magus advanced, glaring furiously.

      “I am Milo Petrovich, Magus, Slayer of Demons, Crusher of Tyrants!” he declared, his chest swelling as though ready to split with the power of the words. “Orphan and Prince, I was oppressed so I would crush oppressors, and if you ever think to threaten me or mine again, all your names and all your stories will be forgotten. Your tale will become that of one more monster I defeated!”

      The si’lat, driven by the fire in his blood, ripped across the tree trunks, sending the lupine terror bounding back in a hail of smoldering splinters.

      “You’ve made your threats, and I’ve made my promises,” Milo growled, looking down his nose at the red eyes glaring up at him. “Now retreat to your den, lick your wounded pride, and hope we never meet again.”

      For a moment, Milo thought it would attack, but Borjikhan gave an unconvincing snort of derision and snapped its jaws one more time.

      “I will remember this,” it growled.

      “I’m counting on it,” Milo spat, his black pinions rising in menacing promise. “Now go!”

      Borjikhan gave one final snarl, then like a patch of smoke on the wind, it was gone.

      It took a few moments for the heady mixture of righteous wrath and power to leach from him, but it did, and with a long sigh, Milo bid the si’lat swarm lower him to the ground. Feeling drained and parched, he struggled to draw the si’lat back into its bound form. He finally managed it, though his shoulders had begun to bow.

      He was sliding it back into its case when he felt eyes behind him and saw Ambrose and Rihyani staring at him.

      Milo looked back to the savaged trees behind him and back at the shocked expressions of his friends.

      “Sorry.” He shrugged as he trudged over to them. “A little dramatic, but I guess I’m getting a little sick of bullies.”

      Ambrose and Rihyani kept staring for another heartbeat, and Milo felt a swelling pang of loneliness. Had he gone too far?

      Rihyani’s arms went around him and her mouth, hungry and tender, met his. The loneliness melted, and for a moment, Milo couldn’t think but just was, and was with her. When they came up for air, Rihyani gave that achingly beautiful laugh that made him believe he would love her forever.

      “You were amazing,” she said before crushing him in another embrace.

      Milo looked over her shoulder at Ambrose and saw the big man smiling at him.

      “Well, I’m not going to kiss you for it.” Ambrose chuckled. “How about I raid Lokkemand’s stores for a hero’s feast, eh? I know you’re hungry.”

      “Always.” Milo laughed and allowed himself to be drawn into another kiss.
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      “It would’ve been great if Lokkemand had seen your little display,” Ambrose muttered as they rolled into the camp outside Sergio-Ivanoskye. “It probably would make this next part easier.”

      “I doubt it.” Milo yawned, knowing he should be more concerned than he felt. “Lokkemand’s never lacked appreciation for my power.”

      Ambrose snorted as the kubelwagen pitched and yawed over the mounded earth that broke up the approach to the central palisade ring.

      “Just lacks a healthy fear of it,” Ambrose said, his mustache doing an anxious little dance.

      Milo shrugged, recognizing that fatigue was contributing to his nonchalance rather than any sort of maturation where the captain was concerned. He didn’t have the energy to hate him.

      “I think he’s terrified of your power,” Rihyani shared as Schultz slung the kubelwagen around to park in front of the wooden wall. “He understands better than most what you are capable of, and it scares him to no end.”

      It was Ambrose’s turn to shrug.

      “It makes a sort of sense,” he muttered as he stood and stretched. “What do you think, Magus?”

      Milo shook his head as he rose and managed to pour himself out of the kubelwagen onto the muddy ground. Right then, he felt that Lokkemand could have hated him for his eye color, and he couldn’t have cared less. He was hungry and tired and wanted nothing more than to fill his belly and then collapse.

      “Hey, Schultz, Pfeiffer,” he called, his voice raw and peevish even in his own ears. “Where can I get some food?”

      The garrulous pair had been silent since Ambrose and Rihyani had led Milo back to where the caravan waited on the road. Their banter had been absent on the drive to the camp, but the wizard had been too weary and distracted by hunger to notice. Now Milo could practically smell the aura of fear emanating from the two soldiers.

      Fear of Milo, of De Zauber-Schwartz.

      “Look alive, soldiers!” Ambrose barked with the bristling authority of a training sergeant. “An officer asked you a question.”

      Both men continued to stare at Milo with a mixture of terror and loathing worked into the lines of their faces. A rumble that would have done the monstrous Borjikhan proud resounded in Ambrose’s chest, and both soldiers straightened and squared to attention, their gazes locking forward.

      “The mess is located in the eastern corner by the village,” Pfeiffer announced in a professional tone so sharp it nearly cut Milo’s ears. “But we were supposed to make sure that you met with the captain first.”

      Ambrose looked at Milo, who gave a heavy nod as Rihyani slid up next to him, a silent yet strong support.

      “Might as well get it over with.”

      Ambrose turned to the two soldiers, standing rigid as poles in front of him.

      “Well, you heard him,” he barked. “Take us to your leader.”
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        * * *

      

      “Captain Lokkemand,” Milo said as he took in the familiar sight of Lokkemand standing over an expansive map while aides punched typewriters. “I appreciate you sending an escort to pick us up.”

      Lokkemand rose from his maps to look down at Milo, herculean and stoic. The captain’s gray eyes bored into the magus, a scrutiny that left him feeling even more tired and exposed.

      In the months since they’d last parted ways, Milo had forgotten how tall and powerful the captain was, and he remembered the single punch that one massive fist had delivered, which set his chest to aching. Milo tried to remind himself that he’d intimidated an ancient monster like the Borjikhan into flight. Right then, looking at the towering captain took all the fight out of him.

      Let Lokkemand jab him with verbal barbs or rail against him. Milo wasn’t going to fight back.

      “I understand that not only was the escort late in arriving,” Lokkemand said gravely, “but that when they did arrive, they stumbled into an ambush.”

      It was not the opening salvo Milo had expected, which left his fatigue-burdened brain struggling to catch up.

      “Yes, uh, well, they weren’t the only ones who came under fire,” Milo managed with a shrug. “And I’m not sure it was an ambush so much as the Reds were fleeing from one thing and seemed to think we might object if they kept running.”

      “Yes, I see,” Lokkemand said, rubbing his jaw as he sucked his teeth. “Well, regardless, I wanted to first apologize for their tardiness and ineptitude before thanking you for getting them out of there alive.”

      Milo stood dumbstruck. This was not going how he had expected at all. Too tired to be surreptitious, he looked over at Ambrose, who seemed just as gobsmacked. Rihyani caught his eye, and she nodded meaningfully at the waiting captain.

      “Oh, er, you’re welcome, Captain,” Milo stammered, forcing himself to smile and nod appreciatively. “And there is nothing to forgive. Such things are part of the fortunes of war, right?”

      Something pained, almost desperate, flitted behind Lokkemand’s eyes, but it disappeared in an instant as a smile broke across his face.

      “Well said. Fortunes of war indeed.” He beamed. “Now, I’m sure that you are all tired and hungry and in need of some time to get yourselves settled. We can review possible operations tomorrow when you are ready, but I insist you spend some time recovering.”

      At that moment, Milo could have kissed the man, but he settled for a loose-jointed salute.

      “Yes, sir,” the wizard mumbled. “You don’t even have to insist.”

      Lokkemand’s smile held and he even threw a wink, something Milo would have previously thought the man’s granite features were incapable of.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” the captain said as he returned the salute. “Dismissed.”

      Milo turned to leave, giving the wide-eyed Ambrose a wondering shake of his head as he did so.

      “Volkohne,” Lokkemand called, and Milo turned on the spot.

      This was it.

      “Yes, Captain?”

      This was where the other shoe dropped.

      Lokkemand struggled to meet Milo’s eye, his gaze wandering down to the table or off to the side of the tent as he spoke.

      “I know that in the past we had our problems,” he began, his lips peeling back as he sucked his teeth again, “but I can’t deny that you’ve accomplished great things for the Empire.”

      Milo wasn’t sure what he could say in response to that, so instead, he just watched as Lokkemand struggled through.

      “I am a soldier in a long line of soldiers, and perhaps that’s why your unique perspective on authority is very difficult for me,” he continued, arms rigid at his sides and back painfully straight. “But regardless, you get results, and as a military man, I can appreciate that, and I do appreciate it. How you came out of Georgia was nothing short of commendable.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Milo said, certain this was an appropriate time to say something. “I couldn’t have done it without these two, but we all appreciate the recognition.”

      Despite himself, Milo had begun to feel sorry for the captain. This couldn’t have been easy, but he was making a go of it in front of Ambrose, Rihyani, and his staff. That wasn’t a small thing.

      Milo stole a quick look at his companions to confirm their appreciative expressions. Rihyani nodded with the sort of elegant nobility he’d come to expect from her. Ambrose seemed not as ready to bury the hatchet, bushy brows lowered in plain suspicion as his mouth twisted into a lopsided frown. He caught Milo’s eye, and for a single instant, the two were locked in a battle of wills.

      The wizard leaned his head slightly toward Lokkemand, and Ambrose’s eyes narrowed. Milo kept his head at that angle as he held Ambrose’s gaze, but it was a near thing when Ambrose finally relented. Milo heaved a heavy sigh as his bodyguard bobbed his head in a curt display of affirmation. It wasn’t much, but Lokkemand took it well enough, returning the nod eagerly.

      “I hope that from here on out, we can work together in light of this new mutual understanding and respect,” he said, his face folding into a warmly expectant smile.

      The olive branch was now fully extended.

      “Absolutely, sir,” Milo said, returning the smile with one that was far weaker but no less genuine for that. If this reconciliation took much longer, Milo was certain Ambrose would have to carry him out.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” the captain said, looking away quickly, but not before Milo caught that same pained look in the man’s eyes. He doubted then whether he could ever fully appreciate what the moment had cost Lokkemand, but he valued it all the same. This was the first time that he could remember someone in authority acknowledging their mistakes and seeking to move forward in light of that.

      Milo wished he wasn’t so faint so he could savor it.

      “Go get something to eat, Volkohne. That’s an order,” Lokkemand said with a brief but sincere smile.

      “Yes, sir,” Milo muttered, meaning it for perhaps the first time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I don’t like it,” Ambrose rumbled as he plopped another bowl of stew in front of Milo. “There’s something off about the man.”

      Milo’s mouth watered and his teeth itched eagerly as he dragged the bowl to himself. This was his third helping of the hearty and pungent solyanka stew, but he knew he’d give this one as much ravenous attention as the last two.

      “Come here, darling,” Milo cooed as he dug out a thick spoonful.

      “Magus, are you listening?” Ambrose growled as he thumped down on the bench opposite him.

      Milo looked up from his spoon with a scowl before shoving it between his lips emphatically. The potent yet pleasing combination of sweet and sour hit his tongue as his jaws began to chew through the multiple glorious meats in the composite stew. He found it impossible to keep his scowl as he chewed, but he spared Ambrose a long sideways look as he savored the bite.

      “I’m not saying it wasn’t a surprise,” Milo said around a mouthful before a few more chews, and a swallow cleared things up. “But Jorge himself said he respected Lokkemand, and this is probably part of why. He’s not quick about it, but he can admit he’s wrong.”

      Ambrose shook his head and ground his teeth, raking his spoon back and forth across his bowl.

      “Saying he’s sorry, which he didn’t directly do, I might add, would be about a tactical error or something like that,” Ambrose explained, his eyes darting around as he leaned forward to impart in a conspiratorial whisper, “If he’d told you to go left and he should have sent you right, I could see that Lokkemand might have the decency to apologize, but this isn’t that sort of situation.”

      Milo had put away a few more bites and was raising his spoon for another when he paused and looked at Ambrose over the steaming lump before him.

      “What sort of situation is this?” he asked before taking in the bite.

      Ambrose battered the contents of his bowl a little more before pushing it to the side to tap the table with one thick finger.

      “He excused your disrespect and your flouting of the hierarchy,” he hissed, leaning so far forward his thick, muscle-banded stomach pressed the table edge. “Officers born and bred with blue blood in their veins and iron in their souls don’t do that. Hierarchy defines them.”

      Milo swallowed his bite and looked at Rihyani for support.

      The fey had eaten only half a bowl of the stew before handing it to Milo, and since then had been puffing lightly on her cigarillo, not saying much but listening intently.

      Seeing Milo’s look, she let out a long ribbon of smoke, then glanced at the bodyguard.

      “I’m with Milo on this one, Ambrose,” she said with a helpless shrug. “I think Jorge is the sort to see the value of an officer who is strong and resolute, yet humble and mentally flexible enough to see where he’s wrong.”

      Milo, munching happily, turned to Ambrose with a smug smile, but he stopped smiling when he saw the veins grow thick and ropy at Ambrose’s temples as his face reddened.

      “But he’s not wrong, and that’s the point!” Ambrose growled, his teeth working the words between his clenched jaws. “Fact is, from a military standpoint, we were repeatedly insubordinate, and if anyone apologizes, it should be us, which is why this doesn't make any sense!”

      Milo resignedly put down his spoon and raised his hands to squeeze his temples. He had begun to rally around the food in his belly, but now it only made him feel sluggish and uncomfortably dense as he sat staring at Ambrose.

      “I’m not sure what you are getting at,” he said slowly, spreading his hands out before Ambrose as though waiting for a gift. “What doesn’t make any sense?”

      Ambrose opened his mouth, teeth bared, but promptly shut it and took a steadying breath. When he began again, his voice was noticeably lower and slower.

      “Lokkemand could apologize for giving you a bad order or bad command,” Ambrose said, each word measured carefully. “Any good officer could and would do that.”

      “Okay,” Milo said, rotating his open hands to signal Ambrose to continue.

      “What Lokkemand would never do is excuse or be apologetic about you not following orders,” Ambrose said, the words coming out even heavier and slower than before. “Soldiers follow orders, even bad ones, and Lokkemand would never, ever accept or apologize for not understanding our insubordination. There is no way he believes that hog spit about ‘unique perspectives on authority.’”

      “Why say it, then?” Rihyani asked, tapping ash into her empty bowl. “He didn’t have to say any of it, so why did he?”

      Ambrose rocked back and shrugged his shoulders.

      “I haven’t a clue.” He sighed and dragged his bowl back in front of him. “That’s part of what’s eating at me.”

      Milo took up his bowl but found himself twirling the spoon between his fingers as he digested more than several helpings of meat.

      “He didn’t have to say it, but he did,” he began, eyes focusing on the middle distance. “And he didn’t mean what he said, but he said it trying to sound genuine. That all adds up to one thing, doesn’t it?”

      Ambrose and Rihyani looked at each other and then at Milo, bemusement stamped on their oddly juxtaposed features.

      “What?” they asked in unison.

      “He’s trying to manipulate us to get us to trust him, maybe even let our guard down?”

      Ambrose’s mouth became a grim line barely visible beneath his mustache, while Rihyani’s eyes narrowed, golden pupils flashing.

      “Why would he do that?” she asked with the barest hint of a feline snarl in her throat.

      Milo shrugged as he dug up another hearty spoonful and held it before him.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted slowly as he considered. “But regardless, we can’t let our guard down.”

      He suddenly didn’t feel quite so enamored with the meal, though intellectually he knew it was a fine culinary creation. He’d lost his enthusiasm, but he eyed the bite and the rest of the bowl with determination. He took the bite with gusto, ripping flesh between his teeth.

      “We can’t afford to trust,” Milo stated as he swallowed and looked doggedly at his bowl. “With the Shepherds and the Reich, there’s too much at stake.”

      He was going to finish the whole thing. He had a feeling he was going to need it.
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      The Russians who had surrendered to them on the road were probably wishing they’d reconsidered their options.

      At least Milo would have felt that way if he were them, naked and bound to chairs hand and foot, shivering in a tent stinking of fear and urine.

      After a night’s rest, Rihyani had stated she would take stock of the area using her fey wiles, which left Milo and Ambrose to see to the prisoners.

      Both men felt their eyes watering as they stepped into the cloud of stink, but that was nothing compared to the hard knot that formed in their chests at the pathetic sight. Milo was unfamiliar with the vagaries of war, but the scene turned his stomach, and he was certain that something was wrong.

      Ambrose wasn’t nearly so ambivalent.

      “These are prisoners of war,” Ambrose snarled to the soldiers standing guard. “Soldiers of enemy armies are to be treated according to the Hague Conventions.”

      The guard frowned and looked past Ambrose at the prisoners, his lip curling.

      “What does the Hague say about bandits?” the guard shot back. “Or murderers and rapists?”

      Ambrose looked at the men sniffling and quaking on the chairs.

      “What do you mean?”

      The soldier’s eyes were chips of ice in a mask of leathery skin, his features blank but with subtle trembles of tension in his neck and arms. Milo knew the look of a man who’d seen enough that he had armored himself within, but the hardening hadn’t come soon enough. He was drowning inside that mental armor as unhealed traumas filled it from within.

      Yes, Milo was intimately familiar with that look.

      “These are Reds, belonging to one Soviet commander or another.” The guard spat at the center of the tent. “For years, their kind has been ripping through these parts before wandering east to fight the Whites. If we handed them over to the villagers, they wouldn’t be nearly so hospitable.”

      Ambrose frowned and glanced at Milo, his consternation unspoken but written on his face.

      “How do you know these men did those things?” Milo asked, staring at the men, his mind caught between imagining himself in their position and seeing Commissar Beria’s face on each man.

      “They were wearing the same uniform.” The soldier shrugged. “There is little difference between one Slavic rat or another.”

      A rumble in Ambrose’s chest rose to challenge the statement, but Milo stilled the oncoming tirade with a raised hand. The guard started to smirk but stopped as he came under the wizard’s piercing stare.

      “I doubt you want me to punish you for everything the German Army’s ever done,” Milo remarked icily. “But regardless, I’m going to interrogate these prisoners, and I want them comfortable enough to share information.”

      “Captain said we were to keep them like this until he was ready to deal with ‘em,” the soldier growled, unable to hide his clenched jaw as he thrust his chin at the prisoners.

      “Are you refusing to comply with my direct order?” Milo asked.

      The soldier didn’t respond, only stared at him.

      Milo took a second to exhale slowly and keep any heat from his voice. His pale eyes flashed for an instant, but otherwise, there was no sign of his temper.

      “The first thing then will be for you to unbind them,” he said evenly, nodding at the prisoners without breaking eye contact. “And do so gently, please. I wouldn’t want to report that information was lost because you damaged them.”

      Milo saw the man’s eyes blaze in defiance and something came to his tongue to argue, but he checked himself at the very last second. His mouth clamped shut, and with his teeth grinding furiously, he moved to the first soldier and began to loosen the cords binding his hands.

      “Weird, isn’t it?” Ambrose muttered at Milo’s shoulder, his voice pitched for only the two of them. “Lokkemand being friendlier than he’s ever been, and the common soldiers are nastier than they’ve ever been.”

      Milo gave his bodyguard a sidelong glance as he watched the second prisoner be unbound. The naked man rubbed his wrists as he cringed on his chair.

      “It does seem that things are shifting,” Milo answered softly out the side of his mouth. “And certainly not for the better.”

      Ambrose nodded and leaned closer as the last prisoner was being untied.

      “I’ve got a feeling that we need to conduct our investigations outside the chain of command.”

      Milo listened to the suggestion without making a response. He could see the validity of it, but to accept it put certain things in doubt. After Lokkemand at least made the appearance of burying the hatchet, Milo felt it would seem rather uncooperative to go back to his old habits of sneaking around and working outside the command structure. Also, if things fell apart, as they were wont to do, wouldn’t that point the finger at him again?

      And there was still the nagging matter of Jorge’s confidence in Lokkemand. At dinner, it had seemed a simple, reasonable thing to be suspicious of Lokkemand, but now when it came to actions, it was not so simple. Would this be what finally changed Jorge’s mind about his usefulness?

      “Anything else, sir?” The German soldier sneered as he shuffled back from the prisoners. His expression was puckered and angry, made all the worse by the strong smell of ammonia now clinging to his boots.

      “Where are their clothes?” Milo asked.

      An ugly grin came to the man’s face.

      “Burned them, sir. Didn’t want anything catching to get around the camp.”

      Milo fought the urge to shove his fist a few centimeters through the man’s nose.

      “Then I suppose you will have to make yourself busy finding them something to wear,” Milo said, looking at the man imperiously. “And make sure it is warm enough since these men seem a bit chilled.”

      The guard’s body clenched as though he was bending his whole frame to keep from saying something. He settled for one snorting breath that might have been “Yes, sir” before he turned on his heel and left the tent. There was a long moment of quiet, the only sound the shivering breaths of the naked prisoners. Though autumn was upon them, it wasn’t that cold in the tent. Milo imagined a good deal of their unsteady respiration was due to fear.

      “Don’t be afraid,” Milo began, switching over to Russian. “I’m probably your closest thing to a friend here, and all I want to do is talk. Are you hungry?”

      He knew they were after one look at ribs pressing against their skin and the deflated sag of their sunken stomachs. They were starving, but he wanted, no, needed them to engage.

      The men blinked and looked at each other before all nodding at once.

      Milo nodded at Ambrose, who produced a round loaf of dark bread. With two quick twists, he tore the bread into pieces and stepped forward to hold them out to the three men. As he did so, Milo saw the Gewehr swaying on its strap over Ambrose’s shoulder, and the thought of one of the men lunging for the weapon in desperation became inescapable. Milo doubted any of them possessed the strength, even working together, to pry it from the Nephilim, but in the scuffle, the rifle could go off.

      Not liking the possible outcome of a rifle firing blindly in a crowded camp, Milo decided to ply the Art upon the men’s wills. It was a subtle, ticklish sort of magic, especially what he was trying, which amounted to all three prisoners suddenly finding everything about Ambrose incredibly boring and thus beneath their attention. It worked so well that the last prisoner almost didn’t notice the big man until he shoved the bread into his dirty hands.

      Milo gave them a moment to lavish ravenous attention on their food before he spoke again.

      “There is no reason there can’t be more than bread,” Milo said, meeting each man’s eyes over their last few bites. “Last night I ate some solyanka that was quite good, and if the mutters mean anything this morning, we’ll be eating something just as delicious for dinner. I don’t see why you three couldn’t have some.”

      It was an obvious ploy but seeded with just the right pressure from the Art to inflame their hunger, the words were silver in the ears of the prisoners. Their eyes became feverishly bright as they looked at each other. Milo noticed this time that two of them were looking intently at the smallest and oldest of the trio, a man whose stubble was gray and black, peppered with stark white. The man watched the world with the sort of pinched eyes that suggested lifelong spectacle use over a prominent nose and thick lips.

      The senior Soviet turned to Milo and spoke slowly in a rough voice barely above a whisper.

      “We would like that very much,” he said, then pointed to his throat. “But in the meantime, could we please get some water? We are all very thirsty.”

      Milo smiled and waved Ambrose forward. Having prepared this morning, the bodyguard had three full canteens waiting. He handed all three to the spokesman of the trio, who quickly gave two to the others. As soon as the canteens were distributed, the prisoners slurped down mouthful after mouthful, hardly pausing even as they choked and coughed on the greedily guzzled water.

      Milo gave them time to savor before he spoke again in a calm and reasonable voice.

      “I’m glad to see you are all reasonable sorts,” he said with a small smile. “Some soldiers aren’t nearly so reasonable, and that’s why I wanted to apologize for the rough handling you endured when you came. I didn’t save you on the road to Gzhatsk just to do this to you.”

      Again, he kneaded their wills with the Art. He was someone who saved them, decent and respectful. He felt all three of their wills give, though the senior Soviet was the least elastic. Still, Milo could tell that all three were becoming more tractable from Milo’s efforts juxtaposed with their earlier treatment.

      “We accept your apology,” the senior Soviet said after pawing off some water that had wet his fleshy lips. “And we understand that the generosity you’ve shown comes with certain expectations.”

      After the bread and water, the man seemed remarkably revived, affecting an air of authority at odds with his stature and current condition.

      Milo had to admit he was impressed. He wouldn’t have thought it possible for any man to look that resolute sitting naked on a chair he’d just been untied from.

      “I’m glad you’ve grasped the situation so quickly,” Milo said, the gentility slipping from the sharp edges of his tone. “The fact is, I don’t want to see you men put through more than you’ve already endured, but I can only make sure that doesn’t happen if you cooperate.”

      The senior Soviet looked at the other two, who watched him with large, pleading eyes. In an instant, despite his manipulation, Milo knew those two would die at a word from the elder. They didn’t want to, but seeing the way they watched him, Milo knew if called to attack, even in their current state, they wouldn’t hesitate.

      The aged soldier nodded, then tilted his head back to suck the last few drops from his canteen. Milo noticed the bulge in the man’s stomach where the bread and water sat.

      “My name is Lev, and this is Fedor and Izac,” the senior Soviet said. “We were soldiers in the Red Army under the command of General-Commissar Trotsky.”

      “Were?” Milo asked with a single raised eyebrow before nodding at Ambrose to produce the next portion of their interrogation gambit. A bottle of schnapps and three pewter cups appeared from the Nephilim’s pack.

      Lev smiled, warmth touching his eyes as he took the first cup and threw back a healthy swallow.

      “Oh, that’s not bad.” He chuckled as color began to climb into his wan cheeks. “But yes, I said we were part of that army. It doesn’t exist anymore.”

      Fedor and Izac ducked their heads at the confession, barely raising their chins as they imbibed the liquor. From the droop of their shoulders and the way Izac kept blinking, Milo imagined these men weren’t forced conscripts, or if they were, they’d adopted the cause and were as good as volunteers now.

      The revelation wasn’t vital intelligence, but it at least it relieved him of the burden on his conscience that these might have been unwilling combatants.

      “Does that sort of thing happen often?” Milo asked as he nodded for Ambrose to dole out another round.

      “To the smaller bands, maybe.” Lev shrugged as he took a sip and then sniffed diffidently. “But not Trotsky. His army, like Stalin’s and Voroshilov’s, was originally formed after the Revolution began, and we’ve been fighting the Whites and their Cossack allies across Russia for nearly two decades.”

      Lev’s chest swelled as he made the declaration. Milo heard pride and anger in the man’s voice.

      “But not anymore?” Milo said and nodded at the men’s state of undress. “The army was disbanded?”

      Lev took a mouthful of schnapps and coughed, then shook his head hard enough to sling droplets of alcohol off his face.

      “No, no, not disbanded,” Lev corrected, his voice forceful and clear. “It was dismantled and absorbed by another force. You’d be closer to the truth to say it was devoured. The Red Army of Trotsky, our army, was decapitated and then gutted.”

      Milo stole a glance at Ambrose at the mention of decapitation.

      “Decapitated?” Milo wondered aloud. “What happened?”

      Lev had emptied his cup and was holding it out for more, a request acquiesced to with a nod from Milo. As Ambrose began to fill the glass, the wizard pushed a little harder and was pleased to see Lev’s stalwart will give a little more. It seemed sad stories and alcohol were the combination that loosened Russian tongues and wills.

      Lev took his schnapps and spent a moment staring into the cup before a magical nudge from Milo had him taking another belt.

      “After Stalin went and got himself killed or captured or whatever, a meeting was called.”

      Milo leaned forward eagerly, the Art rippling out in waves of reinforcing will. Lev wanted to tell his story; he needed to get it all off his chest. Izac and Fedor caught the wake of it, and Milo was glad to see them nodding eagerly, willing Lev to share their tale of woe.

      “Now, this meeting wasn’t among a few of us Reds, or all of the Reds, or all of the Reds and our allies,” the elder Soviet said, swaying a little as he leaned toward Milo. “It was supposed to be everyone: Reds, Whites, Cossacks, even some of the bandit chiefs who were big enough to merit attention. Everyone was to meet in Moscow.”

      Milo nodded, pushing Lev to keep drinking and talking. He imagined if things kept going, they’d need more drink and probably more food, but Milo would cross that bridge when he came to it. For now, he leaned into the performance.

      “So, Reds and Whites and a few of those bandits show up,” Lev said and paused to take another drink.

      “The Cossacks weren’t there?” Milo asked, daring a slight interruption for clarification.

      Lev shook his head and then leaned forward dangerously far, a finger pressed to his lips.

      “Shhh, don’t interrupt,” he chided and gave Milo a wink. “But I did hear that they were busy fighting amongst themselves. Something about the Bloody Baron or whatever, but it doesn’t matter because it wouldn't have changed what happened.”

      Milo fought the urge to verbalize the obvious question, nudging instead with the Art again. He felt a prickle on the back of his neck that something remarkable was coming, but it would take patience to draw out in its fullness.

      “So the meeting was called, and Reds and Whites stood in the same theatre without shooting each other.” Lev giggled and practically snorted into his cup. “More of them might have lived if they’d started with that.”

      “So, you were at the meeting?” Milo asked quickly, to which the elder Soviet nodded.

      “Trotsky’s second in command,” he muttered. “Right there in the damn theater.”

      Milo turned to check the bottle in Ambrose’s fist and saw the man mouth “theater” at him, but Milo could only shrug. As expected, when Milo turned back, he saw Lev holding out his cup for more. Ambrose complied without question, topping off the other two’s vessels as well. There wasn’t much schnapps left, and Milo was beginning to consider that he might need to send Ambrose off to find something else to drink.

      “But anyway,” Lev continued, drawing Milo’s full attention again, “the meeting was getting started, and despite some bickering, everyone knew something needed to be done because you Germans aren’t playing fair.”

      Milo realized Lev was glaring over his cup now, his pinched eyes watery but simmering with sudden anger.

      “Bad enough you scoop up pieces of the Empire like pebbles on a beach,” he hissed, spittle flecking his lips. “But then you press into the heart of Russia and not only with your armies, but with your promises and lies. You promise the future and get some gangster to build it for you!”

      Milo blinked, befuddled. Weren’t they talking about Moscow? What did Petrograd have to do with anything?

      “Well, he’s got all the help he needs to build that future now,” Lev snarled and twisted in his chair after throwing back the last of his schnapps. “Isn’t that right, boys? Isn’t it! I escape that rat slaughter of a meeting and find that Ephraim is in charge and is already mobilizing our forces to move to Petrograd. I’ll bet my left hand and a bit of my right that once they get there, he’ll give them all the same treatment! Bastards!”

      Milo looked at Izac and Fedor during the rant but only saw them nodding along, hot, angry tears rolling down their cheeks.

      “Who is Ephraim?” Milo asked, then took a step back as Lev surged to his feet. Milo felt Ambrose surge to his defense, but he waved him off with one hand when the older man didn’t advance.

      “Ephraim Sklyansky!” Lev snarled, throwing his cup to the fetid mud at his feet. “He was the second in command of the only true Red Army in all of Russia! Now he’s another tool of that gangster, that tattooed thug.”

      Lev stood on unsteady feet. Tears and snot ran freely down his flushed face, yet the wounded indignation that emanated from him was nothing short of majestic. Izac and Fedor clutched their heads but could not tear their eyes away.

      “I thought you said you were second in command?” Milo said.

      Lev’s face twisted. Enraged and drunk, he’d been caught in a lie. He wasn’t the second in command of Trotsky’s forces, but the obvious loyalty of the two men behind him bore out that he was a leader, and Milo believed him when he talked about the meeting.

      Lev’s and Milo’s eyes locked, and understanding passed between them.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, General-Commissar Trotsky,” Milo said softly. “Such a betrayal can’t be easy to bear.”

      Leon Trotsky deflated and shrank back in his seat, a tired, naked, hungry old man once more.

      “I’m not sure it was a betrayal of me as much as a betrayal of nature,” he said, sliding his back against the chair and placing his hands on his knees. “I escaped the gas that filled the room by falling into the basement. I heard the others dying, Ephraim among them, yet when I finally crawled out of there and tried to reach my men, there was Ephraim.”

      Trotsky shivered then, gooseflesh spreading over his body.

      “I looked into his eyes, but he wasn’t the man I knew,” he muttered, his knuckles going white as he clenched his knees. “It was like something had crawled in and now lived behind those eyes. That thing denounced me as a traitor, and to my horror, I saw everything unraveling.”

      Trotsky hung his head and coughed and gave something like a sob that turned into a defeated laugh.

      “All the petty rivalries and perceived slights, all of it came up like vomit,” he cried in a wrenching croak. “And just like that, I was running for my life with only a few loyal soldiers beside me.”

      Izac and Fedor, their eyes dry now, squared their shoulders and thrust out their chests. They might have once been impressive specimens, but in their dilapidated state, their poses only made them seem more tragic.

      “This gangster,” Milo asked, feeling an impossible premonition nibbling at the back of his mind. “The tattooed one. Who is he?”

      Trotsky shrugged and shook his head, refusing to look up.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “He’s Russian, I could tell that from how he spoke, but he had a strange accent.”

      The ousted general looked out from under his brows at Milo.

      “Sounded a bit like yours.” He smirked, a sour, humorless expression.

      Milo felt tightness in his chest, and a place in his mind and heart hardened with refusal. He was being silly; it simply wasn’t possible. It was stupid to keep asking.

      Despite this condemnation, his eyes darted to Izac and Fedor, his mouth working in defiance of his rational mind.

      “What about you two?” he asked. “Did you hear anything?”

      Fedor shook his head, but Izac considered the question for a moment, then sighed and shrugged.

      “I heard a name once. Roland,” he said uncertainly. “Does that mean anything?”
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      “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” Rihyani said as she held Milo’s hand. He knew it was a lie, though one she believed.

      She’d returned from reconnoitering the area, giving the report that indeed there were signs of Hiisi only a few miles from the encampment and the village. She’d begun to describe the nature of those signs, something Milo had asked about, but stopped when she looked into his eyes.

      Ambrose had promised to join them after seeing to Trotsky and his men. They would soon need to decide how much to share with Lokkemand.

      Now they both sat at a rough-hewn table in a hovel afforded them by the village. Milo hadn’t noticed it the night before when he’d crashed on a cot to sleep, but now he was certain the place had served the needs of animals more than humans. The floor was packed earth layered with fresh straw, but the musky smell of beasts was everywhere. It was not oppressive as much as one more indignity among what felt like a pile heaped on him.

      He not only had to face demons he thought he’d finally escaped, but now he was going to tell of his relationship with them inside a pile of stones that smelled of dung and donkey hide.

      “I might as well be honest with you,” Milo said, angry at how weak and watery his voice sounded. “Ambrose has bits and pieces of the story, I think, but I’ve never told anyone all of it. It never seemed like it would matter to anyone else.”

      Rihyani’s fingers tightened on his hand, and he realized his gaze had wandered to the crumbling seams between some stones in the far wall. In the back of his mind, he imagined Roland tunneling rodent-like through the joints until he burst into the room.

      Milo shook off the image and looked at Rihyani, who watched him with concern bending her face into a deep frown.

      “Roland was there at the beginning of what I can remember,” Milo said, swallowing hard as he tried to keep his voice steady. “I was young, five or six maybe, and alone on a street when men on horseback nearly ran me down. Roland saved me, though he was probably only a few years older. After that, we were together.”

      Rihyani nodded in gentle, wordless encouragement, but Milo felt himself swallowing a rush of bile. She pitied him, he could feel it, and that galled him to his soul, but he knew he couldn’t expect anything different. He couldn’t even hold it against her. The reasons he’d not told this tale were many.

      Milo gritted his teeth and forced himself to bear the pitying gaze that tore at his heart and needled his pride.

      “We survived in the city until one of the German reconnaissance patrols found us, starving and hours from death in the cold,” he continued, remembering the rough laughs of the men who’d pinched and prodded them while trying to squeeze some useful intelligence out of them. “I was scared of the soldiers, but Roland was there, arm around my shoulder, telling me to be brave.”

      “He was like your big brother, then?” Rihyani asked. “Why?”

      “I asked him that more than once,” Milo said, shrugging as he shook his head. “I hoped that it was because he knew me and thus my past, but he claimed he’d just met me that night. He said he saw me in trouble and didn’t want me to get hurt, and that was it.”

      Rihyani nodded and massaged the top of his hand with one thumb.

      “I’m sorry, go ahead,” she said softly.

      “It’s all right.” Milo sighed, forcing a smile. “The fact is, there’s so much I barely understand.”

      The door to the hovel creaked open and Ambrose walked inside, eyes downcast and sheepish.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he muttered as he shuffled over to the table. “Trotsky and his boys are sorted, and I picked this up.”

      A green glass bottle appeared on the table, and a second later, Ambrose had tugged a cork out. Milo didn’t have to pick up the bottle to feel the smoky tickle of country vodka in his nostrils.

      “Managed to snatch this from Command while I was out,” Ambrose said as he patted Milo’s shoulder with one huge paw. “Thought it might lubricate the process.”

      “Are you sure that is a good idea?” Rihyani asked, but the bottle was already in Milo’s hand.

      “No,” the wizard answered before raising it to his lips and throwing back a heavy slug.

      Milo felt it burn down his throat, tasting of metal and woodsmoke. It reached his belly, where it formed a molten lake. He coughed and gave a growling laugh as he set the bottle on the table.

      “It’s good,” he muttered hoarsely. “Thank you.”

      Ambrose nodded and ambled over to sit on his cot and listen.

      “So, we were sent to Dresden, and Roland made sure we were kept together,” Milo said with a sniff as his fingers played with the neck of the bottle. “He lied about his age to make sure we were in the same dormitory, and soon the children and even the adults in that hellhole knew he was my guardian. Neither of us could avoid everything, but I had a much easier time than most because of him.”

      Milo raised the bottle to his nose and savored the way the smell of the vodka prickled.

      “At some point, we started sneaking out to steal things,” Milo continued after taking a small sip. “I’m not sure why, but once we learned we could, it was like discovering ourselves. We were no longer rats scampering from shadow to shadow under the boots of the orderlies and the older children. Out there in the dark, we were predators, stealthy and clever.”

      Milo raised the bottle again and felt the burning pool inside him radiating a soothing warmth across his whole body. He wanted nothing more than to keep filling those depths until they swallowed him. Only by sheer force of will did he lower the bottle to the table again, dragging his fingers down the smooth sides until glass ended and the wooden table began. With the tips of his fingers, he began to rotate the bottle idly.

      “Before long we had a crew, other orphans like us, along with a few strays living rough in Dresden. We moved from simple snatch jobs to schemes more grandiose and violent. I was eleven the first time I held a porter at knifepoint while the crew emptied his wagon. I was twelve when I killed a man we were mugging.”

      “The little one in the top hat,” Ambrose said, nodding slowly. “I remember.”

      “Me too,” Milo muttered and took another drink.

      He didn’t bother to look at Rihyani’s and Ambrose’s faces as he took a swallow he could be forgiven for. He stifled another cough when the swallow turned out to be larger than he’d expected, though not as rough as the first.

      “I cried hard that night, but Roland was there, arms around my shoulders, telling me to be brave. We learned from that night, and I only had to kill two more times before things all fell apart. One of those times was a handsy orderly from the orphanage who’d followed us out one night when I was sixteen. No great loss there.”

      Milo rolled the bottle on its bottom in a slow oscillating pattern, his hand on the neck. He waited for a few heartbeats and then gave a quiet sigh of relief. No one had asked about the other murder.

      “So there I was, about to turn seventeen and looking at the reality that we were going to be sent to the war or a factory. Roland had this plan for us to steal a shipment of arms off a train and use it to start up as gun runners along the eastern edge of the Empire. It was daring, it was inventive, and it was either a victory or a firing squad once we started, so we were all in. By then we were old hands at sneaking, stealing, intimidation, and general miscreant behavior, so despite the risks, we were confident we'd succeed. Then the worst happened.”

      “You were discovered?” Rihyani asked, leaning forward, still holding Milo’s hand. “The plan fell apart? You were betrayed?”

      “No, no, and yes, in that order,” Milo said with an ugly snicker before drawing on the bottle once more. He was surprised at the ease of his confession but also by how light the bottle was feeling. He couldn’t have drunk that much, could he?

      Milo looked up from considering the bottle and saw Rihyani and Ambrose staring at him, faces taut with a pained combination of interest and frustration. He’d been telling them something, he knew it…

      “Ah,” he said with a lurching start, thumping the bottle down once more. “So, we pulled off the job, managing to snatch no less than a dozen machine guns with, uh, well, a lot of ammunition, along with several crates full of rifles and even some grenades, I think. We left Dresden and hadn’t made it to Poland before we made a deal with some Red sympathizers in Berlin to sell off most of what we stole. We went from being hand-to-mouth orphans to rich men in less than two weeks. That night we rented the best hotel and had so much alcohol brought into the room we could have drowned in it.”

      Milo’s gaze swung back to the bottle, which he began to raise to his lips.

      “Much better than this stuff,” he muttered, then giggled as he winked at Ambrose. “No offense.”

      Ambrose’s face was hard and fixed to the point it nearly looked waxen and mask-like. When the grim line of a mouth spoke to him, Milo started in shock.

      “When did the betrayal happen?” he asked.

      “Yes, that,” Milo said, pointing with a finger even as he swung the bottle about. “So that night, I’m drunk, much drunker than I am now, and he, Roland, that is, he has me come back to his room. On the bed is all the money from the sale, which was odd because he’d handed it out before we started celebrating. That was why we were celebrating after all, right?”

      Milo tried to laugh, but it caught in his throat. To dislodge the trapped laugh, he drained the last of the bottle, but there was hardly anything left, and it only frustrated him. Memories, long kept under lock and key, were bubbling up, and he’d been fool enough to not only let them see daylight but now the warden was drunk at his post.

      The bottle came down with an angry thunk as his words started to flow out hot and slurred.

      “He’d stolen all the money, he had, swiping it while we drank and bragged about how we were going to spend our money. He calls me in and says, ‘Milo,’ and I says, ‘Roland, why’s all the money here?’ and he smiles and tells me, ‘we’re running away, Milo, running away like we always wanted.’ ‘What about Rush-sh-shia and the gun selling’ I says, and he says, ‘no trust me, trust me, Milo, we’s, uh we’re better than that, we’re going west not east.’ I shakes my head and says ‘why?’ and he says ‘we can be together’ and I just looks, just stares at ‘im, an’ you know what he does?”

      Milo swung an exaggerated stare across the room in an inebriated attempt at a dramatic pause.

      “He puts his arms around my sh-shoulders and tells me to be brave, like always.”

      Ambrose and Rihyani frowned, vague disappointment in their expression, which spread a twisted, hard smile across Milo’s face.

      “Then he kisses me,” Milo said as he slouched back into his chair. “Not like always.”

      Rihyani shook her head slowly, and Ambrose muttered a curse under his breath. Milo nodded, a heavy, aggressive slamming of his head up and down.

      “That’s right, and I yell, and he’s telling me to be quiet, but I’m drunk and confused, and he’s grabbing me and I’m scared, and then the others come in and see him grabbing me and all the money on the bed.”

      Milo shivered as ice crept up from the bottom of the molten lake in his belly as he remembered all those red-rimmed eyes shifting from confusion to anger. Suddenly the vodka was like a cold, jellied weight in his stomach, the liberating buzz gone with a splash of frigid water on the inside.

      “I was too drunk, too scared, and too stupid to explain and then Roland tells them I stole the money and came to him with the plan to run away. I can see they believe him, so I try to pull away, and he holds tight since he’s always been bigger and stronger, and desperately I grab a bottle and hit Roland. He lets go, and I start rushing out of the room. The others are drunk as I am, maybe more, so I somehow rush through them and start running.”

      Milo raised a hand to his mouth and began to curl in on himself, the sudden weight of the hastily drunk vodka dragging him to the edge of his seat. He’d let go of Rihyani’s hand and was now wrapping his arm around his stomach.

      “Dear God,” he gasped and swore as the smell of the room mixed with the vodka vapors in his nostrils. “Uh, so I was suddenly on the run, not even eighteen, no papers, no money, and with my best friend—hell, my big brother—having turned my only other friends against me. It was only a matter of time before I was cau—oh, God, before I—”

      Milo lurched to his feet and stumbled to the rickety door of the hovel, knocking his chair over as he did. He clapped one hand over his mouth as his gorge rose to the back of his throat, yanked the door open, and managed a couple of strides before pitching forward on hands and knees. His body bowed, and his stomach emptied its contents in spattering heaves.

      He managed a groan and sometimes a curse between each body-arching expulsion until he had nothing left, either in words or further fluids to evacuate. Mouth dripping, he hung there, crouched over his vomit, wanting to recoil from the rank smell but lacking the strength. Every muscle ached, and his bones felt as though they were grinding against each other as his body temperature plummeted. He shivered and then managed to sink back onto his haunches, arms limp at his sides.

      It was in that broken and vulnerable state that he looked up and saw Trotsky, Fedor, and Izac standing against the palisade wall.

      “Who let you out?” Milo wheezed as he sank onto his backside, clutching his knees as he continued to shiver.

      As he watched, he saw all three men were shaking but not from cold since each wore the clothes that the guard had managed to find. They seemed agitated, talking to each other and maybe to others, trying to speak emphatically and gesture even though their hands were behind their backs. Milo stared, trying to understand their strange behavior.

      Then he heard a voice—Lokkemand’s voice.

      “FIRE!” he bellowed, loud enough that it could still be heard as a chorus of rifles answered the call.

      Trotsky, Fedor, and Izac twisted, jerked, and crumpled.

      “What’s going on?” Milo heard Ambrose roar as he emerged from the hovel.

      Milo’s vision had cleared enough that he could see Lokkemand at the head of a column of soldiers, all with their rifles out. They were turning toward the hovel now, faces set, eyes hard.

      “That didn’t take long,” Milo grumbled as he sat beside his effluvium, watching the soldiers level their guns his way.
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      “Get him out of here,” Ambrose bellowed as he drew a trench knife from his belt. Without a backward glance, he began stalking toward the oncoming soldiers.

      Rihyani had her hand on Milo’s shoulder, but she shouted after the big man as she tried to pull him to his feet.

      “Ambrose, don’t!” she cried, as Milo forced himself to clumsily stand up.

      Some of the soldiers were already leveling their rifles at Ambrose, who kept walking forward, knife in hand. Milo knew that even with his preternatural strength and speed, it could only end one way, and that was not with a surprise victory on Ambrose’s behalf. There were too many, they were coordinated, and all he had was a knife.

      “Ambrose!” he shouted, which sounded more like a donkey braying than anything else. Despite this, Milo called out two more times as he lurched forward. Ambrose stopped a few strides away, blade still in hand.

      “Get out of here, Milo!” he growled without turning around. The soldiers were a dozen strides away and had formed a line. Their rifles were at their shoulders, Lokkemand looming behind them.

      Milo staggered next to Ambrose and rested his hand on the big man’s shoulder.

      “If they wanted us dead, they would have blown us up,” Milo rasped before hawking a mouthful of sour phlegm at the hovel. “I’m not sure what game Lokkemand is playing, but it seems to involve keeping us alive.”

      “He’s gone over to the Reich,” Ambrose hissed. “That’s what this is.”

      Lokkemand cleared his throat, and the soldier in front of him slid aside to allow him to stand facing Ambrose squarely, hand held behind his back.

      “Nothing so dramatic,” the captain said, straightening to stare down his nose at Milo and Ambrose. “I’d rather eat a bullet than join those zealots, but the realities of the situation in this godforsaken country require me to make certain compromises. One of them was the assurance that the operation in Petrograd remained secret. You can see how things have been complicated.”

      Milo spat again, this time toward Lokkemand.

      “How does doing their dirty work not count as joining their side?” he snarled, wishing the world would stop lurching in and out of focus.

      To Milo’s surprise, the captain laughed as he continued to glare down the field at Milo.

      “You are very brave and sometimes even clever, Volkohne, but you never seemed to grasp that we are a branch of military intelligence.”

      Milo chose to blame his inebriation for his failure to put the pieces together and kept glaring at Lokkemand.

      “I’ve brokered an arrangement with the warlord in Petrograd, and soon I’ll have enough to bury the Reich,” Lokkemand replied archly. “It’s not as dashing as midnight raids and quests to discover magic secrets, but it gets the job done.”

      “Except it caused the murder of three men and has you pointing guns at allies,” Ambrose growled, ready to explode across the intervening space. “Maybe you should try our way.”

      “I do what I can with what I have.” Lokkemand sniffed. “And these guns will only be used if you choose to misbehave. If I was as depraved as you thought, I’d have put you down while you slept.”

      Lokkemand gave a sharp wave of his hand and the rifles trained on them were lowered, though still kept in ready hands.

      “I can’t have you blowing this operation, but I meant what I said yesterday,” Lokkemand told them. “I want to work together. I don’t want us to be at odds.”

      Milo laughed, but the burst of sound made his head hurt.

      “You’ve certainly had a funny way of showing it,” he said, wincing.

      “If you send a report back to Berlin about Petrograd, the Reich will know, and that means the warlord will know,” Lokkemand said, his voice holding the flat certainty of a man stating facts.

      “His name is Roland, that warlord,” Milo told him as he held his head.

      Lokkemand’s eyes narrowed, and Milo could almost hear the wheels humming and the gears clacking.

      “Well, once this Roland is informed, I will lose my access to information about the Reich, and that can’t happen,” Lokkemand said, then he took a step forward, hands knotting into fists. “That can’t happen! You can’t understand the cancer those monsters in the Reich represent. If I miss this chance, there may be no stopping them from turning my country into something hideous.”

      Milo remembered the raw hate in the faces of the youths under Berlin’s streetlights.

      “I think I’ve got an idea,” Milo said. “But what you don’t understand is how dangerous Roland can be, especially if he’s sided with Zlydzen.”

      The fierce light in Lokkemand’s eyes still burned as he looked suspiciously at Milo

      “We’re not just talking Germany, Lokkemand,” Milo continued grimly. “We’re talking all of Europe.”

      Milo and the captain stared at each other, wills grappling over the muddy expanse between them.

      “My oath is to the Empire,” Lokkemand replied, looking away. “Not the continent. I’m not saying you are wrong; I’m saying I can’t sacrifice the soul of my country even in the face of Armageddon. If we act now, too much of the Reich survives, and chances are we won’t be able to stop them next time.”

      Milo found himself struggling not to see Lokkemand’s side of things. The threat that Roland and Zlydzen presented couldn’t be understated, but it was a nebulous doom to the captain, not like the disease he saw infecting the very fabric of his country. They needed some way to tie the two sides together, to provide information, or even better, evidence to damn them both. With such proof, they could catalyze the general staff and thus all of the Empire to attack.

      “So, you have contact with Roland?” Milo asked, feeling another mad scheme forming in his alcohol-addled brain.

      Lokkemand saw the madness in Milo’s eyes, and he gave the magus a wary look.

      “Yes, in a fashion,” Lokkemand breathed. “What do you have in mind?”

      A smile spread across the wizard’s face.
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      “This is a terrible idea,” Lokkemand muttered as he frog-marched Milo up the steps to the train platform.

      “Steady, Captain,” Milo murmured as he tried to keep from tripping over the shackles on his ankles while viewing the world through one bruised socket. Lokkemand had insisted they had to sell Milo’s capture and had thus proceeded to shackle and bludgeon the wizard. The fact that Lokkemand had been doing the binding and the hitting made Milo a touch uncertain as to the captain’s motive at being so thorough.

      Still, they were here now, and Milo was being led to a waiting train, with Ambrose being carried behind him in a pine box. Ambrose had traded his uniform for some tattered remnants smeared with the blood of one of the Soviets. It turned out the Red’s clothing hadn’t been burned; it was just that the guards were petty. Here they were, one captured black coat and one Russian spy’s corpse, all being served up to Roland. They just had to make it past some watchdogs first.

      “What is this?” asked the officer standing on the platform as he nodded at Milo with obvious disdain.

      He was a gaunt man with a long face with heavy brows over a pair of busy, worried eyes. He stood with arms crossed and foot tapping, trying to affect a stance of irritated boredom, but his eyes betrayed him. Nothing passed beneath his sight that was not scrutinized minutely.

      Milo’s stomach clenched, and his mouth suddenly felt dry. He hoped the man didn’t start questioning him, lest he give himself away with a careless word or gesture.

      “A gift for our Russian friend,” Lokkemand said in an enviably steady voice. “I thought you might drop him off since you were headed that way.”

      The officer threw a sour look at Lokkemand.

      “We’re not a parcel service.”

      Lokkemand laughed, a strong, genuine chuckle that made the officer wince.

      “Oh, Karl, always with the jokes,” Lokkemand said as though the two were old friends. “We both know you’ve got plenty of room, and this particular bit of cargo could prove very useful to our allies’ schemes and thus to ours.”

      As Lokkemand spoke, Milo gently reached out his will and prodded the officer’s psyche with the Art. To Milo’s eyes, Lokkemand’s jocular tone seemed to be putting the black coat on edge, thus putting the magus on alert. Was this all a grand deception, an excuse to put Milo in as compromising a situation as possible?

      “Even with that coat, he won’t be trusted near the men,” Karl replied, looking at Milo with a curled lip.

      Milo found the officer’s will to be incredibly responsive, and in an instant, he discovered why the black coat became edgier the friendlier Lokkemand was. Karl was insecure. In a flash of tangled emotions and memories, Milo saw that Lokkemand was everything this man wasn’t, and Karl knew it. Lokkemand’s friendly tone made him certain the captain was mocking him, and he was so fixated on that, he was paying less attention to Milo.

      “Oh, of course not,” Lokkemand replied. “I imagine a smart fellow like you’d want to stash him with the rest of the shipment, though I might assign a man to watch. He’s a clever little rat.”

      Lokkemand rapped Milo’s head with one large knuckle and chuckled.

      “Can’t be too careful with the beasts,” Lokkemand said with a wink to his fellow officer.

      “Yes, of course,” Karl simpered as he leaned forward to gloat over Milo’s humiliation. As he did, his eyes swung past Milo’s shoulder and settled on the box containing Ambrose. “What’s in the box?”

      “Oh, yes!” Lokkemand exclaimed with self-deprecating laughter. “How could I forget?”

      Lokkemand pushed Milo at a trio of soldiers standing to Karl’s right.

      “Mind him, would you?” he said in the off-hand way a man of authority gives a command phrased as a question. Lokkemand motioned for Karl to draw close as he moved to the box and lifted the lid.

      “Dear God!” Karl gagged as a wave of stench emerged from the box.

      Milo had ensorcelled some bits of meat and giblets from a butcher in Sergio-Ivanoskye to emit the putrid smell as they sat splayed across Ambrose’s stomach. It had been eye-wateringly convincing when he’d made it, and Milo was glad that the smelly mess hadn’t faded too quickly.

      “Yeah, I hate it when all the bits pop like that, but this one was run down as he tried to escape,” Lokkemand said before pointing at something within the box. “I think you can still see the wheel tread on that bit right there.”

      Karl turned from the box, his face pale and sweaty and one hand raised to his mouth.

      “What would the Russians want with that thing?” he demanded, his legs trembling as the other hand sank to brace his stomach.

      With his head bowed, Milo hid a devious smile. Being a true German of the Reich didn’t spare one from having a weak stomach.

      “Didn’t you see the uniform?” Lokkemand said, his voice pitched to suggest shock and bewilderment as his gray eyes pinioned his fellow black coat. “Surely, you noticed it was wearing one of the Reds’ uniforms, didn’t you?”

      Milo felt Karl’s will twist and squirm with fear as the insecurity bloomed into nerve-rattling terror. The man was terrified of looking incapable or incompetent, especially in front of Lokkemand. Milo subtly stoked the fear toward defiant anger.

      “Of course I did,” he replied brusquely, a little color returning to his face as his cheeks flushed.

      “Then I’m sure you know what this means when matched with your other cargo,” Lokkemand said, his voice dropping to a low whisper as he nodded meaningfully at Milo.

      Milo, still using the Art to keep a thumb on the pulse of Karl’s will, felt unease and fear bloom again. Karl, it seemed, did not have a clue what it meant, but thanks to the anger, his fear of Lokkemand was growing into a vitriolic hatred.

      Lokkemand’s expectant silence stretched, and Milo became afraid that his manipulation of Karl might get out of hand. If the black coat decided to be spiteful to the captain because of his growing hatred, their whole plan could be thwarted, and things would become much more complicated.

      Milo couldn’t handle any more complications. He decided then and there to do something he’d never attempted before.

      Using the Art, he sent the suggestion of images dappling across the black coat’s will, but instead of trying to affect his physical senses, Milo tried to affect his mind. He wasn’t convincing Karl that he was seeing or feeling anything, but that he was thinking something. It was akin to what he and Rihyani did when they communicated wordlessly, but far more subversive and thus far more likely to go wrong as he pressed the fabricated thoughts into another’s mind, where they could change at the subject’s will.

      If the Art was a scalpel, it was like attempting to do surgery inside a body belonging to a living and active creature by touch.

      “Karl?” Lokkemand said, and Milo’s eyes snapped back to the physical world around him, his will retreating. “Captain Karl Franks?”

      The officer stood for staring at nothing, his expression slack.

      Had he gone too far? Had he damaged the black coat with his efforts?

      Milo’s hands began to sweat as he reached out to Karl again with the Art, but then Karl’s lip curled, and he gave a derisive snort as he turned to glare at Milo.

      “So he’s a traitor, then,” Captain Franks said, narrowing his eyes at Milo. “A filthy rat passing along sensitive information to the Slavs.”

      “Precisely,” Lokkemand said, hiding his unease. “Nothing gets past you, Karl.”

      Karl turned back to Lokkemand, still glaring.

      “How do we know they didn’t both work for the Russians in Petrograd?”

      Lokkemand leaned in, and Milo didn’t need the Art to sense the fearful revulsion. It was written across the insecure little creature’s face.

      “See, that’s the beauty of this,” Captain Lokkemand said in that same low, conspiratorial tone. “If he was, then it sends a nice message that we found him out. He kills the traitor to cover his tracks and is down an agent.”

      Karl nodded, his eyes sliding back to Milo.

      “And if he wasn’t?”

      Lokkemand’s smile became positively predatory.

      “Well, then we’ve turned over a spy to the one most likely to find who’s holding the strings. The Russian in Petrograd is better able to track down which Red he was talking to, and when he does, we get the glory for unmasking the scheme.”

      Karl was already nodding, his teeth glistening in a greedy grin.

      “Well, that sounds like something I could get behind,” he said with a chuckle that was too high and tight to be anything but painful to the throat and ear. “Good work, Captain Lokkemand.”

      Lokkemand smiled back, and Milo saw the flash of his white teeth beneath twinkling gray eyes.

      “I’m proud to be of assistance to the Reich, and of course, to a fellow officer.”

      Milo developed fresh respect for Captain Lokkemand as Captain Franks’ chest swelled with pride. The Nicht-KAT officer had played the Reich cretin’s insecurities like a virtuoso plays a violin. If Milo hadn’t fiddled with Karl’s emotions, it probably would have gone off without a hitch.

      This newfound respect for the man’s subversive talents struck a chord in Milo as the soldiers began to herd him onto the train, along with Ambrose’s box. If Captain Lokkemand really was such a maestro of manipulation, was he playing Milo too?
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      Things were not going according to his plan.

      They’d shoved Milo into a small compartment created by metal shelving units bolted and welded to the floor inside a freight car. Along with him was the large box that contained Ambrose. A pair of soldiers, one at each end of the car, stood watch, rifles at their shoulders.

      This was an expected complication, but nailing Ambrose’s box shut was not. Milo heard them muttering about the container spilling open and stinking things up, and he wondered if his putrefying magic had perhaps been a bit too effective. For good measure, they’d wrapped chains around the box and bound Milo to the crate with the excess of the chain. Every time he moved, his shackles tugged on the chain, which rattled against the pine box.

      More than once, as Milo had tried to surreptitiously reach inside his coat, the chain raised a racket, and he found both his wardens glaring at him. If he’d drawn the unlikely items necessary for the next bit of magic out of his coat, he’d be a sitting duck.

      He thought about using the Art to distract or disguise himself, but he was afraid anything that would find purchase in their mind as believable might provoke a response from the rest of those on the train. Illusions while under direct scrutiny were easier to maintain if they shocked the senses, relying on the befuddling effects of fear and anger to gloss over the imperfections of the projection of will.

      So Milo had stood there for some time, leaning against the crate, trying to decide what he would do. While wondering what would happen first, Milo heard a rap from within the crate. It was barely audible over the sound of the train, but it was certainly there, so soft Milo could only hear it due to proximity.

      Ambrose was up.

      They’d been traveling longer than Milo had thought.

      He’d fashioned an elixir for Ambrose to render him in a death-like sleep, and by the time it was done, Milo was supposed to have liberated himself and given the all-clear sign for Ambrose to emerge. Travel to Petrograd took seven to eight hours by train, so the plan was to escape inside enemy territory somewhere inside the six-hour mark. They needed to see Roland’s operation, but as scouts, not as captives. The Reich was only providing the necessary means to get them close enough without worrying about Hiisi or Russian patrols.

      Ambrose began knocking again in a slow rhythm, and Milo winced as one of the soldiers glared at him between the shelves. The man shook his head angrily, his mouth pulling into a tight line as he shook his head and patted his rifle.

      Milo bobbed his head apologetically and averted his eyes as his will reached out to Ambrose’s.

      Stop knocking, Milo thought, and to his relief, the sound ceased.

      Ambrose couldn’t respond to him, but he could at least hear him.

      I’m still bound, stand by, he sent as he felt a wave of frustration and anger ripple from Ambrose. It seemed he was quite ready to be done with his time in the box.

      Milo’s mind raced as he stole glances at his guards and then at the box. He needed something that would draw them in but not get one of them to go running for help. It had to not only surprise but intrigue them, something they didn’t expect.

      Start knocking again, Milo instructed as an idea came to him. Not hard, but make it erratic or frantic sounding.

      Milo felt Ambrose’s indecision, but the murky emotions hadn’t begun to clear before a soft, irregular thumping began inside the box.

      Milo pressed his will outward even as he noted the watchful soldiers glaring at him and the box. They were hearing something they didn’t expect, and that made the application of the Art much easier.

      “Help! Help me, please!” said a soft feminine voice inside the box. “They put me at the bottom! I can’t breathe! Help!”

      Milo forced his eyes wide and stared at the box, then looked at the soldiers with his mouth hanging open in stunned shock.

      “I think there’s someone in there!” Milo called over the hum of the train on the tracks. “Someone’s still alive.”

      The guards locked eyes across the compartment, but Milo interrupted the conference with more illusory pleas.

      “Help! I can’t breathe! Help!”

      The cries were followed by pained retching and gasping.

      “I think she’s dying!” Milo cried, sending out a wave of the Art to stoke fear and concern. As the final spur, he drove in a flashing mental image of a little fair-haired girl with wide, tearful blue eyes trapped in a box of rotting meat. It was not delicate work as with Captain Franks, but given the emotional tumult he hoped to create, it didn’t need to be.

      For a second, Milo felt a lurch in his stomach as he wondered if the likes of Reich loyalists had enough humanity to be moved by a desperate young girl’s cries. His fears were put to rest as both men slung their rifles over their shoulders and scuttled between the shelves to where Milo stood.

      “Up against the wall,” one snarled at the magus, his eyes fixed on the box, where the knocking sound was growing fainter.

      “She’s getting weaker,” the other guard said, brow knotting as his eyes bulged. “She can’t last much longer!”

      “Get up against the wall!”

      Milo was thrown bodily against the wall of the compartment, but his chained arms played out the slack so they nearly came out of their socket. The tension dragged him hard to one side, and he lost his balance. Milo cried out with dismay a second before his head bounced off one of the metal shelves on his way to the floor.

      Thus distracted, it was only reasonable that his efforts to maintain the crying child staggered to a stop. The only thing that remained was Ambrose tapping at a frenzied pitch, and even dazed on the floor, Milo could tell the effect this had on the soldiers was dramatic.

      “She’s dying!” one cried in a wild voice that bordered on sobbing.

      “Shut up and help me!” the other snarled, and together they began hammering the padlock fastening the chains around the box with their rifle butts. Their frenzied beating became a strange counterpoint to Ambrose’s knocking, then with a sharp twang, the lock sprang open. They abandoned their rifles to begin hauling the chains off of the box, casting the excess behind them.

      His pulse still throbbing behind his eyes, Milo quietly began to draw the chain to himself where he lay on the floor. This wasn’t the escape he’d planned, but he supposed it would have to do.

      The chains were free, and he had the entire length looped between his hands when the soldiers both drew their bayonet blades from the belts. Milo, who’d begun to climb to his feet, froze where he was, his heart stopping. He was certain both were about to spring on him like patricians upon Caesar.

      “Be careful,” one said as he rammed his blade between the slats of wood. “We don’t want to jostle something and crush her inside.”

      The other nodded and wedged his knife between the planks, then together they began to pry upward. The nails they’d driven in hours earlier were long and protested with hard cracks and squeaks.

      “We need to hurry!” the other panted, and he grunted as the nails began to give way.

      Milo crept forward, crouched to spring with the chain garotte between his hands. He was ready when the train lurched over a dip in the terrain and Milo’s impromptu weapon jangled.

      Both soldiers paused in their prying and turned to goggle at Milo, who sprang upon the nearest even as he turned.

      Milo got the loop over the man’s neck easily and pulled back hard enough that he heard bones click in his throat. He and the soldier pitched back together, the soldier unsure of which he preferred to do: breathe or beat Milo to a pulp.

      The wizard twisted his body, trying to sink the chain deeper as punches were driven into his ribs and stomach. Things were, as usual, not going as planned. He’d expected to secure a tight grip and snap the man’s neck, but the target was stronger and thicker-necked than he’d anticipated.

      Milo looked to see what the other man was doing as a bayonet clattered to the floor and the man’s feet came up. Like some putrefied revenant, Ambrose had emerged from the box and wrapped a massive paw around the man’s throat.

      There was a gristly crunch, and the soldier fell from Ambrose’s fingers like a limp puppet. Seeing Milo grappling on the floor, Ambrose climbed out of the box as the smell of him swept through the compartment.

      Eyes watering and face sweating, Milo gave a sharp grunt as he twisted and heaved himself up and onto the remaining soldier’s back, chains still wrapped around his fist. The man tried to scramble free, but Milo hauled back, stopping his flight. He planted his foot on the guard’s back and pulled like a longshoreman hauling on a mooring line.

      There was a strangled squealing sound from the soldier, then a resounding pop. Milo felt the man go limp under him and let the chain go with a gasp, his hands bloody and the muscles of his back and shoulders burning.

      Staggering back, he slumped against the wall of the compartment.

      “Not bad.” Ambrose nodded and scooped up the first corpse like he was made of straw. With a soft grunt, he parked the body across the open box while the other hand reached in to peel away the false bottom.

      “Thanks,” Milo muttered as his chain-savaged fingers began to grope in his pockets for the key to his shackles.

      “Want to take bets on what they’re building out there?” Ambrose asked as he drew out his pack, then Milo’s satchel. “My money’s on it being like one of those mind-control organs, only on a tank or something.”

      “Really?” Milo laughed and then swore as the key fell from his blood-slicked fingers.

      “Damn, help me out, please,” he growled as he flexed his torn digits. “I’ll be able to think better with these things off me.”

      Ambrose fetched the key from the floor and had Milo free in short order. He was still rubbing his wrists when Ambrose held out the satchel.

      “You got a better idea?” he asked after Milo took the case and before holding out the fetish cane. “Let’s hear it, and then you can put some money where your smart mouth is.”

      Milo took the cane and felt the icy thoughts of Imrah coiling across his mind.

      You need to repair your hands, she instructed archly, and he could almost hear her disgusted sigh. Why do you insist on handling problems like a ruffian?

      Because I am one, he thought and reached into his satchel for a prepared batch of healing unguent.

      “A fool and his money are soon parted.” Milo chuckled as he dabbed his fingers with the elixir. “You think we’re lucky enough for it to be as simple as some silly vehicle we could sabotage?”

      Ambrose’s mouth settled into a grim line beneath his mustache.

      “No.” He sighed as he checked the breach of his Gewehr. “I don’t suppose we are that lucky.”

      A flex of focus and Milo’s fingers were set to mending as the unguent smoked and the smells of jasmine and formaldehyde rose to compete with Ambrose’s charnel house stink.

      “So, how are we making our exit again?” Ambrose said as he peeled off the befouled uniform and its gore-plastered fetishes. With two heaves and a grunt, he plopped both bodies into the box and threw the discarded uniform on top of them before replacing the lid. He looked up from fishing his clothes out of his pack to see what Milo was doing.

      “We’re going out with a bang,” Milo said softly as he drew a vial out of his satchel. What looked like a miniature storm cloud twisted and sparked behind the glass.

      “You do like blowing things up,” Ambrose grumbled as he tugged on his trousers.

      “Us ruffians have simple tastes.” He chuckled to himself as he held the vial up to his eye. “Ready whenever you are.”
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      The dark of the night was pierced by a rush of blue and green flame.

      Less than ten miles south of Petrograd, a train rolling down the last intact railway in northern Russia saw one of its cars burst into unnatural flames. From the edge of the scorched city to the forests beyond, the burning car could be seen rumbling on like some demonic carnival attraction. For years to come, the few desperate souls clinging to survival in that desolate place would claim they saw strange, fearsome faces twisting in the bewitched fire, and they whispered that God had sent his judgment of the unholy construct being fashioned in Petrograd.

      Others whispered it was because the last saint of Petrograd’s blood called out for vengeance.

      Those who stood guard over Petrograd and its ramshackle foundries had less fanciful theories, mostly involving spies and traitors, but soon their theories would be whispered as confusedly as those of the scavengers around their fires.

      Whether it was divine judgment or bitter sabotage, all human eyes were on the flames, and none noticed the two forms darting between the trees to get clear of the wounded iron behemoth. In a stand of trees, those same forms hunkered down and waited for the last of the train to pass.

      In that deepening gloom, they held their breath and then smiled as a silvery shape as pale as a ghost alighted on the branches above them.

      “Enjoy the show?” The broader shadow chuckled after a glance upward.

      “We don’t have time for that,” the silver shape hissed. “We need to move now!”

      “What do you mean?” the thinner shadow asked as he stepped into the moonlight, revealing Milo’s thin, scarred face. “They can’t be coming after us already.”

      “Not the Russians,” said the silver specter as it descended and became Rihyani in the moonlight beside Milo. “Hiisi are moving through the woods. I had to wind-ride higher and higher to avoid the airborne ones, but they are teeming in these woods.”

      Milo swore and stared between the night-blackened tree trunks. The broad shadow shuffled forward with a few choices phrases of his own, then it was Ambrose glaring out across the darkened wood.

      “So, Zlydzen’s got them acting as watchdogs then,” Ambrose rumbled, then froze with his head cocked to one side. Milo and Rihyani froze as well, trusting the Nephilim’s unnatural acuity.

      “Damn, they’re fast,” Ambrose snarled, and he jerked his head at the railway behind them. “I can hear something—several somethings—running after that train. Only a matter of time before one of them figures out they should check back this way.”

      “Then we better get going,” Milo murmured. He looked at Rihyani. “What is the lay of the land?”

      “I spotted a road cutting through the wood parallel to the track,” the fey said, pointing one long finger eastward between the trees. “If we reach that, we can follow it to a small clearing in the forest that is near the outskirts of the city.”

      The Hiisi will pick up your scent from the wind, Imrah told him. Once they have it, they will find you.

      “That’s not helpful,” Milo growled, and he shook his head as Ambrose and Rihyani looked at him quizzically. “Come on, let’s move.”

      Without another word, they took off through the dark.
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        * * *

      

      By nature, Rihyani and Ambrose were unhindered by darkness. Milo had applied nightsight before they’d leaped from the train. Yet being able to see in the dark did not render them omniscient about all the dark-shaded forest’s hazards. Roots still threatened to snare rushing feet, and branches still lashed passing faces. The promise of a horde of primal horrors on their trail did nothing to ease them, and things became even more difficult as they crashed down a slope and began slogging across wet ground.

      A boggy strip of land swollen by recent rains stretched before them. Beyond it, Milo spied the break in the woods where the road lay.

      “Almost there,” he growled, drawing one boot out of slurping mud as he searched for something to plant it on. As he did, there was a queer reflection in a pool of standing water beside him; for a second, it was as if the entire pool blinked under the dappled moonlight.

      Milo’s arms and neck prickled with gooseflesh.

      “Then we get to run for our lives on solid ground,” Ambrose groused as he forged ahead, his heavy tread sinking him up to his knees in places. “Just lovely.”

      “Less talk, more walk, boys,” Rihyani called from up ahead, where she stood poised on a small patch of knotted grass. With a bound and the barest flutter of her will, gentle currents bore her to a toppled tree several meters away.

      Milo blinked, sweating and yet cold from the icy mud. Had he seen a dark shape slither beneath the surface of the water?

      “Easy for her to say,” Ambrose puffed as he tugged a foot free with a popping sound. “Damn pixie!”

      Milo planted the tip of his cane in a patch of damp sod, scrambled onto the firm spot, and swept his gaze around him. He wiped sweat from his eyes, trying to press outward with his will to sense anything as he searched the inky pockets of water dotting the way to the road.

      “Milo, what is it?” Rihyani called to him, and he turned, struggling to find words as his gaze kept roving.

      The words died in his throat as he saw Rihyani staring at him, her back to a dripping monstrosity.

      Fleshy whiskers twitched and swung to the side as its massive jaws gaped, revealing ridged gums studded with fangs. Bulging eyes glowed like ghostly lamps above a mouth wrinkled to accommodate the widening maw, turning its expression into a perverse smile. Thick webbed claws attached to swollen arms with rubbery folds stretched toward the fey as though inviting her into an embrace.

      “RIHYANI!” Milo screamed, but the monster was already in motion.

      Thankfully, so was she.

      Talons raked the soggy tree as the huge jaws snapped shut on empty air with an audible smack. Rihyani was in the air riding willed currents, her fingers extending into dark sickles as her eyes flashed over bared fangs.

      “COME TO TSAR’VODYANOY, MY SWEET!”

      The sound was the chuckling of a thousand drowned throats at the bottom of a well—deep, thick, and viscous. Rihyani hissed in response but was forced to dart up to the canopy as the monster heaved its glistening bulk in a pounce. Webbed claws clapped centimeters beneath Rihyani’s feet, and a hideous burbling chuckle resounded from deep in its chest.

      The Gewehr barked, and Tsar’Vodyanoy slapped back down on the tree trunk with a crunch, its slimy belly opened with a black oozing wound. Ambrose worked the action on his rifle with furious speed, punching hole after hole in the creature as it turned heavily to him. Compared to the terrifying display of strength and mobility it had demonstrated, its movements were slow and clumsy now. Milo dared to hope that the bulky creature had worn itself out.

      When another burble rippled out of the horror’s flesh, Milo knew they had no such luck. The burble grew into a roar.

      “TSAR’VODYANOY WILL HAVE YOU SOON TOO, CHUBBY LITTLE PIG!”

      “Why wait?” Ambrose bellowed as he rammed another clip into his Gewehr.

      Tsar’Vodyanoy’s drooping facial tendrils slapped together as it shook its great head, chuckling in its water-logged voice. With a shrug of its huge sloped shoulders, it swung back to find Rihyani, but she was nowhere to be seen.

      “Now, now, play fair, my sweet,” the creature croaked, glowing eyes sweeping left and right in search of the fey.

      Ambrose had begun firing again, and Milo decided to add his contribution.

      FREEZE

      Frozen darts punched into the ichor-dribbling wounds Ambrose’s bullets had opened, and wherever they bit, razor-sharp crystals of black ice formed. Rubbery flesh distended and split as more spurs of ice jutted from the tears, and with a tremendous groan, Tsar’Vodyanoy rolled over on its side and slid into the muck. With a burst of plopping bubbles, it sank beneath the surface of the pool.

      “Is it dead?” Milo asked as he struggled forward to get a better look around the fallen tree trunk.

      “Let’s make sure!” Ambrose growled and sprang atop the trunk with his rifle still at his shoulder. The Gewehr fired twice, and the water stirred beneath the heavy rounds.

      Milo scrambled over the tree as Ambrose leaped into the pool. The big man waded through ankle-deep water before his boots squelched in mud. Two stomping turns revealed nothing but muck and marsh.

      “Not dead then,” Milo spat, and his head began to swivel left and right.

      “Not quite,” came the chuckle from behind him.

      He spun in time to see huge jaws about to envelop him. By reflex, he drew on the physical empowerment of his cane and made to leap back. His footing on the ichor-smeared trunk betrayed him, and his legs went out from under him as he tumbled backward. Tsar’Vodyanoy’s mouth clamped down on the space he’d been in with a loud snap, but its huge bulk was already sending it churning forward.

      Milo hit the pool behind the tree, and the aquatic horror’s face came down on top of him. He felt something dense and knobby bounce off his back—Ambrose?—and then it drove him through the mud. More by luck than skill, his fingers gripped around the horny lip of the upper jaw and his feet planted themselves along the bony rim of the lower jaw. Necromistic magic rushed through his muscles and along every bone as he held on for dear life.

      The gleaming eyes narrowed at him over a mustache of flailing feelers.

      “THE SCRAWNY ONES CRUNCH SO WONDERFULLY,” Tsar’Vodyanoy roared gaily as it hefted its head up and stretched its jaws wide.

      Milo stretched like he was on a rack, every tendon singing a song of agony, but he held his place over the yawning mouth. If he relaxed even for the blink of an eye, he’d flop down into the maw and it would be over, but with Imrah pouring energy into his sinews, he could hold.

      A hellcat’s shriek sounded as Rihyani sprang from whatever illusion she’d hidden behind to fall upon the monster’s head. Talons raked it, piercing rubbery flesh and puncturing the gleaming eyes, but Tsar’Vodyanoy kept burbling merrily as it threw its head from one side to the other.

      “NOW THIS IS FUN!” it chortled as it spun and flailed its limbs at something Milo couldn’t see. Without warning, it plopped down and rolled across the marshy ground.

      Between the plunges in frigid black water and being raked through mud, Milo heard a pained scream and the sickening crunch of bones breaking. The monster whose face he was riding rose and tossed something into a nearby pool. With another shake of its head, Rihyani, who was back for another attack, was thrown aside.

      The creature’s head reared back as it continued to try and dislodge Milo, and he saw Ambrose’s broad body floating face-down.

      “ONE DOWN, AND WHAT A MEATY TREAT HE’LL BE.”

      The jaws yawned wide again, and for a moment Milo, enraged and trapped, stared down the gullet of the creature. The charnel stink wafting up was like the putrid gush of a hundred floating corpses in the world’s foulest bog, but Milo grinned savagely into the miasma.

      Dragging one hand across the jagged lip, Milo opened a gash in his palm. Tightening until his fingers ached with his other hand, he extended the hand into the mouth and sent a stream of his blood over the rows of fangs and down the undulating throat.

      “HAHA! CRUNCHY, YOU ARE TEASING TSAR’VODYANOY!”

      Milo managed to yank his hand back as the jaws snapped shut. Again he held on for dear life, using all his fortified strength to keep his feet and hands where they were.

      At the same time, his mind, working at a frenzied, second-stretching pace, narrowed to a lethal bolt of focus and dove after the trail left by his blood. As he’d hoped, the essence-laden fluid had been sent down to the creature’s belly, where a host of corpses stewed in brackish juices. His essence mingled with the slumbering deathly energies of the bones, and Milo felt the flickers of the hovering shades.

      He shoved aside his fear and trepidation about the wild shades and his blood called to them, acting as a catalyst and binding agent. The energies rushed into the decrepit bodies, some only skeletal claws or grinning jaws, but all sprang to unnatural animation at Milo’s command. Stoking their frenzied energies, Milo set them loose upon Tsar’Vodyanoy’s innards, clawing, gnawing, and jabbing with shattered bone spurs.

      The monster groaned and began to sink to the ground. Milo looked down and saw black effluence welling up from the throat.

      “You are what you eat,” Milo snarled into the glowing eyes. “And what you are is dead, fish-face!”

      A trembling moan began in the creature’s chest, but it was soon flooded and smothered by the welling blood. With a massive heave it curled up, blubberous body folding around itself. Milo heard a rattling gag inside the throat and looked down in time to see the mouth opening wide, not to consume but to expel.

      Milo threw himself clear as a torrent of ichor, caustic soup, and rattling bones spewed from Tsar’Vodyanoy’s gaping mouth. He danced back from the foul flood, barely keeping his feet as he slipped in the mud.

      “CLEVER, CRUNCHY, VERY CLEVER,” the monster moaned, still sounding amused but very weary now. “MAYBE LATER. TSAR’VODYANOY WASN’T TOO HUNGRY ANYWAY.”

      Tsar’Vodyanoy squirmed turgidly into a nearby pool and began to sink amidst another chorus of plopping bubbles. Milo thought of firing a parting shot at the creature, but if this was a real retreat, he wasn’t going to provoke it to a second round. The cane’s power had left his muscles, and he felt every single fiber shaking from the strain. If he was honest with himself, he feared he wouldn’t have the strength to point the fetish without his arm trembling.

      The animated corpses, their shades still intent on expending their flagging energies, plunged into the pool after their quarry. They thrashed and splashed in the mud, each effort weaker and slower, and it was a full minute before they collapsed to float in the black waters.

      “Where’s Ambrose?” Rihyani asked, limping toward Milo. Her leg was twisted at an odd angle, but as he watched, the phenomenal regenerative will of the fey restored her seemingly delicate bones.

      Before Milo could answer, a piercing croak tore through the air above them, and Milo saw a familiar malformed silhouette pass through the moonlight above.

      “Dead-Dead-Deadedy-Dead, meat-man is cold from toe to head,” Lempo called in a sing-song voice as he circled between the trees overhead.

      I do not like that fowl, Imrah hissed in Milo’s mind, but at the moment, he didn’t have the energy to reply.

      He ached all over, and he felt the soul-deep drain of working blood magic on the fly.

      “What’s next?” Milo groaned, looking up at the corvid. “You looking for a fight, too?”

      Lempo gave another shriek and then a hoarse laugh.

      “No more fight for you, funny little man.”

      The darkness of the midnight forest was pierced by a phalanx of spotlights, and Milo had to bite his lip to keep from screaming from the pain in his suddenly abused eyes.

      “Surrender now or die,” came a voice over a crackling speaker.

      A voice that even with the distortion, Milo couldn’t help but recognize.
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      Milo was dragged from the muck beneath the trees by grim figures in trench coats and elephantine gas masks.

      As one, they’d advanced on Milo as silhouettes beneath the glaring lights. Their rasping breathing in time with their synchronized movements was a nightmarish spectacle.

      Was his exhausted mind playing tricks on him, or was there something unnaturally sinister about them?

      He could feel dozens of gunsights trained on him, but he dared a look around him. Rihyani was gone, as was Ambrose’s body. There was hope in that, at least.

      Looking down into the glassy-eyed masks, the magus felt something seethe uneasily in his chest. This wasn’t his weary imagination acting up. Something was wrong with these creatures.

      Milo pressed out with the Art as they reached for him with gloved hands and felt nothing—no will, no mind. They might as well have been filled with straw and stone for all he felt.

      That wasn’t good.

      Milo reached out to find the essence of a shade to animate a corpse or perhaps some simulacrum of a man, but he still sensed nothing.

      That was worse.

      As they grabbed and twisted his arms behind his back, Milo realized with a horrible lurching in his stomach what they were—living, breathing beings with no will of their own. They were hollow creatures like the ones he’d accidentally slaughtered in Georgia with his loose shades. Men and possibly women—it was hard to tell beneath the heavy garments and concealing respirators—who’d been emptied by Zlydzen’s magic and bound to a will not their own.

      As they dragged him before a growling line of trucks bearing the spotlights, Milo saw the will they must have been bound to.

      He was standing in the open cab of an armored truck, a microphone dangling from his tattooed fingers as he watched Milo being hauled before him. Unlike the dehumanizing garb of his minions, he was dressed to impress in a pinstriped suit of gray silk over his heroic physique, every line of him clean, powerful, and cruel. Dark, smoldering eyes watched Milo, taking in every detail but revealing nothing.

      The magus, gripped between the soulless, watched a smile as cold and sharp as a blade creep across half of Roland’s face.

      “I couldn’t believe it,” Roland said in a voice even more resonant and smooth than Milo remembered. “I’m still not sure I do.”

      Milo wanted to say something witty or brash, but a strange and inexorable transformation had occurred. He wasn’t the furious, double-fisted warlock who crushed monsters and vanquished demons, not anymore. Now he was a teenager, barely more than a child, looking up at his big brother after another escapade. He felt the corners of his mouth betraying him as a matching smile started to creep across his face. The gravity of years threatened to drag him back to old habits, old feelings of deference.

      “Oh, Milo, what am I going to do with you?” Roland chuckled as he ran his fingers through his hair.

      Just as the memories made him forget who he was, they sharpened his mind to recall inconsequential ingrained details. When Roland raked his fingers through his hair, he was nervous.

      The spell was broken as Milo remembered.

      He remembered the same motion, those same ink-marked fingers combing through his hair as the rest of the crew staggered into the room and saw the whole take laid out on the bed. He remembered how those fingers had pointed at him as that voice had heaped on accusations before Milo could say a thing.

      Milo remembered it all and his rage at the memories burned away the soporific fog of nostalgia. Roland saw it happen.

      For a time, neither of them said anything as the trucks idled and rumbled and the soulless wheezed through ventilated hoses. Then Roland nodded and motioned to the back of the truck.

      “Load our guest in and tie him down,” Roland commanded flatly as he began to climb out of the cab. “I’ll square up with our friends.”

      For one instant, as Milo was herded to the back of the truck, he and Roland were level. Roland didn’t return his gaze, but the wizard stared at his former protector and friend. Roland was still taller than he, though not by as much as before, and he was certainly stronger, but the magic Milo could wield made mere muscles almost inconsequential. Even in his weakened state, Milo could speak a word and set the man ablaze, one of many to fall before his sorcery.

      I’m more than your equal now, Milo thought, nailing the words to the mast of his soul. Even in chains, I’ll be more than you. Always.

      As Milo was taken around the truck, he spied Roland stepping to the tree line and giving a sharp whistle that drew heavy wingbeats.

      Then he was at the tailgate and was half-dragged, half-carried to where shackles were bolted to the bed. The ragged streaks of dried blood told him that he was not the first to be afforded those accommodations.

      Milo let himself be stripped down to his shirt and trousers and then bound. He was going to bide his time.

      Rihyani and Ambrose were still out there, and perhaps as Roland’s prisoner, he could gain a view of the operation in Petrograd. Or perhaps they would throw him into a cell, and he would have time to recover himself enough that he could tear everything down on top of Roland’s and Zlydzen’s heads.

      For now, his head held high, he could wait because even with iron around his wrists, he knew he was freer than he’d ever been.
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        * * *

      

      They brought Milo to the edge of the city, past an old church, and then down cracked streets that ran between the husks of buildings. Some were only a few walls leaning drunkenly upon each other, while others were desolate hulks with broken-out windows like the eye sockets of a skull. As they wound their way around rubble and over refuse, Milo thought he spotted a building that might have been familiar from that night the wind was on fire, but then he’d look down another alley or side-street and realize they were all beginning to look the same.

      “That part of the city might not even be standing now,” Milo muttered to himself, then looked to see if the words elicited a turned head from the soulless in the bed with him. To his morose disappointment, their masked faces continued to stare through him, hands on their rifles.

      He made another abortive attempt to see if his will could ferret out something from them, but again there was nothing. They were meat, bone, and various tissues, continuing to exist only because no one had told them they were dead. Even the Soviets in Georgia hadn’t been this expunged from humanity. The reality of what Zlydzen could do chilled him, not only for its effect but also the complete mystery of its means.

      He’d interrogated Rihyani and Imrah on the way back from Georgia about dwarrow magic, but they were hardly more knowledgeable than he. Dwarrow magic tended to be tied to the creation of physical objects, similar in some ways to ghul necromistry, but that was the end of their understanding. Dwarrow made items or devices that worked wonders and horrors, and it seemed none knew how they worked except them.

      Milo wondered if Roland, who was working with Zlydzen, could shed light on the conundrum. The thought of asking him seemed ridiculous, then Milo’s wrists clinked as the truck rolled over some detritus, and he remembered his interrogation of Ezekiel Bouche. Perhaps, when he finally absconded from this place, Roland would come with them. They’d captured one warlord out from under his army, hadn’t they? Why not another?

      He thought of Roland bound before him as Milo conjured the images of shades to claw and scourge his flesh. The magus nursed the venomous flame of that thought until the vehicle’s lurching stop drew his attention.

      He looked up and saw a rusted wall nearly five meters tall looming before the truck, with coils of razor wire like fraying curls across its top. Set in the center of the wall was a gate of iron latticework, overlaid and intertwined as though someone had taken sections of wrought iron fence and welded them together. As the gate swung open and they passed through, Milo saw that was indeed what the gate was made of.

      The ramshackle gate closed behind them, then the truck was rolling down a wide road of crushed rock. On either side, tin-roofed pavilions and open-sided garages were alive with bustling bodies and scattered sparks as gas-masked men and women in coveralls worked on various metal projects.

      Milo’s nightsight elixir was beginning to fade, but the gray of the coming dawn gave him some help, though it didn’t do him much good. He couldn’t for the life of him figure out what they were building. It wasn’t weapons or parts for any vehicle he’d ever seen. More than anything, what he saw mostly was rods of metal being fastened together in vaguely plantlike or maybe even floral patterns. Milo shifted to try to get a better look, and the shackles gave a sharp rattle as he played out the short chain. The soulless all swung toward him, rifles coming to their shoulders.

      Milo decided that the construction efforts would have to be one of the things he’d ask Roland about.

      His eyes swung back to the fort, and in front of the truck, Milo saw a smooth-sided column reaching skyward. Following the stony trunk upward, he saw a plinth at the top where a one-winged angel stood with an arm upraised as though calling the earthbound mortals below to behold some miracle. The other side of the statue had been reduced to blocky broken angles with a few trailing spurs of twisted metal. Despite the mangling, something about the statue was familiar. As Milo stared up, they passed beneath its shadow, and a chill raced through him.

      He felt the icy wind, that breath of the cruel winters of Northern Russia that came on so quickly. As he stared at the angelic sentinel, his mind was hurled back in time.

      He was holding Momma’s hand and huddling close to her against the chill.

      Someone was talking to Momma, a man with a voice as cold and biting as the wind.

      “And we still cling to such superstitions. Bah! Angels and crosses, and God! A real Russian doesn’t believe in such foolishness as God!”

      He didn’t like the man. The man could sound nice when others were around, but with Momma, it was always like this. He also didn’t like the man’s frowning mustache and scheming dark eyes.

      He pressed his face into his mother’s coat.

      “It is not that we don’t believe in Him, Soso,” Momma said softly. “It is that we hate Him—hate Him because He first hated us.”

      “And yet we are surrounded by all this?” the man demanded, pointing up at the angel.

      His mother laughed, and it was like bells chiming through the wind, taunting and yet beautiful.

      “Didn’t Dostoevsky say it best? Love is not the same thing as loving. You can be in love with a woman and still hate her.”

      The man shrugged and turned to walk away, toward the palace.

      The chill retreated, and Milo realized where they were: the Winter Palace.

      A moment later, the palace hove into view over the truck as it began to slow, and he understood that he was correct, at least in part. They were at what was left of the Winter Palace. Stalin’s forces had not been kind to the resplendent enclave, and in the time since then, there had been only cursory attempts to restore portions of the sprawling structure to use. The entire west wing was a bare-beamed ruin, stretching out like the blackened skeleton of a fallen giant amidst the rubble of its fossilized flesh. The central hall was in better condition. Its many broken windows had at least received the attention of boards and nails to hold them there. The east wing seemed more or less intact, but gaping windows, doors, and huge holes marred the structure like tunnels bored by beetles and worms through a corpse. In the washed-out pre-dawn light, everything seemed the sad gray or flat black of death and rot.

      Roland’s operation was headquartered in the corpse of Russia’s old aristocracy. Somehow the irony of that reality was bitterly funny to Milo, and as the soulless moved to unload him, he was laughing quietly to himself.

      They kept his hands shackled, but they separated the cuffs from the truck bed, then they hauled him down onto the ground. He was still wearing a smile as he was dragged to the central hall, where he could see Roland standing in front of the huge black doors. They swung open and more men emerged, though these wore the khaki uniforms of the Reds and had no gas masks. On their belts were pistols and what looked like wooden truncheons studded with metal knobs.

      “Take him to my suite and see that he is given clean clothes and hot water to wash with,” Roland instructed without looking at Milo. “I will deal with him after I meet with the dwarf.”

      Without a backward glance, Roland swept inside, leaving Milo to the care of men he knew were as soulless as the creatures in the masks. Without a word, they grasped him with rough hands and dragged him inside, the great doors booming shut behind him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Milo at first told himself he was not going avail himself of any part of Roland’s hospitality, but no sooner had a basin of hot water appeared than he shed his clothes and began to wash.

      The fight in the marsh with Tsar’Vodyanoy had chilled him to the bone, and he had mud and filth crusted in the most unlikely of places. Despite himself, a groan of pleasure from deep in his belly escaped his lips as he slipped into the basin. It was not large enough to do anything more than squat in it, but he savored the nearly scalding water sliding over his weary and begrimed flesh. Scooping up handfuls, he ladled the water over his shoulders, neck, and head, deep sighs humming through his chest.

      For one moment he forgot about the danger, about the magically hollowed creatures standing guard over him with pistols and bludgeons, and about the fact that he was squatting naked in what amounted to Roland’s bedroom.

      For one moment he was enjoying a bath, savoring the feeling of shedding the filth and fatigue of violence.

      The blissful amnesia lasted only a few seconds since the hot water could not stave off the chill of reality.

      With one more shuddering sigh, Milo eyed his guards.

      The soulless men in the Soviet khakis didn’t seem to be paying him any heed, but Milo knew that could change with one wrong move from him or one word from those holding their chain. One on one, Milo thought he might have a chance even without magic, given the training Ambrose had afforded him, but there were four men standing guard over him, and he was willing to bet there were many more within easy shouting distance.

      With all his magic available to him, he might have been able to fight his way out, but they’d taken the cane, the satchel, and even his greatcoat. The means to work necromistry were momentarily lost to him, and Milo didn’t know if the Art could find any purchase in the soulless. The specters had worked on Stalin’s men, but these soldiers seemed even more empty than the ones in Georgia. He didn’t want to make a move and discover he was wrong; that could be fatal, and testing the Art would be difficult, given the one-sided way they seemed to respond to stimuli. He might not know the Art was not working until he did something to provoke them to violence, and by then, it would be too late.

      No, his best option was to wait, though that didn’t mean staying in the cooling water basin the whole time. Having Roland come in to see him naked and shivering was a humiliation he’d rather not endure, especially after he’d felt so empowered while staring at his erstwhile protector turned warlord earlier.

      As quickly and effectively as he could, he clawed and rubbed the remaining filth off and emerged from the basin. They’d laid towels, cold but plush and clean, upon a velvet divan. Milo scuttled over and began to dry himself, looking around the room as he did so.

      It was a spacious apartment with a bed at the far wall next to a large window and several pieces of furniture for reclining arranged closer to the door to the hallway. A good-sized fireplace bore a fire where a few logs crackled, but the heat wasn’t nearly as much as was needed to drive out the early-morning chill or provide strong illumination in the room. The lamps in the room were dark, but the dawn had begun to fill the room with light.

      In that scarlet light, Milo assessed the space.

      Despite the barbaric finery of the large, ornate, and expensive-looking furnishings, it was clear the room had not originally been a bedroom but a study or drawing-room. It had built-in shelves stretching across two walls and a large desk set into the corner where they met. Other than the books being absent, there was no sign that this room had endured the violence that had swept the rest of the palace.

      Given what Milo had seen from the outside, it was probably the rarity of this room’s unmarred state that made it Roland’s suite.

      His body dry, Milo saw there were a shirt and some trousers at the other end of the divan. Throwing the towels back where they’d been, he dressed, keeping an eye on the door. He expected Roland to come in at any moment, thwarting his plans to avoid embarrassment at the last second.

      Roland didn’t emerge, and so it was that Milo stood in a soft linen shirt and woolen trousers, his feet bare on the cold wooden floor. Collecting his dirty clothes from the floor, he made a perfunctory attempt to get the worst of the filth off them before laying them out in front of the fire, along with his boots.

      Milo stared into the flames for a second and then bent down next to the grate. Behind him, he heard the squeak of floorboards and the scuff of boots. It seemed the soulless were typically unresponsive because of disinterest rather than inattention. What did they think he was going to do, grab a burning log and hurl it at them?

      Considering the option, Milo decided that if Ambrose and Rihyani weren’t out there, he might have considered that action far more tempting. Still, there was something far more valuable to him right then than a hand-charring missile. Something that, even without his two companions, could afford him a chance to escape.

      Hoping he wasn’t taking his life in his hands, Milo scooped a pocket full of ash from the edge of the grate. Rising quickly, he dusted his hands on his pants and turned to face his guards with open hands.

      The soulless had advanced several steps, their bludgeons drawn from their belts, but seeing him unarmed, they lowered their weapons and moved back to their posts.

      Milo heaved a sigh and began to pick the last traces of soot on his fingers when the doors to the apartment swung open.

      “Well, I’ve been to see the dwarf, and let me say he does not like you.” Roland chuckled as he strode into the room, flanked by two more men in Soviet khaki. “And between you and me, that is putting it mildly.”

      At a glance, Milo could tell these men were not yet soulless since both were looking nervously between Milo and Roland.

      Milo straightened, swiping his hands on his trousers distractedly as he cleared his throat.

      “I tend to have that effect on megalomaniacs and monsters.” He sniffed and then crossed his arms.

      Roland laughed, and his eyes narrowed as he looked Milo up and down. He tried not to clamp his black-stained hands any tighter to his sides lest he give himself away, but one look told him it was too late. Roland’s dark, piercing eyes darted to the fireplace, racing over Milo’s dripping clothing and then back to Milo. The entire process had taken the space of a single heartbeat, and in that time, Milo’s heart rose into his throat.

      He was found out; he was sure of it.

      Roland strode forward, his boots snapping out each step until he was looking down at Milo. It took everything he had to keep from flinching as one powerful, long-fingered hand tugged at a corner of the stained shirt.

      “My God, you always make a mess of whatever I give you.” Roland tutted, raising one eyebrow as he studied Milo’s face. “If I gave you a little something to drink, you think you could manage not to get it all over yourself? We aren’t savages here, but fresh, clean clothes like that are not easy to come by.”

      Milo could have collapsed with relief, but that feeling left him burning with shame. Where were his defiance and strength now?

      Hating the sheepish smile spreading across his face against his will, Milo looked at Roland.

      “I suppose I can try,” he said, swallowing hard.
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      “Milo, there are some things you need to understand,” Roland began as he handed the wizard a tumbler of brandy. “Everything that happened between us from Berlin until now wasn’t what I planned.”

      Milo ground his teeth together as he took the glass, trying to will himself back to the confidence he’d had earlier. It wasn’t working, but throwing back the brandy in one hard toss served as a momentary anesthetic.

      And perhaps the burn gave him a little courage.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Milo snapped, biting off the words as he smiled toothily at Roland. “I’d hate to be left with the impression that when you lied to the crew that night, you intended for them to kill me, or that when Jules followed me from the workhouse to the penals, your instructions for him to kill me were literal.”

      Roland’s eyes grew glassy, and his smile became fixed to his face like the respirators of the masked soulless. It seemed Milo could still sting him after all.

      Milo savored the petty victory. Snark was no replacement for spine, but he’d take it in the process of looking for the real thing.

      “To clarify,” Roland said stiffly, sipping from his tumbler, “Jules wasn’t working under my instruction. I don’t know if you knew, but the crew broke up after you left. You know how it is, too much success and too many secrets. Anyways, Jules was picked up a few weeks after I left the crew. He was never especially useful without someone holding his leash.”

      Seeing Milo’s empty glass, he went to the desk and fetched the brandy

      “He saw you and must have gotten the idea that he could connect himself to me if he brought your head back on a stick. You know how he was. I never encouraged that hope.”

      Milo rolled the last traces of amber liquor around his glass before raising his eyes to look at Roland, frowning.

      “But you didn’t discourage it,” he said as he allowed his tumbler to be refilled. “Everyone knew he’d reached out to you.”

      Roland’s mask threatened to come up again, but instead, he grumbled out a string of curses before taking another sip from his glass. He set the bottle down on a side table next to Milo’s chair.

      “No, no, I didn’t,” he said, staring past the magus out the window at the seething square before the palace. “To be honest, that had nothing to do with our former business and everything to do with our current impasse. I know it probably sounds trite, but coming back here was nothing like what I thought it’d be. The word from Jules came when I was neck-deep in bodies, secrets, and getting my first taste of the truth we both know about now.”

      Roland shuddered, and for a moment, Milo saw the creature he’d been before: fierce and clever but still fragile, still human. Then Roland shook his head and the gangster-warlord was back, every line of him sharp enough to draw blood.

      “I figured Jules was small-timing and looking for a lifeline, but I didn’t want to complicate my life by rejecting him. I know it doesn’t help, but I hardly remember even reading your name until he was telling me you’d gone to the penals. By then, he had some sort of operation running in the workhouse, and I was using that operation to get information to a string of people who were useful to me. I’m sorry, but my hands were tied at that point.”

      Milo laughed bitterly and rolled the brandy around the glass once before holding it under his nose.

      “Don’t bother,” he muttered as he drew in a breath that put the smell of the liquor at the back of his throat. “At that point, you’d done enough damage that I wasn’t going to make it much longer, even without Jules dogging me.”

      Roland finished the last of his tumbler and placed the glass on the floor next to his chair as he sank down into it. He slouched in the high-backed seat and looked at Milo and then away several times.

      Milo took a half-swallow of brandy and glared at Roland, willing him to look at him.

      Slowly, incrementally, Roland’s gaze slid back to him and stayed there.

      “Why did you do it?” Milo asked, the words coming out slow and hard.

      Roland’s eyes threatened to dart away under Milo’s watchful stare, but the magus wouldn’t let him. He thought about using the Art, but at that moment, he decided against it. He wanted an answer from his one-time brother, and he didn’t want to muddy the waters with magic.

      “Which part are you talking about?” Roland asked. “Why did I lie about you stealing the money? That seems obvious, doesn’t it? I panicked, and I knew it was you or me at that moment.”

      Milo shook his head.

      “You never panicked before. Even when it was you or me, you’d proved more than once you’d take a bullet for me and me for you. You’re many things, Roland, but a coward isn’t one of them. Never have been.”

      Roland’s eyes shone as he stared back at Milo, unwilling or unable to answer for a moment. He tried to smile twice, but both times, the expression crumbled as soon as it began.

      “So why, then?” Milo pressed. “Why turn on someone you’d protected from the moment we met? Why turn on the one person who trusted you most?”

      “Because you turned on me!” Roland snapped, lunging to the edge of his seat, fingers clawing at the upholstery. “I’d protected you, held you, cared for you, and there I was trying to give you everything you wanted, you needed, and you pushed me away. And that look you gave me! Just like the one you are giving me now!”

      Roland snarled and kicked the tumbler at his feet, sending it skittering across the floor as he threw himself back into his chair. His hands rose to his face, where they ground against his eye sockets before raking through his hair.

      “I’d given you everything, and you threw it back at me.” Roland sighed and sank into a slouch, elbows on the arms of his chair. “I was hurt and angry, and I wanted to hurt you, punish you for how you’d hurt me. That’s why. It’s not a good answer, but it's the truth.”

      Milo looked away, his gaze wandering to the fire as his head spun.

      “You were like my brother,” Milo murmured as he looked into the flames. “I trusted you, and you tried to use that trust to turn what we had into something else. Something I never asked for.”

      Roland made a disgusted noise in his throat, but Milo couldn’t bring himself to look him in the eye.

      “You didn’t ask me to stay in Dresden with you,” Roland said, his voice low and sharp like a knife on the whetstone. “You didn’t ask me to teach you how to throw a punch. You didn’t ask me to explain how to tell real jewelry from paste and cheap glass.”

      Milo drew in a breath, his chest feeling tight as his nails dug into the leather arms of his chair.

      “What does any of that have to do with this?”

      A loud, cutting laugh tore out of Roland with such force Milo couldn’t keep from wincing.

      “Everything,” Roland spat, still laughing. “You never had to ask me to take care of you because I always did. You trusted me to give you what you needed, and that’s all I was doing.”

      Milo sat up and turned blazing eyes on Roland.

      “I didn’t need that! Not from you!”

      Unshed tears shone in Roland’s eyes, but the smile from his laugh was still affixed to his face.

      “Well, then maybe I needed that,” he said with a brittle giggle, but he stopped with a sniff as he cleared his throat. “What was so wrong with me wanting something for myself for once? After everything I’d given you, would it have been so terrible to let me have that?”

      Milo shook his head and stood up, leaving his tumbler on the side table.

      “You say that like it was a trinket I could hand over after finding it on the ground,” he growled as he stalked behind his chair. “Do you even know what a relationship is, what love is?”

      Roland’s hands were in his hair again, and he looked at Milo from under them.

      “No.” He shrugged, shaking his head. “I never had a chance to learn. I was too busy taking care of you.”

      The answer struck Milo like a hammer blow, and his hands fell to the back of the chair to brace himself. He looked down at the leather cushion, still deformed from where he’d been sitting, trying to figure out how they’d come to this point. Brandy on an empty stomach and long-buried emotions were threatening to send him topsy-turvy, and he needed an anchor.

      “All that time keeping you alive, and then we were in Berlin, and we were rich and free,” Roland continued as Milo stared down at the chair. “I could want something more, but what did I know? You. All I knew was you, so that was what I wanted more of.”

      Roland’s open hands stretched out to Milo.

      “And you didn’t want me.”

      Milo looked up and saw that tears were now rolling freely down Roland’s face.

      “I’m so sorry,” Roland said, his voice just above a whisper. “I didn’t want this.”

      Milo’s pale blue eyes bored into Roland’s dark orbs, and something clicked into place in his mind. Roland, who was strong, clever, and fearless—everything Milo had wanted to be—had been as broken as he was all this time. He’d put on a good front, better than most could ever hope to manage, but Milo realized now Roland had needed him. Roland had needed a reason to be brave, a reason to keep fighting, something to dedicate himself to. Milo had been that for him, and in that Berlin hotel, Roland had been determined to not lose him, and it had backfired.

      Milo still wasn’t certain he could forgive Roland for what he’d done, but he understood it, and that was a kind of peace he’d thought was beyond his reach.

      “I’m sorry too,” he said, though for what he wasn’t certain. They had both been broken children when their story together began, so Milo wasn’t sure where culpability lay, but he couldn’t keep the hatred of Roland he'd harbored for years, not now that he understood.

      Maybe he could be sorry for that.

      Roland leaned forward, studying Milo for some sign or indication before settling back into the chair. He wiped his tears away, and when he spoke, his voice was flat and toneless.

      “It’s done,” he said with a nod. “And we’ve got bigger things to worry about than our little spat.”

      Milo nodded.

      “Yes, I suppose we do.”

      Roland eyed the tumbler across the room and stifled a yawn.

      “Late nights and strong drink on an empty stomach.” He chuckled with a slow shake of his head. “Just like old times.”

      Milo nodded again, but there was no mist of nostalgia to soften his expression as he looked at Roland.

      “So, what are you and Zlydzen up to?”

      Roland’s eyes widened a little as he looked at Milo, his expression almost pleading, but he shook his head and sat up in his seat. His shoulders squared, and the hard edge in his posture returned. The reminiscing was over; Roland had his business face on, and any evidence of old wounds and old affections had disappeared.

      “That is a very important question, and one I wouldn’t normally answer,” he said, taking a moment to adjust the fit of his suit. “But I am willing to discuss it with you because I am interested in making you a proposition.”

      Milo’s eyes narrowed, and it took an effort of will not to reach for the pocketful of ash.

      “I can’t think of any deal you could offer me that I would accept,” Milo declared, his expression hardening into a scowl. “I hope that doesn’t come as a shock to you, given who you’ve chosen to ally yourself with.”

      Roland didn’t argue the point but rather nodded and held up his hands in acceptance.

      “That is a fair accusation veiled as a reply,” he replied, a small smile on his lips. “But before you light my pyre, let’s be clear: the only people I’ve agreed to work with are sitting in this room right now. Everyone else was not my choice; they either chose me or were foisted on me by people I couldn’t deny.”

      Milo cocked an eyebrow and nodded at the soulless at the far end of the room.

      “So, you mean to tell me that working with treacherous xenophobes and bloodthirsty Bolsheviks to acquire an army of enslaved soldiers was not your plan?”

      Roland shrugged.

      “Believe it or not, I am as much a pawn as you in this game,” he replied as he gestured at himself. “Admittedly a well-placed pawn, and infinitely better dressed, but yes, a pawn all the same.”

      Milo smirked and stepped around the chair to reach for his glass.

      “I’d love to hear that explanation,” he said before taking a sip, for the first time tasting the brandy. It wasn’t bad.

      “But before that, tell me what you and Zlydzen are planning,” Milo said, a little breathless from the liquor. “You did promise to share that.”

      Roland nodded and slapped his knee before pointing at Milo. He wore a rueful smile as though remembering something.

      “We can do that, but would you like a smoke first?” His hand ducked into his coat, and he drew out a cigarette tin. “I seem to recall you’d never turn one down back in the old days.”

      Milo eyed Roland for a moment but decided it couldn’t hurt. Besides, he’d needed a smoke since leaving Sergio-Ivanoskye.

      Bare feet padding on the floor, he moved forward and took the proffered cigarette and then a match. They were cheap, bitter things, and when Milo nearly choked on the bitter smoke, he realized that sharing in Ambrose’s premium collection of tobacco had spoiled him. It hadn’t been so long ago that he’d burnt through rubbish like this like a fiend. Milo turned to look out the window to keep Roland from seeing his watering eyes or how he was struggling to keep from coughing.

      “Go ahead,” he managed to rasp. “I’m listening.”

      The rising sun was bright and clear across the square before the palace, and below, Milo could see the full extent of the work at hand. There must have been hundreds of workers in the makeshift workshops. They’d seemed a disorderly sprawl when he’d seen them from the truck bed, but from up here, he could see that they were arranged in rough quadrants, with avenues large enough to accommodate trucks going either direction. As Roland spoke, he saw those same trucks stopping to be loaded with something before heading for the gate and disappearing into the broken city.

      “We are, and I say this without a trace of exaggeration, about to end war as humanity has known it,” Roland said by way of introduction as he rose and moved to the brandy on the side table. He threw back a swallow straight from the bottle and then tossed his head with an appreciative sigh before coming to stand next to Milo.

      “Zlydzen, the little fiend, has found a way to enslave men’s minds,” Roland said and nodded at the soulless. “In a process I’m sure you understand far better than I do, he uses his infernal engines to take over men’s minds so they can be controlled. It is not instantaneous, typically, but with continual exposure, even the strongest will can be broken if they don’t possess proper protection.”

      Milo nodded eagerly. He’d thought at the outset that Roland would have nothing of value to tell him, but then the tidbit about protection sprang up. The magus had assumed there was something like that, which explained why Stalin and his subordinates had been mostly intact. He added that to the list of objectives.

      “That reminds me,” Roland said as though the thought had just occurred to him. “You still haven’t told me how you became De Zauber-Schwartz, much less what you can do.”

      Milo frowned.

      “I took a test,” he muttered, not bothering to hide his irritation at the diversion. “And I already knew about the mind-control business, that street organ that Stalin was carting around. So what is he building, an army of those?”

      Milo certainly hoped that was the case. Though the hellish instruments were dangerous, with proper information, the Germans and their allies could be alerted as to what to be on the lookout for.

      “Oh, I heard it was quite the spectacle when you blasted that little curio to pieces,” Roland offered cheerfully as he drew out another cigarette. “Is it true you can hurl hellfire like some sort of demon?”

      Milo grimaced as he blew out a jet of acrid smoke and gave Roland a sidelong glance.

      “Let’s hope you never find out,” Milo replied curtly. “Now, are you going to answer my question, or was your offer a sham?”

      Roland stiffened a little, and Milo saw a hint of danger gleaming in his dark eyes. He didn’t flinch away but instead turned from the window and stared at Roland. Roland resisted the urge to likewise square up, instead shaking his head and turning back to the window.

      “The street organ was a crude prototype that Zlydzen has already moved past,” Roland said as he puffed on his cigarette. “Now he works to create something that can reach almost anyone, anywhere in Europe. In the space of a month, we will have the means to end a war in one night that has been fought for twenty years.”

      Milo’s stomach twisted. His mind insisted that Roland was being grandiose for effect, but the hammering of his heart told him he was far from certain.

      “How—”

      The doors to the suite flew open, flattening two of the soulless against the wall as something huge and snarling loped in on all fours. From its cavernous chest came a howl of rage that Milo recognized.

      “I’ve waited long enough!” Zlydzen roared as he powered forward. “I TOLD YOU TO KILL HIM!”
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      Zlydzen was a train of meat and bone hurtling toward Milo.

      Roland sprang in front of him, arms spread protectively to either side.

      Milo’s hand plunged into his pocket, fingers scooping up ash, but before he drew it out, the dwarrow skidded to a halt.

      Muscles wider than Milo’s chest stood out on each shoulder, twitching with barely restrained rage. The floorboards groaned under huge fists that ground against the wood so that it began to crack and splinter.

      “Move,” Zlydzen growled. Each quivering breath hissed between his clenched, snarling jaws.

      Roland straightened a little and met the monster’s eyes without so much as a shudder.

      “No,” he said, jaw set and eyes fixed. “We are doing this my way.”

      A low warning growl erupted from inside the dwarrow’s chest, and one fist unclenched to reach out and settle with slow malevolence on Roland’s shoulder. The gnarled fingers splayed across his entire broad back, while the hooked thumb stabbed into his sternum. Milo didn’t doubt the dwarrow had the strength to flatten Roland’s chest with one sharp squeeze, and he also didn’t doubt that Roland knew that.

      “I am not going to ask again,” the dwarrow hissed, spittle flying out between his teeth. “Move.”

      Roland eyed the huge hand as though it were no more threatening than the sputum flecking the front of his suit.

      “We had a deal, Zlydzen,” he said, his voice calm, almost bored, as he returned the dwarrow’s burning glare. “The objective and mechanisms are yours, but the operation is mine. This falls squarely under my purview.”

      The hand's fingers began to tighten, and Roland’s not inconsiderable strength was no use against the crushing pressure. His breath became a labored gasp, and there was a series of low pops as bones shifted beneath the titanic grip. Milo’s fingers curled around the ash and his focus was narrowing when Roland spoke his words clearly despite the wheeze and rattle in his voice.

      “Go ahead,” Roland said, sounding as though he didn’t care. “Let’s hope that those Reich bastards don’t mind negotiating with a deformed dwarf.”

      Zlydzen’s arm quivered, and Roland’s legs buckled so he sank to his knees. Another second and Milo would launch his desperate attack, letting the chips fall where they may. It wasn’t much of a chance, but he’d be damned before he stood there while the deranged dwarrow ripped him and Roland to pieces.

      But Zlydzen’s grip slackened and then released Roland, who fell forward, barely catching himself on his hands. The dwarrow bellowed and swatted the chair Milo had been sitting in, sending it bouncing across the floor to smash through the window by the bed.

      Spit slinging from his curled lips, Zlydzen swung his gaze to Milo and began to trace one crooked finger over the layered scars on his face.

      “I haven’t forgotten these,” he growled deep in his expanded chest. “Cut whatever deal you want with your fellow vermin, but I haven’t forgotten.”

      Milo stared back, one hand in his pocket, but with a half-smile hitching up one side of his mouth, he let the ash slide back down. He looked the fuming dwarrow up and down as he surreptitiously hid his ash-covered hand with arms crossed over his chest.

      “I haven’t forgotten either,” Milo drawled. “I mean, how could I? It’s not every day you get to see a coward scuttle away missing half his face.”

      Zlydzen’s fists rose and then smashed down on either side of where Milo and Roland stood, while his saliva-streaked beard flapped as he roared and bellowed in their faces.

      When neither quivered or cringed, the dwarrow stood trembling for a moment, then with a nauseating slurp and crunch of distending flesh and bone, Zlydzen had returned to his shrunken form. He watched as Roland climbed to his feet and then spoke in the squeaky rasp of his reduced form. It set Milo’s teeth on edge, though he refused to show it.

      “Tread carefully, Roland,” Zlydzen warbled as he began to waddle back the way he’d come. “I am a practical creature, but even I cannot be relied upon to always be so reasonable.”

      Roland straightened to his full height and cleared his throat.

      “I’m glad to see our agreement still stands,” he said, only a hint of a rasp remaining in his voice. “I appreciate your trust in this matter.”

      Zlydzen paused but did not turn around. For half a heartbeat, Milo thought he would transform back and continue what he’d started, but to his relief, the mossy head only wagged from side to side as he exited. Roland and Milo watched him amble out of the room, their silent and hateful stares following the dwarrow until he was out of sight.

      “You two,” Roland called to the two soulless standing at the end of the room before pointing to the two collapsed behind the doors. “Take those two downstairs to the clinic and have them looked at. Assuming they aren’t dead.”

      The soulless bobbed their heads dutifully and sprang to the task.

      A minute later, Milo and Roland were alone in the suite. The room was markedly cooler as cold air poured in from the smashed window. After a few more eternal moments of not looking at each other, their breath began to frost in front of them.

      Milo shivered and spat a curse before turning to look at Roland squarely.

      “Thank you,” he said, the two words seeming to require a herculean effort. “If you hadn’t stepped in, I’d be dead right now.”

      Roland smiled and then shrugged, his arm beginning to rise as he stepped toward Milo. It was the same movement he’d made all those thousands of times he’d comforted Milo, settling an arm over his shoulder. Milo didn’t recoil, but something in his face, the barest curdling of his expression, stopped Roland in his tracks. A wounded look cracked his features for an instant, but he recovered as he retreated a step. The upraised arm swept to the broken window in a frustrated gesture.

      “I’ll have to have that boarded up before this room is habitable again,” he grumbled and pointed out across the cityscape. “Well, if we are going to be cold, we might as well let you see exactly what I want you to be part of.”

      Without pausing to see Milo’s reaction, he strode over to a trunk at the foot of his bed. After some tossed clothes and a little muffled profanity, he drew out two long fur coats, one dark marten and the other smoky-pelted Russian lynx, and advanced on Milo holding both of them.

      “Take your pick,” Roland said.

      They were fine workmanship, probably worth more than anything Milo had ever owned in his life. Shrugging, he took the darker coat and drew it on, thankful for the insulation.

      “Good choice. It looks good on you,” Roland said, then seemed to regret having spoken, his cheeks flushing. Milo looked away, embarrassed, mostly because he couldn’t remember Roland blushing about anything before.

      Unsure of what to do, he moved to the window and looked out as Roland donned his coat.

      “Not to repay what you did with disrespect,” Milo began as his eyes followed a truck in the square that was moving to the gates. “But I want you to understand I’m not going to help you with whatever…”

      Milo’s voice trailed off as he felt a familiar intimate presence brush his will.

      Can you hold out until tonight? Rihyani whispered in his mind.

      Milo fought the urge to look around. She had to be close to communicate like this, but she would also be veiled by the Art. Acting oddly would alert Roland and do him no good.

      “Er, whatever you are planning.” Milo coughed and made a little show of blowing on his hands to warm them.

      I’ll manage, he replied. What’s the plan?

      “All I ask is that you come with open eyes and an open mind,” Roland said, moving to stand with him at the broken window. “Now, shall we go, or are you going to keep considering an ill-advised leap to freedom?”

      You stay alive and be ready to run, Rihyani replied, her will sliding slowly away from him. We found help. We’ll come tonight.

      Then she was gone, and Milo had to stifle a lonesome sigh.

      “Milo?” Roland said softly, looking askance at the magus.

      He forced a smile onto his face, turned from the window, and nodded at the door.

      “I suppose after you saving my life, I can manage at least that,” he lied. “Lead on.”
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        * * *

      

      “The street organ wasn’t efficient enough,” Roland explained as they rolled down the broken streets in an armored Rolls-Royce.

      It wasn’t the Rollsy, but rather a “donation,” as Roland called it, from one of the White factions that had been absorbed by Roland’s forces. It seemed that the Whites received support from the British in the forms of arms and materiel, so Roland could appropriate such a vehicle as a personal transport whenever he liked.

      “Too easily disrupted, you see,” Roland continued as they turned down a street that put them near the edge of the Neva river. “Which it sounds like you proved when you broke up Stalin’s little soiree. No, we needed something that would have effects across battlefields and reach populations.”

      A snarl came to Milo’s lips at the thought, and he was thankful that the noise of the engine hid his revulsion. He was going to have to work harder than he’d expected to stay safe until evening.

      “So Zlydzen began experimenting with radio,” Roland explained. “Now, it wasn’t as easy as playing a magical song over the radio. No, Zlydzen made it clear that it wasn’t the music or even the actual sound as much as the psychic resonance that allowed the machine to manipulate the minds of others. So he needed a means to produce psychic resonance, one for the battlefield and the other for civilian targets much further out.”

      Hearing the words “civilian targets” tested Milo’s stomach so much he turned to the armored window to hide his disgust.

      The Neva River was a gray ribbon, still obstructed in spots where the wreckage of buildings and vehicles jutted into the river, creating snarled strands of refuse. Speckling the gray, turgid waters eddying around these spots were smaller collections of refuse. When he pressed against the slotted window of the armored vehicle, Milo could see that several of these collections included bobbing bodies.

      “Were the bodies down there part of the experiments?” Milo asked, his mouth suddenly tasting like the ash which still sat in his pocket. “Or did you add them for decor?”

      Roland spared a glance at the Neva and shook his head as though dismissing the sight before it could even register.

      “Not directly,” he said, trying to sound as eager as before but failing. “The battlefield application is, as you might expect, messier. Zlydzen is still fine-tuning it, but there have been errors, and errors make bodies. Simple as that.”

      Milo decided the window offered no relief from his growing nausea, so he stared at the floor. Roland thankfully lapsed into silence, leaving Milo in peace.

      After a few minutes, there was a dull thump-thump as the road under them changed. Milo saw they were crossing the Neva, heading for an island cradled in the arms of the river. Looming from the center of the island was a strange cyclopean structure, its dimensions and proportions reminiscent of ancient temples in antique lands. From its roofs and spires, dozens or maybe hundreds of metallic antennae extended. As they rolled across the bridge, skirting the scorched remnants of barricades and overturned hulks, Milo saw they weren’t antennae but the metallic branches he had seen being forged in front of the palace.

      His mouth went dry as they drew closer to the bristling monument. In Milo’s mind, it seemed like some shelled parasite with its head burrowed in the flesh of the earth until it rose, swollen to bursting. With a surge of righteous hate, Milo wanted the thing destroyed. He didn’t need the abomination explained, but Roland, his eyes shining with pride, seemed determined to share it.

      “The Resonator is quite the sight, isn’t she?” He chuckled and glanced at Milo, who had barely enough time to contort his face enough to hide his true feelings. “We’ve only turned her on a few times, but you’ve already seen her handiwork.”

      Milo stared blankly at him for a second and then remembered the barren streets in front of the train station and a dark hotel bar.

      “Gzhatsk,” Milo muttered. His words were barely audible over the engine, but Roland nodded all the same.

      “Yes, one of our first successes,” Roland said, beaming. “Nearly eight hundred kilometers away, and at a quarter of our signal's potency, we had the entire town under our sway in less than a week. At a little over half-power, we could target Berlin, and at full strength, Paris or even London is not out of reach.”

      They’d left the bridge and begun to prowl around the open space, which must have been a park before it became the birthplace of a doomsday monstrosity. Up close, Milo could see that what had once looked like a single massive structure was more like a central infestation from which had sprung radiating protrusions of metallic corruption. The bulky core of the horrific edifice had been built with whatever was at hand, its exterior riveted together from scored and rusting hunks of scrap. The spired colonies radiating from the central pod were of fresher and more purposefully crafted materials.

      Milo wasn’t sure he could speak without betraying his utter horror, but somehow he forced the words out of his mouth.

      “Why would the Reich be helping you with all this?” Milo asked, tearing his eyes away from the Armageddon spectacle. “I mean, do they not understand, or do you have something over them that they’d channel these kinds of resources your way?”

      Roland swung the car around for another pass by the Resonator, a toothy grin spreading across his face. Milo recognized the look from the night he’d shared the news of the great weapons heist that was going to set them free.

      “A little bit of both and more besides,” Roland said and winked as he leaned into the accelerator. “They’ve fully bought into their own ‘superior’ nonsense. We have them convinced it only works on the brains of subhumans. The fact that we managed to covertly enslave some of their members and pump them for information has also ensured that they understand failure to cooperate could leave them exposed. They are convinced this is an attempt to restore the Russian Empire and will continue to assist if we guarantee to turn it upon their enemies on the Western Front.”

      It seemed a fool's bargain, but Milo imagined the likes of the Reich were the kind of arrogant, vicious fools who would go along with it. He also imagined they had plans to betray Roland and Zlydzen at the first opportunity.

      Monstrous bullies of their caliber suffered no rivals if they didn’t have to.

      “I’m sure they plan to try and take it by force as soon as they think they can work it,” Roland said as though reading Milo’s mind. “But by the time they learn that’s impossible, they’ll be dancing to our tune.”

      Milo nodded and sank back into his seat, his heart thundering in his ears.

      This was much bigger and much worse than anything he could have dreamed of. His head swirled with images of entire cities shuffling out of their homes, joining a stream of soulless marching eastward to answer the call of their masters. An entire continent, every man, woman, and child hollowed out to accept the psychic strings of a hopeless living marionette.

      Milo held his head in his hands and stared at the floorboards.

      His soul scrambling against the abyssal despair settling over him, Milo affixed his mind on a question emerging from what Roland had said.

      “Why would it be impossible?” he asked, looking up to see Roland staring at him with obvious concern. “I mean, why couldn’t they figure it out?”

      Roland reached out and squeezed Milo’s shoulder, and it took everything in him not to squirm away.

      “Well, because it’s magic, obviously,” Roland said with another wink as he looked appraisingly at Milo. “And that’s where you come in, little brother. But for now, you don’t look so good. A little food and some sleep are called for, I think.”

      “How about a lot of food?” Milo asked with a weak smile.

      “I think we can manage that.” Roland laughed and gunned the engine as he swung back to the bridge that would take them off that wretched island.
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      Milo ate until he was full and then had another two helpings. He had a feeling he’d need every single calorie soon.

      It was late morning by the time he and Roland returned to the suite, and they found the room much warmer, with a fire burning and the broken window thoroughly boarded up. The heat, combined with fatigue and the burdensome food in his belly, sapped whatever energy Milo possessed, and he staggered across the room to the divan, shedding his borrowed coat as he went. He’d very nearly thrown himself down on the velvet-covered couch when Roland wrapped an arm around him and began marching him to the bed.

      Even in his current state of near-exhaustion, Milo found the strength to arch his back and start to pull away.

      “Stop it, Milo. It’s not like that,” Roland snapped without letting go of him. “You need proper rest. Can’t get that on a couch.”

      Milo’s brain rejected the placation, demanding he rise and throw off Roland’s grip, but his body was plummeting onto the plush bed by the time it got the message. By then, it was too late. He was swimming in silken sheets, nestling in as his body remembered every bump and bruise of his time on the train and every danger since then. The bed seemed to swallow him, and with it came the oblivious embrace of sleep.

      He vaguely felt someone tug his boots off as his feet dangled at the end of the bed, and then he was gone.

      The hibernation of exhausted sleep was fractured for brief instances, but Milo was determined to fight off the distractions. Sometimes his eyes fluttered, and he got an unfocused glimpse of a long and sinewy figure stretched out beside him, not touching but desperately close. Other times his eyes didn’t even open as he felt the whisper of a breath across the back of his neck. The depths of exhaustion always won, and he was drowned anew by sleep.

      When he finally emerged, it was by degrees, and that extended awakening time was a slippery and pernicious thing.

      Milo felt as though he were ascending to the surface from slumber at the bottom of some black ocean. As he rose, he heard voices, muffled but insistent, and something that sounded like a snarled whisper. Then he became aware of bronze light through his eyelids, and it changed to red as it faded. After that, his eyes finally opened, but it took some time for him to remember where he was and what was going on.

      He beheld Roland’s suite, melancholy and imperial, in the dying light of the sky outside and the fire within. He shivered at the sudden realization that it had become cold again and drew the sheets around him as he scanned the room with gummed, blinking eyes. He thought for a second that he was alone, then he saw Roland’s legs dangling from the end of the divan.

      I wouldn’t have gotten much sleep on that, he thought, and just like that, he remembered everything. Heart leaping into his throat, his hand snaked down to his pocket and found it nearly empty. Licking dry lips, he checked to make sure Roland was not stirring and drew back the heaped sheets as quietly as he could.

      Smeared across the folds of the sheets were several broad strokes of ash.

      Cursing silently, he folded and piled the sheets to one side, glancing at Roland from time to time. The man didn’t stir, but Milo knew that could change in an instant. He’d always been able to spring from sleep to desperate action in an instant in their youth, and he couldn’t risk hoping things had changed.

      Milo’s eyes slid to the fire, where his clothes were still laid out, though on closer examination, someone had done a far better job than he had of cleaning them in his absence. The ash he’d spilled around the fireplace this morning had been cleaned up and fresh wood added, though that must have been some time ago since there was a fresh layer of ash glowing under the grate. Checking one last time that Roland still wasn’t stirring, Milo slid out of bed and padded silently over to the fireplace.

      With his breath sounding thunderous in his ears, Milo somehow made it to the fireplace without waking Roland. Crouching by the grate, he twisted around and could now see Roland lying stretched out on the divan, his face crushed into the velvet cushion as his back gently rose and fell with his steady breathing. There wouldn’t be a better time than this.

      Milo scooped up a handful of the ash from the fireplace, being as careful as he could not to spill a mote of it. It was uncomfortably hot in his hand, and as he drew his arm back, fingers tightening, he discovered there was still a live cinder within. He didn’t dare drop the ash, dousing it instead in the smothering flesh of his hand, but he couldn’t avoid allowing a sharp hiss of pain to escape his lips.

      “Milo?” Roland called from his couch, “What are you doing?”

      He was caught, but then he spied his trousers at hand. Snatching them up, he slipped the ash-filled hand into his pocket while the other hand stretched them wide. He turned and held them to Roland

      “Checking to see if my clothes were dry,” Milo said, fighting with every syllable to keep his voice steady. “Seems they were laundered at some point and then put back here to dry.”

      Roland was still stretched out on the divan, but he’d raised himself on his elbows to look at Milo. He blinked once, squinted at the uplifted trousers, then managed a sleepy smile.

      “One of the advantages of being the leader of an army.” He chuckled as he rolled his head from one side to the other. “Never a shortage of hands to do the laundry.”

      Milo gave a little laugh in reply that sounded nervous in his ears, then rose as he gathered the rest of his clothes.

      “I’d like to change back into my uniform,” Milo said, unsure of which part of the whole situation made him uncomfortable. “To maintain discipline if nothing else.”

      Roland curled and stretched like some great feline on the couch and then settled into a seated position.

      “Go ahead.” He shrugged with a yawn.

      Milo stared back as his chin lowered and his eyebrows rose. Roland blinked again, then flushed red.

      “Oh!” he said, a sheepish smile forcing its way across his face. “Of course.”

      He rose to his feet so sharply that the divan scooted back a few inches, and he turned to scowl at the furniture before look backing at Milo apologetically. When he said nothing, he darkened to a shade Milo might not have thought possible and turned to leave the room.

      “Let me know when you’re done,” he called from the door. “We still need to finish that conversation.”

      Milo nodded and waited for the door to shut behind Roland before he dared to breathe easily.

      Gingerly he drew his hand from his trousers, still careful not to spill any of the precious ash. The blistered flesh of his hand wasn’t pretty, but he’d survive. Flexing his fingers, Milo looked at the dying light of day and wondered if when the time came, he could bring himself to do what was necessary to his former brother. Milo knew he had every reason to hate him, but seeing him again and glimpsing his twisted but sincere motivations, Milo struggled to stoke his rage to its previous level.

      Neither of them was who they once were, to the world or to each other, but there was so much history between them, it was almost impossible for Milo to think of it ending.

      Then Milo remembered the abomination on the island in the Neva river, and dread sharpened something as dangerous as hate in him. Where anger might no longer burn hot enough, the icy grip of fear might be enough to harden his heart to do the job.

      He supposed he wouldn’t know until the moment came, and with a heavy sigh, he set about changing back into his uniform.
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        * * *

      

      The sky was turning purple above them as they rolled down the crumbling streets, entourage in tow.

      Roland had explained that sometimes things grew more “interesting” in Petrograd at night when the smaller bandit bands attempted to scavenge or steal supplies. As a result, along with the Rolls Royce, they were accompanied by a truck full of soulless soldiers. Roland had explained as they’d left the gates of the palace that they’d been attempting to clean out the few remaining parasites hanging about the city, but some of them were proving remarkably resilient.

      “I suspect once we start using the Resonator to acquire aircraft, we can try an aerial application,” he’d muttered as they began weaving between the sloughing assembly of buildings. “Not an efficient use of hollow gas, but once things begin, we’ll need to guarantee the area is secure.”

      Milo looked at Roland, barely able to see him after staring out over the pools of light created by the vehicle’s headlights.

      “Aerial application?” he asked, trying and failing to sound interested in only the most academic senses. “Hollow gas?”

      “Yes, we never talked about that, did we?” Roland asked. “The Resonator can enslave entire cities, but it is targeted, and even under optimum conditions, it would take at least a day or two. The hollow gas is another creation of Zlydzen’s to accelerate the process.”

      Milo knew he wasn’t going to like where this was going, but he nodded along as Roland spoke, hoping to squeeze out every last detail before his escape. He fought the urge to look around to see where Rihyani and Ambrose might be coming from. They would arrive when they would arrive, and until then, he was keeping a hand near his ash-filled pocket.

      “Not sure how it works, of course, and I can’t say I like it,” Roland said, shaking his head. “But the basic fact is that the gas kills something in the targets, so even a quick burst of resonance can enslave the meat that’s left. They start breaking down after a time, but that takes weeks, sometimes months, and as it gets colder, they seem to last longer.”

      Roland punched Milo in the arm and smiled with a flash of teeth in the deepening shadow.

      “Good thing for us winter is coming, eh?”

      Milo only nodded and turned back to the street.

      It was well and truly night when they finally came to a stop in a part of the city where the scorched facades of what had once been homes stood side by side. They were in various states of ruin, some little more than a few bricks leaning against blackened spars, while others had one or two walls still standing.

      “Here we are,” Roland said and opened his door.

      “What are we doing here?” Milo asked, narrowed eyes darting between the houses and Roland.

      “Finishing that conversation,” Roland said as he clambered down and walked into the light cast by Rolls Royce’s headlights.

      Milo saw that their escort had parked behind them and the soldiers were disembarking to maintain a perimeter.

      Swearing quietly to himself, Milo got out of the vehicle and walked toward Roland, their shadows stretching long under the headlights’ glare. Roland looked up and down the street, his breath rolling out in plumes of white that glittered in the electric light.

      “Do you recognize it?” Roland asked, nodding at the street, a small smile playing on his lips.

      Milo looked around and shook his head. He’d already decided one stretch of ruin looked much the same as any other, and his mind was on more important questions than what wrecked street they were on.

      “This is the street where you were almost run down,” Roland said, hands sweeping in a wide gesture at the road in front of them. “This is where I saved your life, the first time anyway.”

      Milo looked down at the indicated ground and then around them. It could have been, but so could a dozen other streets he’d seen in the city. He looked at Roland, who was waiting for a reaction, but Milo felt certain their time was growing short. If something was going to happen, he was certain it would happen soon.

      “Okay.” Milo shrugged, the sable fur of his borrowed coat tickling his jaw.

      Roland’s smile faltered for a second, then he pointed to a gap between two buildings where shattered bricks and a few charred beams lay in a pile.

      “That’s the alley where we first met.” He nodded eagerly. “That’s where you took my hand and trusted me to take care of you.”

      Milo stared at the alley, which could hardly be called that, given the state of the buildings around it. Roland was expecting a great surge of emotion at the revelation, but Milo found he couldn’t even pretend he was moved. Anxiety about the coming escape and gnawing dread at what he’d discovered had eaten up whatever emotional capital he had left.

      “Why are we here, Roland?” he asked, having to raise his voice as the wind picked up. It smelled of ash, sulfur, and old earth.

      Roland’s face fell, and for a second, beneath the tattoos, scars, and roguish good looks, Milo saw the friend and protector he remembered: fierce and strong and dangerous, but still so young and so afraid. Milo pressed a finger into the stinging wound on his hand to try to shake off the enchantment of the moment. Being drawn in now could have dire consequences, and not just for him.

      “I wanted to make my offer to you here,” Roland said, stepping closer and lowering his voice. Milo resisted the urge to recoil. “Here, where I saved you, I wanted to ask you to save me.”

      Milo, who’d been avoiding Roland’s gaze by looking at the alley, whipped his head around to stare at him. That wasn’t the offer he’d been expecting.

      “I know Zlydzen is using me, and it is only a matter of time before I’m not useful,” Roland continued. “It could be tomorrow or five years from now, but the reality is that inevitably I’m going to join them.”

      His thumb hooked over his shoulder at the soldiers fanned out across the street. Milo felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold as he glimpsed their cold, flat eyes.

      “I can’t walk away either because he’ll hunt me down,” Roland added quickly as though trying to preempt the suggestion from Milo. “Those things he’s struck a bargain with have tracked targets across oceans when properly motivated, and if I run, I won’t know a moment’s peace until one of them rips my throat out one night.”

      Milo could only nod as another shiver wracked his body. He imagined Borjikhan’s eyes watching him from a dark alley, Tsar’Vodyanoy’s smile inside a sewer drain, or Lempo’s shadow passing overhead. He’d only faced the Hiisi one on one, and with all his magic, it had always been a near thing. Someone like Roland wouldn’t stand a chance against a host of them.

      “So then, what’s the plan?” Milo asked, hoping against hope that things weren’t going to go as he feared.

      Roland moved half a step closer and was so near that even whispering, Milo could hear him over the wind and rumbling engines.

      “Help me while you work with us,” Roland said, the white gusts of his breath breaking on the side of Milo’s face. “You’re powerful, and Zlydzen, even with how much he hates you, will see you could be useful. That will give you a chance and an opportunity to figure out what magic he uses. Once you’ve puzzled it out, we can turn the tables and dispose of that warped monster.”

      For a second Milo imagined it, his mind racing as he thought about Rihyani and Ambrose creeping through the rubble even as he stood there. What if this was another way? What if Roland was offering him a better way to take down Zlydzen, a way that didn’t involve destroying the oldest friend and only family he’d ever had?

      There was one nagging detail that caught in Milo’s mind like a barbed hook.

      “And then what?” he asked, the words coming out almost before he’d had time to formulate the thought.

      Roland blinked several times and raked a hand through his hair.

      “What do you mean, ‘and then what’?” he asked in an almost-laugh that became a snort.

      Milo skewered Roland’s eyes with his own.

      “Say your plan works. I take control of the Resonator, and we kill Zlydzen,” Milo rattled off, his voice beginning to buzz with growing anger. “What happens next, Roland? We make the big score, and then what?”

      Roland took a step back, neck arching and face twisting as though he’d been slapped.

      “Whatever the hell we want!” he snapped, baring his teeth in a savage mockery of a grin. “We’ll have an army and means to conquer all of Europe, perhaps without firing a shot, if we can figure it out before Zlydzen’s campaign starts. Think of it, Milo! We could not only end the war, but we could bring about a new order.”

      The fire raging in Roland’s eyes withered Milo’s heart in his chest. He wished it didn’t hurt as much as it did, but by God, he’d hoped he was wrong.

      “What if I wanted to destroy the Resonator?” Milo asked wearily. “If I refused to use the power we’d stolen from Zlydzen?”

      Roland’s burning stare searched Milo’s face.

      “Why would you do anything so stupid?”

      Milo shook his head. Could he even explain the horror of what that techno-magical construct was? Would it even matter?

      “It is evil, Roland,” he said, every word heavy. “It doesn’t just make them do what you want, it hollows them out. You didn’t just trick or bully those people in Gzhatsk; you scraped their souls out!”

      Somewhere in the darkness rubble shifted, sending bricks slithering down over each other. Roland’s eyes darted through the darkness as he motioned some of his soldiers over to the side of the street where the disturbance had come from.

      Milo held his breath as four men trudged over, rifles on their shoulders, but they picked among the ruined buildings without incident. They emerged after a minute and settled in as sentries along the street half a dozen strides from Roland and Milo.

      “Souls and evil?” Roland snorted after another minute of listening to nothing but wind and combustion engines. “Did you become religious or something in the last few years?”

      Milo opened his mouth to retort, but his tongue didn’t cooperate as a rush of tangled thoughts bounced around his mind. What was he talking about? By what right did he talk about souls and evil? He could have talked about stripping one’s will, but he knew with a deep certainty it was more than that.

      “I’m not religious,” he murmured. “But seeing these things, doing these things, performing magic? It’s opened my mind to a world that isn’t only what I can see or touch. There are realities besides the physical; I know that now, and knowing means I can see there is such a thing as evil.”

      Roland’s fingers raked through his hair with such ferocity and frequency, Milo expected blood to start trickling from his hairline.

      “You aren’t making sense!” Roland snarled. “You’ll throw away a chance to end the war and right every wrong we’ve suffered because it’s evil? You, De Zauber-Schwartz, don’t have the stomach for it after everything you’ve done?”

      Milo felt pressure building in the back of his mind; the familiarity of the situation was not lost on him. He’d held a bag containing the bones of an infant in his hand.

      “We’ve all got to draw the line somewhere, Roland,” Milo said, meeting the accusing glare with a sad smile. “I’ll help you destroy Zlydzen, but I won’t stop until all his works burn with him.”

      Roland nodded slowly, then looked up from under his brows with a fell light that made Milo’s stomach twist.

      With a bestial howl, Roland sprang at Milo, his hands curled into claws that gripped the marten fur in two great clumps. With a hard yank, he drew Milo to him so they were nose to nose.

      “No! You don’t get to do that, not after everything!” Roland snarled as he ground his forehead against Milo’s. “I gave you everything I had in a world that gave me nothing! You won’t take away my chance to balance the scales! You can’t do that to me!”

      Milo felt Roland’s fists pressing into his throat.

      “I can,” Milo gulped, his fingers digging for purchase on the silky furs. “I can, and I will.”

      A roar tore from Roland’s throat, and he threw Milo down to the ground. The magus managed to keep his head from bouncing off the broken cobbles, but his elbow struck the ground hard enough to rob him of all feeling from the joint down. That happened to be on the side his ash-filled pocket was on.

      Roland loomed over him, the four soldiers now flanking him with their guns leveled at Milo.

      “You are so selfish!” Roland spat, a pistol appearing in his hand, not yet aimed at Milo but hanging at his side. “Everything you have is because of me! Every breath you took from that night I saved you on was only because I was there, and you have the arrogance to defy me?”

      As he lay looking up at Roland and four sets of cold eyes above rifle barrels, Milo slid his nerveless fingers into his pocket. Roland glared down at him, his eyes bulging with rage as the hand holding the pistol quivered and began to rise toward him, then stopped. Milo met his furious gaze, tears rising in his eyes as he did, though that was as much from his teeth crunching through the inside of his lip as from the emotion of the moment. Milo began drawing his hand out of his pocket as slowly as possible, hoping there was enough ash between his tingling fingers.

      The pistol nearly leveled with Milo, then Roland sobbed and let his arm hang at his side, the pistol loose in his fingers.

      “Don’t make me do this,” he pleaded, fingers dragging across his scalp and stopping to grip a hand full of hair. “Please, for the love of everything we once had, don’t make me kill you.”

      Blood had begun to stream from Milo’s mouth so that as he spoke, it spattered the ash-filled hand he raised to his lips.

      “You won’t have to,” Milo muttered thickly and opened his hand.

      RISE

      His focused mind thrumming to the tune of his blood flecking the ash, Milo felt as much as saw the bloody darts rise into the air. The red projectiles trailed streamers of ash as they hurtled toward the four soulless. Chasing each of those streamers were ripples of gloaming light, hungry shades that keened as they closed on their quarry. The gory shards struck the four soulless simultaneously with the slap of fluid striking a hard surface as the contrails of ash crumbled. The wailing lights, scenting the bait, dove in without hesitation.

      All that happened so quickly that Milo’s eyes barely had time to register everything, and by the time they did, he was distracted by the eruption of essence his mind felt emanating from the soulless soldiers. Their bodies rocked and quivered, the rifles tumbling from their grasp as every joint twisted in a different direction.

      Roland looked at the soldiers spasming on either side of him, then swung his gaze to Milo and raised his pistol.

      OBEY

      The four soulless pounced, seizing on the arm holding the weapon while the others grabbed whatever part of Roland was handy. The pistol barked twice, one shot whining off the cobbles beside Milo the other rocketing straight overhead. Roland roared and cursed, but as strong as he was, four full-grown men couldn’t be thrown off so easily.

      “Petrograd is seething with unsettled shades,” Milo growled as he sat up. “That’s the thing when you hollow people out. There’s nothing to keep them from being filled with something else.”

      The pistol fell from Roland’s grip, but only so that he could strain at Milo with hands intent on strangling him.

      “Traitor!” he howled between a slew of blistering, venomous curses as he struggled. “Ungrateful whoreson! Liar! Traitor!”

      Milo would have thought the words would slide off him, but they stung deeply as he tried to clamber to his feet. He thought to say something, to rebut or maybe even explain, but several things happened in quick succession.

      The other soulless opened fire and a trio of shots sailed past Milo’s bent back, while others hammered into the flesh of the shade-possessed soulless. Milo felt a shade’s wail of frustration as its host succumbed to its injuries, but before he could redirect it to the soldiers firing on them, Roland lunged forward and grabbed him by the throat with his free hand. Milo gasped and pried at the fingers crushing his windpipe as the three remaining servitors pulled on Roland’s arms.

      Then a wild, whooping cry tore through the night from the opposite end of the street.

      Through his hazy, black-spotted vision, Milo saw a nightmare from the past barreling toward them. A gaunt figure riding a skeletal charger was bearing down on them, a crackling wheel of fire spinning around his head.
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      Milo didn’t have the breath to curse, but if he had, it would have been a good one. Something poetic, with metaphor and symbolism, but as things stood, he only managed a gargle. Roland seemed determined to keep strangling Milo singlehandedly, despite three soldiers contesting the point.

      Instead, he saved his breath for a final heave at Roland’s throttling grip, and the investment paid off as the hand came free and air poured through his bruised throat.

      Roland surged forward with a scream, but Milo slipped past the clawing hand and drove an elbow across his jaw. He felt the jaw crack under the blow, the reverberations traveling up his arm, and Roland collapsed to the ground under the shade-dominated assailants.

      Milo looked up in time to see the rider charging at him, screaming like a burning demon, as the wheel of fire spun over his head. This close, he could see that the steed was none other than the Qareen mount he’d made in Georgia, but that was not what made the bottom drop out of Milo’s stomach. Astride the necromistry-powered horse was none other than Ezekiel Bouche, looking filthier and more ragged than Milo had ever seen him, yet smiling as wide as ever.

      “YEEHAW!” he shrieked and then threw back his head to laugh with wicked mania.

      Milo gaped. He was as vulnerable as he’d been that night when the city burned, but this time, the rider rode right past him without a sideways glance. Ezekiel hammered his heels into the unfeeling flanks of the unliving horse and made a beeline for a collection of soulless huddling against their truck. Round after round from their rifles sent up puffs and thin splatters of dark blood from the wild cowboy’s chest, but he rode on, laughing all the while.

      A stone's throw from the truck, Ezekiel launched his wheel of flame, and Milo realized for the first time that the flame was an incendiary device spinning frantically on a length of rope.

      The wheel became a crackling star that struck the truck and exploded in a shower of broken glass and burning fuel.

      “Burn, haha! Warm right up, darlin’!”

      As if in answer, the fire expanded with an oxygen-slurping whoosh, sending waves of flame in every direction. The truck bore the incendiary attack stoutly, the men around it less so. They might have been soulless, but their flesh still felt pain, and the lizard-brain response to the gnawing flames was as hard-wired as breathing. Screams rose in concert with the crackle of flames. A few managed to fire a handful of shots, but even with Ezekiel cackling half a dozen yards from them, their shots sailed into the night before they surrendered to the flames.

      Those less fortunate were put out of their misery a second later, crumpling to smolder on the ground as the throaty call of the Gewehr sounded from the ruins.

      “Let’s not linger here, if you please,” came a crisp voice in American English at Milo’s shoulders before someone began to draw him out of the street. “Mr. Bouche and your man seem to have things well in hand, but it would be a shame to lose the world’s first wizard to a stray bullet.”

      Blinking but not resisting, Milo looked over and saw he was being led away by Percy Astor in a navy suit and a fedora.

      “You!” Milo exclaimed as he followed. “What? How?”

      “A moment,” Percy said as he half-led, half-dragged Milo behind a freestanding section of brick wall. “Yes, now, where were we? Oh, yes, what and how? Are particulars important at the moment, or can I summarize?”

      A shot whined off a brick a few inches from Percy’s shoulders, spraying jagged fragments as the American lurched back. Milo spied a few soldiers moving through the ruins, whether flanking or making a fighting retreat, he wasn’t quite sure. No sooner had he spotted them than he was flattening himself against the bricks as more bullets hissed and zipped through the air.

      Milo heard the clop of hooves on cobbles and then another scream, and he poked his head out to see Ezekiel riding down the soldiers. The pale light in the eye sockets of the unliving horse danced and flared as it ran men down. In the muzzle flares and the flicker of the Qareen’s eyes, Milo watched men die screaming in defiance as a hurtling body began what a hard hoof finished.

      “He certainly has his uses.” Percy chuckled as he stepped away from the wall and brushed vainly at the brick dust staining his outfit. “Crude tools can still be effective, as I’m sure you understand. Sometimes all you need is a hammer, am I right?”

      The grin the American gave Milo seemed to suggest they were sharing an inside joke, but Milo squashed the moment with a tremendous frown and responded with a question of his own.

      “What the hell are you two doing here?” he asked hoarsely, raising a hand to his throat.

      Percy drew back, looking affronted, but he gave a little bow as he swept his hat from his head. The man’s pate was noticeably balder than the last time they’d met.

      “Oh, you are quite welcome for the rescue. It’s nothing,” he cooed, then gave a tart smile. “No trouble at all. Don’t worry about thanking us.”

      Milo massaged his throat, wincing at the swelling and when he found places where Roland’s nails had cut his neck.

      “You’re not answering the question,” he said, his voice rasping like a file over stone.

      Percy raised an eyebrow before replacing his fedora.

      “And you’re being very rude,” he replied archly. “Now, are we going to stand here making asinine observations about the obvious, or do you plan to reunite with your compatriots? Makes no difference to me.”

      Milo spat at the man’s feet, then looked up the ruined street and saw no further sign of the soulless soldiers. His gaze swung back to where the confrontation with Roland had taken place and he loosed a stream of invectives.

      The three shade-powered humans lay in a broken heap, but Roland was nowhere to be seen.

      At that moment, Ezekiel trotted up from the other end of the street, still mounted on the unliving steed. This close, Milo could see that Ezekiel wasn’t just ragged but rotten. The flesh of his face and chest were pocked with gangrenous holes, while his hands were nearly black with dried blood around tattered skin through which the dirty ivory of tarnished bone showed. The wind shifted, and despite the cold, Milo could smell putrid meat.

      “Dear God.” He coughed. “What happened?”

      “I’ve been set free!” Ezekiel crowed, then threw back his head to loose a wild, undulating howl.

      Milo frowned, trying to reconcile the nightmare before him with the broken man he’d left chained in the Marquis’s dovecote. Uneasiness stole over him as he stared at the cowboy’s eyes, still bulging from their sockets, yet without the malicious gleam. Milo had given Ezekiel the means to escape his curse and embrace death, which was the freedom Milo might have expected. Staring at the maniacal display, he wasn’t sure what new sort of freedom the scalp hunter had found.

      As he stood staring at Ezekiel, Milo eased his will outward to probe the edges of the man.

      “We should be going,” Percy pressed, stepping to Milo’s shoulder. “I believe there is stolen property to return to y—”

      A rending scream cut Mr. Astor off, and it was half a heartbeat before Milo realized he was the source of the sound.

      It was like nothing he’d ever felt.

      Typical souls pressed back with their wills at varying strengths against the Art, defining themselves by their resistance. Practitioners of the Art like fey or Milo were dynamic, resisting but also moving, pushing back. The soulless were chilling in that they were absent, sometimes giving the bare sense of a depression or indent where a will might have been, and sometimes not even that.

      This was different. It wasn’t resistance and it wasn’t absence; it was anguish.

      Where a will should have been was a gaping cleft, threatening to swallow anything that came too close while bleeding pain and oozing oppression. It was an infected wound, yawning in the psychic space where Ezekiel Bouche should have been.

      Milo’s eyes began to slide back into focus, but in that space between, he saw an alien light shining and twisting like a halo around Ezekiel’s head, forming strange shapes.

      The symbols were writing, and as before, Milo could read them if he wished. If he dared.

      With a blink, the physical world resolved before his eyes, only the barest after-image remaining. Through that fading panoply of dread, Milo saw the thing that had been Ezekiel smiling down at him.

      “I see you too, little man,” it purred with a thick, liquid voice the cowboy could have never produced.

      Milo blinked again, then looked at Percy Astor, who appeared to be extremely uncomfortable. The pieces, half-realized and hardly understood, began to click together in Milo’s mind, and in some primal instinct, his hands shot out. Percy was thrown back by the sudden assault, but instead of anger, there was only deeper discomfort in his face.

      Shame, Milo realized. He was ashamed.

      “What did you do?” Milo cried, his throat tightening as his voice shrank to a horrified whisper. “What did you do?”

      The inhabited shell of Ezekiel heaved a great crowing laugh, and God help him, Milo was too scared to even look at the thing. His hands tightened into fists, and he felt a sudden, desperate need to beat Percy Astor to quivering pulp. From the look Percy still wore, he might have let Milo do it without protest.

      “Milo!” called a strong voice that cut through red fog settling over his mind. “Milo, look at me!”

      Milo turned, his body rigid and his movements ungainly, and saw Ambrose coming through the ruins.

      “Ambrose,” Milo wheezed, his chest tight and his mouth dry. “Do you realize what’s happened? What he’s done?”

      Ambrose nodded and raised his eyes to look at Ezekiel.

      “Better than most.” He sighed, and where Milo had expected to see righteous wrath, he saw only a weary sadness. The gravity of the melancholy look was almost unbearable as it turned to Percy.

      “I don’t envy you, young man,” he rumbled, shaking his head slowly before he turned back to Milo. “But right now, we’ve got other things to worry about.”

      Milo nodded and forced himself to focus. The tumult of the last few moments threatened to overwhelm him, but he needed to shake it off. He had much to tell his companions and even more to ask of them.

      But they weren’t all together.

      “Where is Rihyani?” he asked, looking around, though he realized if she wanted to be seen, she would have appeared.

      “Right here,” came a silken voice from above. Milo saw the fey descend from the dark sky, silver skin aglow.

      Her feet hadn’t yet reached the ground before Milo scooped her up in a fierce embrace. She returned it and then pressed kisses upon his neck and cheek until she found his mouth. Her lips, warm and soft, sent a current through him as their bodies pressed and formed together.

      “Well, that was refreshing if a bit primal.” Rihyani smiled as she drew back from the kiss, Milo’s blood on her dark lips.

      “Magic can get messy,” Milo said with a wink and kissed the vitae from her lips.

      Not satisfied with that, she gripped the back of his head and pressed him for a deeper kiss. Milo felt his unsteady hold on his composure tighten into a fearsome grip.

      He was Milo the Magus, De Zauber-Schwartz, and he had a job to do.

      Reluctantly but firmly, Milo broke the kiss and turned so he could see both Ambrose and Percy. He still wasn’t ready to acknowledge the giggling horror behind him, but all things in good time.

      “Looks like I’ve got another suicide mission for you,” Milo said grimly, nodding at Ambrose before looking at Percy. “And if you’re here, you might as well help out.”

      Ambrose nodded grimly while Percy fiddled with the cuffs of his coat.

      “You know my answer, Magus,” the big man said, then cocked his head to one side. “But we need to get clear of this spot before a patrol comes sniffing around. Follow me.”

      With that, they all loped off into the cold darkness of the ruined city.
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      “What exactly is required for this suicide mission?” Percy asked as they huddled in a gutted home.

      They were in another residential area across one of the branches of the Neva from where they’d reunited. Ambrose had taken up watch in the fractured second story of the home, while not-Ezekiel and the Qareen waited in the backyard. Milo, Rihyani, and Percy stood in what might have been a living room that was one wall short, creating an open path to the back of the house.

      “Besides the prerequisite acceptance of certain death, of course,” the American added with a sniff.

      Milo smiled and then winced as he felt fresh blood pool in his mouth. In the moment, he hadn’t hesitated to do what was necessary, but now he was wondering if next time there wasn’t a better way to tap into the essence of his blood.

      “You and that thing,” Milo began as he raised a hand to his mouth and jerked his head in the direction of not-Ezekiel. “Gather as much as you can from anything that looks like a home.”

      Percy opened his mouth to say something, then stopped and frowned at Milo

      “I’m sorry,” he said with a fair attempt at a jovial chuckle. “What are we gathering? Ash?”

      Milo nodded as he swiped at his mouth with his furry sleeve again. He hated to waste so much of his precious fluid, but he didn’t seem to have an option at the moment.

      “Especially if it might have come from around a fireplace,” he said, trying not to choke on the blood. “But we’ll take anything that’s burnt to powder. Quantity has a quality all its own, after all.”

      Percy Astor raised his eyebrows and then bowed his head, clearly at a loss.

      “Very well.” He shrugged and turned to go.

      “And get that thing off my horse,” Milo said, punctuating the command by spitting a gobbet of blood at the American’s feet.

      Mr. Astor went off to see an un-man about an undead horse while Milo turned back to his love, shaking his head.

      “How did they even get their hands on that thing?” he growled under his breath, blood flecking his lips. “And how did they get it to work?”

      He raised his eyes to see Rihyani smiling and hold out her hands.

      “I might have had something to do with that,” she said, and with a flick of her wrists, there appeared Imrah’s cane and his hardened satchel in one hand and his long coat in the other.

      “What?” Milo gawked, and with almost childish haste, shuffled out of his soiled furs and into his ensorcelled coat. “How?”

      Rihyani laughed as she handed over the cane and satchel.

      “I spoke very tenderly to a lock.” She smiled, showing her gleaming teeth. “And then I whispered sweet nothings to a safe. I hope you aren’t jealous.”

      I’m sure you understand it was far more complicated than that, Imrah’s icy voice droned in Milo’s head. But not nearly as complicated as using that tainted fool Astor to awaken your Qareen.

      Milo’s heart leaped into his throat, and his grip on the cane tightened until his fingers popped as he turned the bird skull to face him.

      “You taught him magic?”  he demanded, his former confidence threatening to topple like a house of cards.

      I couldn’t if I wanted to, Imrah replied with a psychic impression of a disgruntled huff. You’re still the only human magus, so stop your fretting.

      “Then how did you do it?’ Milo demanded, scowling suspiciously at the faintly glowing sockets of the skull.

      I channeled some of my power through him, almost like a shade possessing a dead body, the ghul explained. It was difficult, short-lived, and extremely painful for Astor, but we managed all the same.

      Milo wasn’t sure how he felt about the disclosure that Imrah could at least temporarily take over a human body, but even more, he couldn’t understand why she would go to all that trouble. The Qareen was useful in a pinch as accelerated transportation, especially when wind-riding wasn’t an option, but it wasn’t necessary for the rescue. Theatrical certainly, but not worth the difficulties they seemed to have gone through.

      Milo expressed his confusion, but before either Rihyani or Imrah could answer, Percy returned with the Qareen’s black sack in his hand.

      “Because someone had to get word to your forces in Sergio-Ivanoskye to come north,” the American said, holding the sack out to Milo, bones clicking softly inside. “And your fairy lover seemed unwilling to make the journey.”

      Milo looked at Rihyani, who squared her shoulders and raised her chin.

      “I wasn’t about to leave you unguarded with that lecherous brute,” she replied archly, giving Percy an acidic sidelong glance.

      “So, Lokkemand is coming here?” Milo asked, trying desperately to not get his hopes up as his gaze swiveled between the two of them. “How long before he arrives?”

      Rihyani’s gaze sharpened on Percy, who glared back defiantly.

      “It’s not my fault,” he protested, crossing his arms. “If you were so worried about it going well, you might have gone yourself instead of fretting over your darling here.”

      The fey bared leonine fangs and leaned toward Percy, but Milo held up a hand, and they stilled.

      “So, Lokkemand isn’t coming?” he demanded.

      Rihyani’s fangs vanished as she shrugged.

      “We don’t know,” she said, looking at Milo. “He said he would ‘see what he could do’ and then sent this fool on his way.”

      “He threatened to shoot me if I didn’t get out of his sight,” Percy announced with his chin in the air. “Hardly the behavior of an officer.”

      “Welcome to the German Army,” Milo remarked dryly, then leveled a scowl at the American. “Didn’t you and your pet abomination have a job to do?”

      Percy turned on his heel and began to walk back outside, muttering as he went.

      “Typical. Ingrates. That’s what I get for taking another operation on this damned continent.”

      Milo watched him go as Imrah’s frosty whisper rose in his mind.

      Don’t mistake that one for a dandy or a fool, she warned. I’ve touched his soul, and besides the corruption, I know none of this was an accident. He’s too clever to just happen to be here.

      “But what does he want?” Milo muttered.

      The ghul did not answer.

      “What’s this plan, then?” Rihyani asked, drawing his attention to the immediate concern.

      “Our enemy has an army of stolen slaves,” Milo said, feeling his skin prickle into gooseflesh even as he spoke. “And we’re going to steal them back.”
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      From above, the city of Petrograd seethed like a disturbed ant nest, roused in the dark of night to defend the colony. Entire companies of soldiers were marshaled, and with electric torches, lanterns, and even armed trucks with spotlights, they swept over the city. The sounds of battle on the wind had alerted sentries that the nest was under attack, but the violence had been too brief to guarantee the location of the assailants. So the barracks, the palace, and even the square within the scrap-metal walls were all emptied.

      In places where the buildings were fairly intact, they formed rivers of probing light, flowing down streets as individual lights groped aimlessly at whatever they passed. Occasionally, tributaries and eddies were formed in the blind streams as they found breaks, ruptures, or preexisting pockets in the city's winding streets.

      In places where the city was so devastated that a rubble-strewn street was indistinguishable from a collapsed building, the soldiers moved in waves. They lapped over the urban wasteland, slowly but inexorably washing over vast stretches of the city.

      For all this incredible, unrelenting effort, none seemed to think it worthwhile to look above the broken crowns of fire-gnawed buildings. If any had bothered to let their lights stray above those jagged tusks of timber and stone, they might have caught a flash of silver twisting in a ripple of black.

      Rihyani rode the cold, howling wind, hardly aware of the smell of sooty snow in the air. Her dark eyes darted across the city, trying to guess the number of soldiers the roving lights suggested. Each time she thought she had the troubling figure, more lights emerged to scour another corner of Petrograd.

      There were so many. Too many.

      None yet had worked their way to the edge of the city where Milo and Ambrose had hunkered down in an abandoned building, but it was only a matter of time before the tide reached them. As inevitable as the ocean, they would come.

      Rihyani checked their rate of advance and swallowed a despairing cry, then cut across the wailing air currents. She came within sight of the leaning, cross-topped building at the city’s edge as gray snow began to fall.
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      “It occurs to me only now,” Ambrose grunted as he heaved a pair of trunks commandeered from the ruins, “that this plan involves magic that has a better than fair chance of killing you.”

      Milo looked up from his preparations, his face paler than usual; his skin looked like the translucent belly of a fish. Given the bowl of churning blood and the perpendicular slashes on his wrists, it would be natural to assume blood loss was responsible for his condition, but that was the least of it. Milo’s vital fluid might be roiling about in the bowl, but it was the subsequent essence he’d drawn with the blood that rendered him so corpselike. The red liquid was only the token of what he was sacrificing to the formula, and not only that, but until the time was right, he had to keep the essence active, or it might diffuse and become useless. If that happened, his plan was shot; he knew a second attempt would kill him before he’d gotten halfway through the preparations.

      Despite all this, he still managed to smile at the big man over the bowl of his swirling blood.

      “With Imrah’s help, I’m much more likely to succeed,” he said, doing his best to keep his focus even as he tried to encourage Ambrose. The distraction wasn’t welcome, but the bodyguard doing something foolish to thwart him at this stage would be disastrous.

      You are being disgustingly optimistic, Imrah grumbled in his mind.

      No one asked you, Milo shot back without letting his smile flicker.

      “Success is not as important as your survival,” Ambrose growled as he laid the trunks down in front of Milo’s impromptu workstation. “I mean, besides me not wanting you to die, have you thought about what will happen if you die pulling this off?”

      Milo had, several times, but saying that didn’t seem likely to shorten this conversation or reassure Ambrose.

      “I appreciate the concern, all of it,” he said, not having any attention to waste on being irritated. “But this is our only hope for stopping Zlydzen, the Hiisi, and that device he’s made.”

      Ambrose’s brows knit together in consternation as he bent and unclasped the trunks. With a frustrated flick, he flipped them open to reveal ash that filled them to the brim.

      “Well, these have all been sifted,” Ambrose rumbled, crossing his arms. “I’ve got the American and his pet sifting the rest of what we could gather, but it’s not going to amount to much more than half of one of these.”

      Ambrose scowled down at the trunks, chewing his lip beneath his mustache before raising his gaze to give Milo a pained look.

      “Is this going to be enough?”

      Milo looked at the two trunks, guessed their dimensions, and tried to do the calculation of how much ash was there, but quickly abandoned the attempt. Even if his attention hadn’t been so divided, it wouldn’t have done him much good. This was magic, and magic was as much art as science. He had a lot of ash, and he had to believe it would be enough because that belief would be more valuable than more cubic centimeters of material.

      “Absolutely,” he said, realizing his voice sounded very tired.

      This is no way to start the struggle to save all of Europe, he thought idly.

      It certainly doesn’t bode well for this scheme, Imrah replied to the wayward thought.

      You were the one who told me we could pull it off, Milo shot back.

      There was silence for a moment, then an icy whisper prickled at his thoughts.

      I said we might be able to accomplish it, not that it was a good idea.

      Milo shook his head and realized that during his internalized conversation, Ambrose had begun to stare at him.

      “What?” Milo asked, an edge forming at the cusp of his voice.

      “Are you sure you are okay with what this is going to do?” Ambrose said softly, his green eyes searching Milo’s face. “After how you took it in Berlin, I don’t want to win a battle just to lose you, and I’m not talking about dying.”

      Milo had thought a good deal about that point since they hoofed it across the city, and he didn’t have a good answer. As they’d run down the streets, he’d had the conversation with himself, his thoughts chasing themselves around his head. He’d settled on the uneasy idea that those he would be offering to the shades were already gone, and they were going to be used to keep a similar fate happening to others. He was certain there was a flaw in the logic, but for the moment, he’d resigned himself to facing whatever regrets and recriminations would come once he wasn’t in the thick of things.

      For now, there was nothing to be done except to do it.

      The wind keened sharply outside, and no one seemed particularly surprised when Rihyani slid through the front door, a flurry of ashen snowflakes chasing her.

      “As you expected, Zlydzen’s turned most of his soldiers loose,” she declared as she moved between the rough benches toward Milo. “I haven’t seen any sign of the Hiisi, but they won’t come from the woods or the river unless the situation is dire.”

      Things couldn’t have gone better than if he’d planned it this way from the start, but that only sharpened Milo’s suspicions. He licked his lips and felt an awful thirst clawing his throat.

      Focus! Imrah snarled, and Milo realized with a start he’d allowed himself to let the blood slip from the center of his mind.

      His gaze whipped to the blood, where the last of the ripples were racing to the edge of the bowl. He hammered down and sent a needle of his intellect to pierce the settling energies, setting the fluid to roiling again.

      “What is it?” the fey asked as Ambrose stepped closer, arms out as though to catch him.

      Milo didn’t trust himself to speak for half a minute as he stared at the seething blood.

      “Lost my focus for a second,” he muttered, then looked at Ambrose. “I’m fine, Simon. It’s okay.”

      Ambrose lowered his arms but he kept his place half a stride from Milo. His mustache quivered beneath glistening eyes, but he didn’t say anything.

      “It’s fine,” Milo said, looking from the Nephilim to Rihyani and back again, his smile weaker than ever. “It’s going to be fine.”

      You can’t keep this up much longer, Imrah warned.

      Milo wanted to argue, but he knew she wasn’t wrong.

      “We need to get that bait together,” Milo said to Ambrose, doing his best to sound officerial despite the quaver creeping into his voice. “Please, get Percy and the Ezekiel-thing to help you set that up. This will be enough ash.”

      Ambrose met his eyes, and for once, Milo didn’t feel the gathering pressure attempting to force him to look away. The big man stared at Milo, then with a grim nod, headed out. If Milo hadn’t turned to watch him go, he might have missed the look that passed between Rihyani and the big man.

      Were they about to try something well-intentioned and foolish to stop him?

      Milo found himself grinding his teeth before Ambrose had closed the door behind him.

      Rihyani’s golden pupils glittered as her eyes narrowed. Milo felt the temptation to start a preemptive argument, but a hiss from Imrah drew his attention back to the blood. Rihyani used the distraction to advance, coming to stand before the trunks, hands held out to the offering of ash.

      “Why are you doing this?” she murmured.

      Milo shook his head as though the question were a bothersome insect at his ear.

      “The ash and its connection to the hearth act as a beacon to the shades,” he began distractedly, reciting a section of Spectral Ruminations he’d long since committed to memory. “The ash when catalyzed by essence—in this case, my blood—will draw them like moths to the flame. After that—”

      “Not what I’m asking,” Rihyani said, cutting him off. “I’m asking you why you are choosing this? Why this desperate attack when you could as easily go back to Berlin and make your report?”

      Milo felt cold sweat beading on his brow as he felt his mind might split in half, torn between two fronts.

      “If I do that, Zlydzen could get the Resonator working at full capacity,” Milo said, not bothering to keep the hot edge out of his voice. “He could scoop up thousands before the Germans pulled it together, and that doesn’t take into account what roadblocks the Reich might throw up.”

      “So, it’s for expedience, then?” the fey asked, her narrowed gazed threatening to skewer him. “It has to happen fast, and this is the only way? Even if it costs you your life?”

      “Yes,” Milo said, and he saw a dangerous light flash through Rihyani’s eyes. “I don’t know. Yes, that’s part of it, but I don’t have the words. I’ve got to keep the essence dynamic.”

      Rihyani pursed her lips and Milo felt her will brush his, an intimate caress flesh could only try to imitate.

      Then don’t tell me. She sighed as though resting her head against his soul. Show me.

      So he did.

      He allowed the vision that had overwhelmed him in the presence of the Resonator spill out to her. She opened herself to the experience, letting it wash over her. On a level separate from the mental strain of keeping the blood mobile, he felt her will tremble and eventually push back against the vision he’d unleashed. She’d seen enough; she understood. He sealed the vision like a barkeep turning off the tap on a particularly venomous vintage.

      It took her a moment to compose herself, but he waited, comforted because she didn’t shield herself from him. He felt the raw chaos of her vibrant inhuman emotions rushing past him like unfamiliar winds. When things finally settled, he felt the closeness of her resting against him.

      I suppose for a man, there are few better ways to see it done, she whispered. He could taste the smile on her lips.

      So I’m dead already, am I?

      Rihyani’s will stroked his, as melancholy and sweet as the keening of a violin echoing over a moor.

      Since the day I met you, my love, she breathed on his soul. It is the fate of every son of Adam I’ve ever loved. You are suns born to consume yourself on this cursed earth.

      Milo couldn’t hide the roil of emotions that rose in him at the intimations of her heart, but she didn’t withdraw even as waves of jealousy and shock lashed her.

      I’m older than you can imagine, my love, but my heart, the will of what I am, is still a young lover. I will not love you any less for the parting that will come between us and may love you even more for it. It will break my heart if you spurn me for what I am, but in time, long after you are gone, I will find another to love. Such is my way, and I would have you know it if we go to face the end together. Can you love me still?

      The ache in his heart was real, the wild emotions rampant and fierce, but the answer came up from the depths of him all the same.

      Yes, he replied, then reached out to touch her with both will and flesh.

      She pressed against him, and once again, it seemed that they were made to fit together, every contour melding seamlessly into a glorious whole.

      “Then let’s go and die well, my love.”
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        * * *

      

      The wind was on fire.

      Or at least it seemed that it might kindle at any moment as the heaped bonfires’ flames licked up and out over a plain of leveled buildings. Tongues of fire lapped the falling snowflakes as they fell, a defiant dragon’s breath raised against the descending snowstorm. Milo watched the twists and writhing of the flames and felt a shudder pass through him that had nothing to do with the cold.

      He lowered his gaze, dismissing the old memories as he stared over the wasteland.

      The first of the lights were coming into sight, at first in small fireteams, but then in whole platoons accompanied by vehicles sporting headlamps. Milo smiled as he watched more and more of them come.

      Zlydzen might have been a diabolical schemer, but he was not a creature with military experience, or perhaps he had panicked when Milo escaped. He was using a sledgehammer to swat a fly, and for his trouble, Milo was going to pry that sledgehammer from his hand and use it to smash all his little toys.

      “On your word,” Percy muttered from where he stood a short way out of the firelight. There was a brass-chafed Very pistol in one hand, prepared to signal some enticing light resistance. They couldn’t have the soldiers advancing unopposed and expect someone somewhere not to grow suspicious.

      “A little closer,” Milo muttered as he stepped next to the trough that had been built to hold the ash. The bowl of blood was in his hands, still churning, with little tendrils of steam emerging as it roiled.

      The lights had grown to a wall, a wave of illumination rising out of the cityscape. There were so many.

      “Now,” Milo said firmly, determined to set things in motion before he lost his nerve.

      Percy raised the flare gun and launched a star into the icy wind. The boreal gusts dragged the flare hard to the east, creating a slash of phosphorescent light across the black heavens. As the star became a comet in the howling gale, the sounds of gunfire rose in sharp pops. The deeper, throatier thundercracks of the Gewehr beat out a steady rhythm, while the snapping barks of pistol fire played a wilder tune.

      Before Milo’s eyes, some of the lights winked out, and he held his breath.

      For a moment, the wave of lights slowed, threatening to stall as the foremost points clustered together. Milo’s heart sank as he watched the entire advance grind to a halt, trying to take stock of who was shooting at them from the dark.

      Had he guessed wrong? Had he thwarted himself?

      Then there was a scream like a wildcat insane with rage, and he could make out a silvery flash darting from cover toward a knot of lights. Rifles barked from the huddled points of illumination as men shouted and howled, and then Milo saw the silver streak dart back to where he stood.

      The Gewehr and the pistols barked again, but Rihyani’s wild charge and retreat had been the ticket. Like a vast beast awoken by having its nose pinched, the army of soulless surged forth, some advancing so quickly they had to be bounding over the broken, rubble-strewn ground like hounds on the chase.

      “They’re coming,” Percy said, face pale and eyes wide as he glanced at Milo. “Can you do it? That many of them?”

      Mil stepped to one end of the trough, bowl upraised.

      “We’re about to find out.”

      He tilted the bowl, and dribbles of blood fell on the ash with a hiss like new-forged steel being quenched. Milo moved along the length of the trough, letting the blood slide slowly free of its container. As the bowl lightened, he let go with one hand to take up Imrah’s cane, which was clenched in the crook of his arm. He leaned on the cane like an old man as he shuffled the last steps of the trough, exhausted in body and soul.

      It wasn’t a liter and a half of his blood that had drained him but his very essence, his soul. That, combined with the focus he’d had to exert over the last few hours, had left him exhausted and ready to crumple if not for the energies he’d begun to draw from the cane to fortify himself.

      Quickly, Imrah urged, a note of anxiety in her voice Milo wasn’t sure he’d ever heard before.

      From inside his coat, Milo drew out two vials, and with a trembling hand, tore the wax seals off before drinking them together. The taste of sweet onions combined with a cold that numbed him from the inside out brought a surge of twisted and uncomfortable feelings, but the magus shoved them aside as he felt fresh strength and energy pressing through him.

      “Now comes the hard part,” Milo whispered as he held both his hands over the hissing, roiling pit and let the world of mere physical realities slide off to the side.

      Milo’s arcane sense opened wide, wider than he ever would have dared, and what he saw filled him with horror. With a clarity beyond sight, he perceived the raging beacon he’d created, the likes of which made the blazing bonfire behind him seem like a child’s campfire. Yet for all the furious light his expanded mind perceived, it was only a tiny dot piercing a vast expanse of utter darkness.

      And that darkness was hungry.

      Seething around the point of light, he could feel the attention of a thousand upon a thousand shades gazing hungrily at the beacon he’d lit. Slithering over each other in such numbers that it was impossible to tell where they ended and the void began, they crept forward with long teeth wetted by lamprey tongues.

      They let out a collective rasping snarl no ear could perceive.

      Time to play follow the leader, Milo whispered to the dark.

      You keep teasing them and they’ll rip us both apart, Imrah warned.

      Milo turned and beheld her, no longer the disembodied voice in the cane, but her ghulish figure hunched at his side. Her clawed fingers gripped his hand, and for an instant, he felt a gentle strength in the grasp he’d never known when she was alive.

      Are you ready for this? he asked, knowing it wasn’t just his soul on the line.

      It is a poor penance, she replied, bowing her head. But it is better than I deserve.

      You and me both, he said, and for perhaps the last time, they shared a smile.

      Together, they threw their combined magical might into the beacon, fracturing it into a roiling cloud of burning sparks. The horde of shades moaned and clamored, rushing forward, but the sparks were already racing out.

      Milo’s eyes opened to see that the trough had erupted in a billowing rush of smoke filled with traceries of green lightning and blue fire. The vast cloud rolled out like a poisonous bank of fog to meet the soulless army charging at them.

      There were flashes of unearthly brilliance as the sparks and cinders of magically driven ash fell upon hollowed soldiers, and in an instant, shades plunged into the cavities where men had once lived. First tens, then hundreds, and then thousands of hungry echoes chased the beacons into the empty flesh and there nestled in with relish as they turned stolen eyes upon the world.

      And with each one that did so, Milo felt them pulling, each shade seeking to snap the cords of blood and soul that bound them to him. He bore down with his mind and heart, refusing to let one strand part as they tugged and snarled. It was like thousands of strings had been tied to individual nerves, and now each was pulling at a different angle and intensity, but all with the intent of breaking him or breaking free. Imrah’s strength poured into him, every ounce of her subsumed by him as the struggle grew desperate.

      With a scream that rose with an intensity that made his throat strain and tear, Milo roared his command across all boundaries of existence.

      OBEY

      For a second, it seemed to be too little, too feeble, but he held on, and little by little, the cords went slack. With agonizing slowness that would not let him rest until all surrendered, the shades ceased their struggle.

      Milo, blood trickling from his nose and mouth, saw Zlydzen’s army turn and look at him. Thousands upon thousands of shades, their pale gleams showing in those dead eyes, watched and waited for their master’s command.

      Milo began to smile but paused to cough up blood. Wiping his mouth, he bared red-stained teeth to his new army and leveled a finger in the direction of the Neva River.

      “Let’s get to work.”
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      It soon became apparent that not all of the soulless had been swept up in Milo’s incantation as he turned the tide of soldiers back upon itself. The crackle of rifle fire and the scream of men dying bore testament to those who for whatever vagaries of fate had escaped his grasp, but they quickly fell under boot and bayonet. The onslaught was an avalanche in reverse, and within moments it was clear he wouldn’t be able to keep up.

      “Come up here with me,” Rihyani crowed over him as she swept down on a howling gale.

      Milo, his heart thrilling at the idea, was about to spring upward when he heard Percy Astor stumbling over the debris-covered ground. He turned and saw the posh American staggering from a snarl of wire, cursing as he glared at fresh holes in the leg of his trousers. Percy must have felt Milo’s gaze on him, and he returned Milo’s scrutinizing stare, looking abashed.

      “Don’t stop on my account,” he called with a flap of his hand. “I’m not cut from the same rugged, adventurous cloth, but I’ll be along as soon as I’m able.”

      Milo, to his surprise, felt a pang of sympathy for the man, but as he watched the American and felt watched in turn, he began to wonder. What had Percy and not-Ezekiel been sent here for? Milo still didn’t know why they’d been in Georgia, and now here they were again, conveniently present to aid them despite previous hostilities. Could “the enemy of my enemy” truly apply here? And now once more, Percy Astor seemed ready to fade into the background of events as he had in Georgia, quietly departing to see to whatever his real business was?

      “Go ahead, and let me know when you spot the Hiisi,” Milo shouted to Rihyani as he waved her on. “We’ll be joining you at the front shortly.”

      The black bag holding the bones of the Qareen steed hung from Milo’s belt, and with a tug, it was in his hand.

      “No, no, you go ahead,” Percy cried, slowing to a shuffle. “I’m catching my breath, and besides, I prefer not to be at the front of anything.”

      I don’t expect that you do, Milo thought as he ignored Percy and began to undo the bag’s drawstrings.

      You could shoot him now, Imrah said in a frosty mental wheeze. She sounded so weak he felt a flutter of concern quicken his heart.

      Not yet, he replied, though he had to admit the idea had merit. He might be the only check on the abomination he brought with him.

      Milo bid the enchanted remains form as he poured them out, setting bones and dried viscera to dance about.

      “Really, I would prefer to amble along at my own pace,” Percy pressed, beginning to look more nervous than he ought in Milo’s estimation. “There’s no need to bring me into danger, where I’ll be more of a burden than anything.”

      Milo didn’t deign to respond as he watched the unliving construct form.

      Fair enough. Imrah sighed. I suppose you still have to interrogate him to find out how he managed to stuff a corpse like that.

      That hadn’t been the top of Milo’s priority list, but it was in the upper echelons for certain.

      Is that another kind of magic?

      Not really, no. More like ritualized communication, at least from what I understand from what Zlydzen taught. Almost likely courtly protocol involving blood sacrifices.

      Milo supposed he should be relieved, but as the Qareen finished forming and a pale light kindled in its sockets, he felt nothing so sweet as relief.

      At a thought from him, the Qareen knelt before Milo, and he hopped on. With another impulse, it cantered over to Percy, who stood scowling up at Milo.

      “Get on,” Milo instructed as he held out a hand, his other hand holding the cane so the eyes were surreptitiously facing the American.

      Percy’s jaw ground back and forth, but finally, he reached out and took Milo’s offer with a hand that seemed to be missing a few fingers. The grip, even sans fingers, was hard and clear in its intention. This wasn’t over.

      With friends like these, Milo thought as he spurred his mount after his charging army.
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        * * *

      

      The advancing shade-bound soldiers met little resistance as they crossed the city. There were outbreaks of gunfire and even grenades erupting, but whenever one of the bodies was too broken to carry on, the shade simply possessed one of its attackers. As a result, even the worst pockets of resistance did nothing to rob Milo’s forces of their strength as they marched inexorably to the river.

      Mounted on his tireless steed, Milo, with Percy clinging to his back, rode at the head of the loping horde. The Qareen’s hooves clattered over cobbles and hunks of rubble as it galloped through streets that were even more hellish than before. Bullet casings scattered in their wake, some rolling through pools of blood seeping from broken bodies. In a few places, small fires somehow found fuel to sputter and crackle. Flashes of his protean memories from the first night he saw Petrograd burn played in Milo’s head, but he shook them off with a snarl.

      FORWARD

      His command played like a spider’s tune across the thousands of ethereal strands that bound his army to him. The strain of keeping so many shades mastered was more than he’d feared, but having something at which to direct their violent nature kept him one step ahead of losing control. At this point, it was not so much commanding as channeling the hateful animus, and though he felt a brutal, grinding pain behind his eyes, he pressed on.

      They were so close now. At this rate, they would swing wide of the Winter Palace and whatever force remained there and make for the bridges. Once they crossed, Milo could utterly expend his force in destroying the Resonator. Locating and eliminating Zlydzen was secondary, but Milo was almost certain the dwarrow would be with his beloved machine.

      That suspicion was confirmed in the worst possible way when Milo reached the street leading to the bridge Roland had taken to the Resonator’s island.

      The vanguard of his forces, mounted on various vehicles, had begun to cross the bridge, while the bulk of the army on foot formed a packed throng behind the outriders. Small-arms fire from buildings across the river peppered the shade-bound, but flesh wounds were of little concern to the bloodthirsty creatures. Return fire from Milo’s forces was sporadic and unorganized, but he didn’t bother to change that. They needed to cross and get to the machine.

      As the undead horse cantered around the edge of the massed soldiers making their way onto the bridge, Milo stared across the length of the bridge and saw a trio of squarish shapes sidling over to block it. Astride one of the crawling behemoths was a squat figure that could have only been dwarrow.

      “They gave him tanks,” Milo muttered in surprise before a trio of 5.7-centimeter Maxim-Nordenfelt cannons bellowed. The forwardmost vehicles on the bridge came apart in eruptions of broken men and twisted metal. One shot lanced through one truck, only to plow into a car before cratering a section of the bridge. The fractured remains of automobiles and bodies hadn’t even finished falling to the deck and the river below when machine guns began to chatter. Heavy 7.92-millimeter rounds filled the air, perforating the light vehicles and the frontrunners of the forces on foot. The bodies of men crumpled, only to be trampled under the press of shade-bound still clamoring to charge.

      The cannons fired again, and the few remaining members of the automotive vanguard crashed into and over the mangled remains of their comrades.

      “Those are German tanks!” Percy shouted in alarm, his fingers tightening painfully on Milo’s shoulder as the other hand pointed at the mobile bulwarks. “They’re German, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, A7Vs,” Milo growled, then freed his shoulder with a savage twist. “Now shut up unless you have something useful to say.”

      The shades sprang free of bullet-chewed hosts, but there weren’t any spare bodies near at hand. Like salmon swimming upstream, the specters tried to rush across the bridge, but even those who didn’t expend themselves crossing the distance discovered that they found few hosts. It seemed whoever or whatever was guarding the bridge were not soulless.

      Some of the freed shades attempted to burrow into the occupied bodies around them, and those that weren’t immediately rebuffed set the bodies to tearing themselves apart. In the space of a few seconds, hundreds had fallen, and the advance stalled.

      WITHDRAW

      SEEK COVER

      RETURN FIRE

      The commands rippled out, and the shade-driven struggled to comply. They were packed together, and the limits of flesh were an ill-understood frustration to them. Nearly as many fell in the floundering withdrawal as in the initial onslaught, as Zlydzen’s forces continued to gnaw at his stumbling army. The shade-driven hunkered in whatever cover they could find and opened fire in sporadic pockets with no coordination and little precision. Their shots rattled off the tank armor or kicked up brick dust in the occupied buildings, and Milo was uncertain it would have made any difference.

      Looking beyond the tanks, Milo saw the Resonator looming like an ugly mountain glittering with malice. So close, so very close.

      “Milo!” cried a voice above him. He was thrown bodily to the ground, Percy coming down on top of him. As the breath was driven from his lungs by the American’s weight, Milo spied the flash of silver-white hair. A second later, a 5.7-centimeter shell blasted through the Qareen horse as though it were offal in a paper sack. Milo raised an arm over his head as gobs of dry, chunked flesh and splinters of old bone rained down around him.

      “Get off,” Milo wheezed as he attempted to free his arms from under Percy’s bulk.

      “Sorry about that,” Percy replied with a nervous, almost manic chuckle as he clambered off Milo, but he kept low to the ground. A glance showed they’d fallen behind what might have once been a decorative wall. They were screened from lighter arms, but if the tanks shelled the spot, they’d be paste in seconds.

      “Move!” Milo snarled as he twisted onto his belly and began to crawl along the wall toward an embankment of debris that must have been the home or business the wall had been attached to. Percy followed, muttering something about his suit as his belly dragged over the cracked and jagged ground.

      They reached the pile of apocalyptic detritus as two more cannon shots plowed furrows where they’d lain seconds earlier.

      “Keep moving,” Milo shouted over his shoulder as he rose to his feet and ran doubled over to a building that still stood a few feet away.

      Machine guns chugged, sending up stinging splashes of broken plaster and stone around them, but somehow Milo and Percy staggered into what looked like the storeroom of a shop. Kicking over broken crates and knocking over shelves, they found another door that opened to the storefront, where they leaped over a counter and hunkered down.

      Cannons boomed and machine guns flung a hail of shots at them, but nothing seemed to be striking too close for comfort. Chests heaving and soaked in sweat, both men lay against the store’s counter and caught their breath.

      Percy began to inspect his thoroughly ravaged vest, jacket, and slacks, while Milo stretched his mind to his dwindling army.

      Between enemy fire and the shades attacking each other, he’d lost nearly a fifth of his forces in the space of a minute, maybe two. Worse, he wasn’t sure he had a way forward with the forces he had left. If he tried to press across the bridge, he’d lose more, and those lost would see their shades inflicting greater casualties.

      And the Hiisi hadn’t even come into play yet.

      There was the crunch of broken glass under boots, and Milo saw not-Ezekiel stride into the shop through the broken front door. It sported several new wounds across its body and one side of the face had been rent, now just flaps of sickly gray flesh hanging off discolored bone. The exposed teeth made the manic smile even larger and more horrific than before.

      “Found you,” it called in a thick, syrupy voice, and Milo noticed that something had punctured the body’s throat, from which dark, almost tarry blood now ran.

      “Yes, you did,” Percy said, sounding quite put out as he made a feeble and futile attempt to smooth his jacket. “Wasn’t the plan for you to help with the distraction and then return to me?”

      The un-man spread his gnawed hands wide and gestured expansively at Percy and then the shop.

      “I’m here now, aren’t I?”

      Percy made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat and shook his head.

      There was another crunch of glass outside and Ambrose came jogging into the store, shouldering roughly past not-Ezekiel, who only giggled.

      “We need to do something about those tanks,” he rumbled with a nod at the far wall, beyond which the sounds of battle were evident. “And I think I’ve got an idea.”

      Milo looked up at him from his place on the floor, trying not to wince every time he felt a shade abandon its body to the wraith and expire. If things kept up at this rate, it wouldn’t be long before half of his forces were gone.

      “I’m all ears,” Milo muttered.

      “We’ll need Rihyani and the killer sand,” Ambrose began.

      “Si’lat,” Milo replied, but Ambrose waved off the correction.

      “Whatever. You’re going to give one to me and one to this thing,” the big man continued, tilting his head at the un-man. “You’ll need to be ready to set them loose as soon as we pop them into the tanks, but once inside, they should make quick work of the men. That should give us a chance of making it across that bridge.”

      Milo started shaking his head before Ambrose finished speaking.

      “I’ve only got two si’lat,” Milo protested. “You’ve got three tanks.”

      “Let me worry about that,” Ambrose growled. “I’m giving you a chance to get your army across the bridge, and you’re going to whine to me about arithmetic?”

      Milo met the big man’s eyes and remembered the first thing he’d learned about his bodyguard: Simon Ambrose didn’t need to lie. If he said he could take care of the tanks, then by Heaven and Hell, he would.

      “All right.” Milo groaned as he struggled to his feet. “But where’s Rihyani?”

      In answer, a feline yowl overlaid across a corvid squawk somewhere above the street outside. Milo and Ambrose rushed to the exploded display window as a thrashing comet came hurtling out of the dark, snow-strewn sky.

      Milo had the fleeting impression of enormous black wings and something that was a blur of fangs and talons. The plunging spectacle struck the street with a chorus of crunching bones and an eruption of black feathers. Shrieking black birds of every shape and size rocketed out of the dark cloud, leaving the fey to spin and rake her claws at empty air.

      “COWARD!” she screamed after the fleeing corvids, then whirled around to fix Milo with a savage stare.

      “The Hiisi are coming.”

      Milo looked at Ambrose, who nodded and stepped to Rihyani.

      “I’m going to need you to make a little storm for me, mon chéri.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is going to be fun,” the un-man burbled in the back of its ruined throat.

      Ambrose growled as he adjusted his grip around the creature’s narrow waist.

      “One more word and I’ll be doing this by myself,” Ambrose growled.

      Not one to miss out on such suicidally violent antics, the thing that had been Ezekiel Bouche settled for a gurgling titter of laughter before holding out a bony hand to Milo.

      “I’m still not sure how this is going to work.” The magus sighed as he handed over an orb while doing his best not to touch the ravaged fingers. “But we don’t have time for another plan.”

      “Your confidence in me is inspiring.” Ambrose chuckled as he reached out to take his orb.

      They all turned to Rihyani, who’d spent the last few minutes communing with the winds through the Art. High overhead, dark clouds had begun to gather, though not a snowflake had fallen since she’d stepped aside to begin her efforts.

      “You two should get inside.” She nodded at Milo and Percy. “This isn’t going to be gentle.”

      Not needing a second warning, both men darted into the store as the winds began to pick up once more.

      Milo watched from inside, feeling the deteriorating state of the shade-driven like a rough file scraping at the back of his mind. If this didn’t work, they would be caught between the Hiisi and the Zlydzen’s armored praetorians. That would be the end of this push and the beginning of the end for Europe.

      Flurries began to descend in spiraling patterns around the three standing in the middle of the street. The howl of the wind grew until the sounds of the battle were drowned out by its keening. Occasionally, gunfire from a street over intruded with a stray shot zipping past into the night, but soon even those were washed out in rushing torrent of sound that accompanied a descending cyclone of cloud and snow. Milo couldn’t hear anything besides the eardrum-throb of the changing air pressure, but he saw the un-man’s head thrown back in maniacal laughter before the cyclone swallowed the three remaining in the street.

      Milo hammered a fist on Percy’s shoulder and shouted words neither of them could hear.

      “Come on!”

      Together they rushed back to the storeroom, punctured and battered as it was, then crept to the edge of the back doorway to watch the scene at the bridge.

      The crackle of rifles and machine guns was a barely perceptible background to the howl of the unnatural weather that seethed overhead. Occasionally the roar of a cannon would punch through, but even that was only a dull, crunching boom. A second later, all of it was muted as the cyclone descended, spraying snow in every direction. For a second, Milo thought the storm had the force to sweep the tanks aside like children’s toys, but the low-slung war machines bore the tearing gales with impunity. One of the walls left standing beside the rightmost behemoth teetered and fell, though it didn’t have the decency to fall on the armored giant.

      As quickly as it had descended, the enchanted storm began to rise and dissipate, leaving the far side of the bridge crusted in snow and two of the A7Vs bearing new passengers.

      Milo watched as Ambrose scrambled across the snow-slicked surface of the tank. One leg dragged, evidence that his descent had not been gentle, but he managed to reach the access hatch. With an ease that belied the terrifying strength on display, Ambrose tore the door loose and threw the orb in.

      At the same time, out of the corner of his eye, Milo saw that the un-man had taken a different approach. Limbs moving like a poorly controlled marionette’s, the abomination crawled spider-like along the side of the tank until it reached a machine-gun port. With a wild cackle, it pushed the chattering weapon aside, not caring how the barrel scorched its ruined hands, and shoved the orb inside.

      With both orbs delivered, Milo drove forth a spike of focus to release the si’lat. He’d intended to do as he’d done before, asserting control as he set them loose, but this time, he found he couldn’t. His vision blurred and blood gushed from his nose, and it took every ounce of mental energy he could muster to keep control of the shade-driven.

      The si’lat were set free, and he could only watch and dare to hope as the tanks began to rock and shiver. Two of the cannons and several machine guns fell silent, but in their absence, a new sound rose on the wind. To the south, Milo heard guttural howls and screams. The Hiisi were coming.

      “Now or never.” Milo coughed, tasting more blood.

      His eyes fixed on the looming Resonator, Milo wove together the strands of his remaining army around a single lightning rod of a command.

      DESTROY

      Milo hurled the command with all the entwined cords of control like a thunderbolt at the Resonator. The sudden release of the crushing pressure he’d borne took his breath away, and with a cry that was both pain and ecstatic relief, he sank to his knees.

      With a keening moan no human throat could have uttered, the shade-driven sprang up and rushed across the bridge. Their frustration and confusion at being held at bay gave their strides preternatural speed, and though one tank still poured its fury across their flank, the tide could not be stemmed. Like hounds catching the scent, wraiths wearing the skins of men hurtled over the broken and the dead to their target. They reached the quivering tanks and didn’t slow, scuttling over and around them even as one burst into flames

      The Resonator would fall; this Milo knew. Now it was a matter of getting out of here alive.

      “Fetch your pet,” Milo called over his shoulder to Percy. “I’m going to get my friend.”

      He made it two strides before he realized no response had come from the American.

      The wizard whirled and found himself alone. Once more, Percy Astor had slipped into the dark. Milo swore savagely and contemplated searching for signs of the slippery provocateur when the bark of a Gewehr drew his attention back to the bridge.

      He looked up in time to see Ambrose hurled bodily off the remaining A7V while Zlydzen in his ogre form loomed over the tank, which had begun to smoke and shudder. Zlydzen didn’t seem to notice the tank’s distress as one massive hand hefted a hammer as tall as a man. His enraged glare was fixed on Ambrose as he shakily rose to his knees.

      Milo was moving before he realized what was happening, summoning witchfire through the cane as he leaped over the mounded dead.

      We don’t have the strength for this, Imrah protested.

      “We don’t have a choice.” Milo panted as he leaned into the biting wind, his eyes fixed on the dwarrow’s hammer, which rose for a smashing strike.

      Milo punched out with the cane, launching a spear of emerald fire. After arcing through the air, it struck the dwarrow in the shoulder and raced over his uplifted arm. Bellowing like a wounded bull, Zlydzen let the hammer tumble from his grip as he threw himself on the ground. The snow hissed and a cloud of steam rose, but the fire was quenched. Zlydzen heaved himself to his feet with a snarl.

      Milo had used the reprieve to reach Ambrose, who was staggering to his feet. He threw an arm under the big man in time for them to race for cover as the smoldering A7V brought a pair of machine guns to bear. A hail of bullets chewed up the ground at their heels as they dove for the shelter behind piled remains of the wall that had collapsed during the storm.

      “You all right?” Milo shouted over the hammering of the automatic fire.

      Ambrose’s green eyes struggled to focus for a second, but then his gaze locked onto Milo’s face. A smile spread beneath his mustache, and he nodded as he chambered another round in his rifle.

      “Never better,” he shouted back and spared a glance over his shoulder. “Give it a minute.”

      Between ripping bullets and fragments of masonry flying in every direction, Milo saw the dwarrow’s back receding behind the smoke-belching tank. Zlydzen seemed to think he could still save his creation. Milo couldn’t risk that he was right.

      “We don’t have a minute,” Milo called and looked across the bridge.

      Was it his imagination, or were those hungry red eyes moving between the buildings across the river?

      The tank behind them gave a series of heavy clanks, then its engine stalled and its guns fell silent. Its hatch blew open with a screaming eruption of flame and shrapnel. Ammunition cooked off in a series of staggered detonations that forced both men to hunker down to avoid the discharging shells and bullets that flew in all directions.

      “You young folks.” Ambrose chuckled as he lurched to his feet. “Always in a hurry.”

      Shaking his head, Milo joined Ambrose on his feet, and they skirted around the burning wreck. Expecting to race after the retreating dwarrow, both staggered to stop when they saw that Zlydzen had not been so lucky when the tank exploded. Pitched over on his side, Zlydzen leaked his brazen blood from a dozen bullet wounds across his broad back, while one leg must have taken a cannon shell. The foot was still attached but only just, most of the calf having been reduced to a dangling curtain of shredded meat.

      One hand clawed for the hammer he’d dropped, but swooping down like a bird of prey, Rihyani raked talons across his outstretched hand. The dwarrow swatted at her, but the fey easily dodged the clumsy swing.

      “I’ll crush you,” he raved and swung again.

      He missed again, but he twisted as he did and fell flat on his stomach, his head turned to Milo and Ambrose as they advanced.

      “It’s over, Zlydzen,” Milo called, letting witchfire play across the head of his cane. “The Resonator is being reduced to scrap as we speak, and what’s left of your army is mine.”

      “Nothing’s over,” the dwarrow snarled, trying to raise himself before collapsing onto his side with a groan.

      “You don’t look so good,” Ambrose remarked dryly as he sighted down his Gewehr.

      “I’m not done,” Zlydzen growled, hands curling into frustrated claws.

      “Yes, you are,” Milo said and raised his cane as an ear-sundering howl rent the air.

      Milo reeled, his concentration shivering to pieces as he raised his hands to his ears.

      He staggered a step back as the sound receded, looking around dazedly, ears ringing.

      A pair of huge red eyes set in long lupine face shone from the shadow of a collapsing alley.

      “No, I’m not,” the dwarrow chuckled. “You aren’t the only one with friends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          
            These Wounds

          

        

      

    

    
      Borjikhan had come, and he hadn’t come alone.

      The city seethed with Hiisi in various bestial forms, each more awful than the last. Turning in place, Milo saw a coal-black horse walking on two legs with a mane of blue flame and tusk-filled jaws opposite the monstrous wolf. Continuing to rotate, he saw behind him crawling onto the bridge the slippery bulk of Tsar’Vodyanoy, as hale and openly grinning as before. In juxtaposition to its lumbering, a serpentine horror with a head resembling a woman who’d traded her jaws for those of a pike gracefully slithered. Overhead something with huge leathery wings swooped by, and Milo had the impression of a batlike snout filled with teeth over a scaly body.

      Second by second, more nightmares crept and slithered and loped into view. Some were the size of large dogs, some bigger than the defunct tanks that sat sizzling in the snow.

      “You got closer than anyone has ever come.” Zlydzen chuckled as he slowly dragged himself into a sitting position, his wounded leg stretched out before him. “But I’ve been planning this for too long and sacrificed too much to let even an oddity like you spoil this.”

      “Our fight is with the dwarrow,” Rihyani snarled as she swept her gaze across the circle of glowing, hungry eyes. “The Hiisi have always stayed out of the fighting between Shepherds and the Guardians. Coming to his side will be a declaration of war.”

      A chorus of hissing, screeching, and snarling rose in mocking answer to the fey’s warning.

      “Not if none ever find you, pretty pixie,” the pike-mouthed serpent cooed, lank hair hanging about her sallow face. “I have a perfect spot in my garden where I’ll keep you safe and drowned.”

      The upright horse snorted and tossed its head.

      “Not if I take her first,” it slavered, bilious spittle dripping from its fangs as it thrust its hips forward with a grunt. “I’ll beget a handsome crop of bastards on her before she finally breaks.”

      The monsters chortled gleefully at the proposition, all except the woman-headed snake, which clapped its jaws together angrily.

      They’re not an army, Milo realized. Just a band of thugs.

      And bound to their old ways, Imrah mumbled in his mind, the effort of communication being a strain. Remember, these are creatures of the First Wood who see themselves as gods.

      So, archaic ideas of honor and shame might mean something to them, Milo thought, his mind racing as he turned to glare at Borjikhan.

      Imrah did not answer, but a sense of affirmation radiated from the cane that went beyond words.

      Milo stepped toward the monsters, looking at each of them as he lifted his voice.

      “Gods of the First Wood,” he shouted, drawing every baleful eye to him. “Before we come to blows, may I humbly ask to be heard?”

      There was tittering and jabbering at the request, the great wolf laughing the loudest.

      “Begging for your life now, witch child?” Borjikhan chuckled in the back of its throat. “How disappointing.”

      Milo couldn’t have asked for a better setup.

      Forcing back a smile, he whirled and shot a furious glare, undaunted and shining with indignation, at the wolf.

      “I will fight and die as is fitting, but I ask this,” Milo roared and pointed a condemning finger at the huge lupine. “Do not allow that unworthy cur to gnaw my bones! If I fall, it is in sacrifice to gods, not as a carcass for some cringing scavenger!”

      The host of monsters fell silent, several of them blinking at Milo while a few turned their glowing gazes on Borjikhan.

      A rumble like a building volcanic eruption shook inside the shadow-wrapped Hiisi as it glared at Milo.

      “You dare!” it snarled. “You DARE!”

      Milo threw back his head and laughed. The sound was forced and harsh, but he managed it with a leering smile.

      “At least the mighty Tsar’Vodyanoy was brave enough to do battle with me,” Milo taunted, sweeping his hand at the blubbery monster. “Not only me but my allies as well. You slunk away like a whipped dog before me, and I expect you’ll let these true Hiisi bring me down before you come and nip at my heels this time.”

      “LIAR!” Borjikhan roared, the sound rising to an ear-shredding level once more. “I’ll eat your heart for such blasphemy, such deception.”

      From a broken window, a familiar croaking laugh sounded.

      “No lies, Borji, no lies,” Lempo squawked as it rocked on the windowsill in the shape of a huge malformed raven. “Magus chased you away, he did, he did, and the Heart Eater ran, ran with tail between his legs.”

      Borjikhan snarled to contest the mocking raven, but the words were lost in a howling chorus of laughter from dozens of monstrous throats. The great wolf turned its toothsome snarl this way and that, but all met it with derision and more jeering laughter. Doubt and rage twisted its features until with a venomous glare at Milo, it threw back its head and howled with mind-shattering potency.

      “I CHALLENGE THE MAGUS!”

      It took Milo a moment to realize that the silence which followed was not because of his ringing ears. Every Hiisi again alternated between staring at Milo and Borjikhan.

      “A challenge has been called!” they wailed in unison, a horrible blood-curdling sound. “A challenge will be answered!”

      Every inhuman eye fell on Milo. For a second, he fumbled for something to say and settled for a pugnacious sniff and a toss of his head at the huge wolf.

      “About time.”

      The gathered Hiisi screeched their approval and fell back several paces. It seemed the challenge was imminent.

      “We don’t have time for this!” Zlydzen bellowed, struggling to his stand on his good leg. “Kill these fools and be done with it.”

      The Hiisi growled and hissed at the injured dwarrow.

      “You swore an oath!” he spat, but that was the wrong thing to say.

      Every Hiisi turned unfriendly eyes on him, seething.

      “We do things our way,” the standing horse growled as it pawed the ground with one jagged hoof, sending up sparks from the cobbles. “We are allies, not slaves, dwarrow.”

      Tsar’Vodyanoy gave a resounding belch that filled the air with a charnel stink.

      “And last I smelled, your store of offerings was greatly diminished,” the blubbery monster grumbled. “It seems you will be taking this service on credit.”

      The dwarrow, undaunted by the host of unfriendly faces, flapped a huge bleeding hand at the bodies strewn across the bridge.

      “There is flesh a-plenty. Eat your fill,” he growled, shifting his weight uneasily.

      Every Hiisi visibly recoiled at the suggestion.

      “The hollow stuff you offer is poor enough,” the pike-mouth rasped. “But shade-tainted meat? Is this how Zlydzen the Engineer treats his friends?”

      The ogre looked around and saw the dangerous gleam in the eyes of the assembled congregation of horrors. With a heavy sigh, he took up his hammer, and with a sickening series of slurping pops, shrank to his stunted form, the hammer shrinking with him. He leaned on the stout-hafted hammer like a crutch and gave a slow nod of acquiescence.

      “Fine.” He glared from underneath his eyebrows at Milo. “Have your pageantry, but make it quick. Who knows when reinforcements might be coming?”

      The assembled Hiisi gave a monstrous cheer and turned to watch the spectacle.

      Borjikhan padded forward, dragging the shadows with him like a cloak.

      “I will make your death scream echo through the ages!”
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      The triumph Milo felt at challenging Borjikhan evaporated the instant the challenge began.

      He’d managed to bluff the lupine Hiisi into retreat, but now he wasn’t sure how that had happened. The beast’s night-wrapped shoulder was as tall as a horse, and the long body padding forward seemed even more massive. It was as though someone had taken a wolf and decided the lean frame would be better served if an additional layer was applied. Despite the obvious mass, the creature's steps didn’t make a sound, and its clawed paws left no imprint upon the fresh snow.

      As the great wolf began to stalk in a wide circle, Milo mirrored the movement and sent an urgent thought out to both Imrah and Rihyani.

      All right, somebody tell me something useful.

      Don’t get eaten, Imrah offered. And don’t be afraid. Hiisi savor the emotions of their quarry.

      Borjikhan’s lips peeled back in a smile, revealing gleaming fangs. Milo fumbled a step as he considered the serious question of why every evil thing and its brother seemed to have teeth like knives. Being eaten would be unpleasant, he was sure, but why did they all seem to have dentistry that made such things so likely?

      Don’t try to run away or even reposition outside of this circle, Rihyani whispered. Hiisi are notoriously picky, and even floating could provoke them all to attack.

      Borjikhan’s damson tongue traced lasciviously across its fangs.

      I am hearing a whole lot of what not to do! Milo snapped across the psychic channel even as he fought to keep a sanguine exterior. What I need is some advice on what I should do!

      LOOK OUT!

      Acting on raw instinct, he threw himself to the left.  Milo drew on the cane for strength, and though he didn’t get as much as he’d expected, he managed to clear a pair of snapping jaws made of raw shadow that emerged at his feet. He was still dancing across the snow-slicked ground when the beast vaulted toward him, claws and jaws stretched wide.

      Fighting the instinct to backpedal, Milo launched, aiming to pass beneath the gaping maw. His unstable footing betrayed him, though, and with an undignified shout, he lurched into a shallow dive.

      He felt streamers of hot spittle slap his ducking face as teeth filled his vision. A surge of hope erupted inside of him at the realization the fangs had missed him, which vanished the instant he realized they had missed his head and hooked the back of his high collared coat. His flight was arrested, and his body snapped back with bone-popping force. Milo tried to free his pistol from his belt, but he only managed to have it tumble from his grip as Borjikhan shook him like a slipper.

      The world became a discombobulating pinwheel where the street and the sky exchanged places with terrifying alacrity. Milo drew on the cane to fortify his bones and joints against the violent movements, knowing that without it, he would be shaken to jelly.

      He had just enough awareness to sense the incredible hatred radiating from the Hiisi, transmitted to his will like heat radiating from forge-heated iron. His skin prickled with the intensity of it, and he had an idea despite the brutal knockabout he was receiving.

      Unfortunately, the second after that thought, he was sent flying through the air by a sharp toss of Borjikhan’s head.

      Milo would have liked to think the scream that escaped his lips was one of challenge and not terror as he sailed through the air, but the hard landing knocked all breath and any illusions clean out of him. The enchanted coat protected him from the worst of the impact, but despite everything, he was slow to get up. Gasping and wheezing, he managed to make it onto one knee as the spectating monsters hooted and jeered.

      “And you doubted me!” Borjikhan bayed, swinging his burning eyes around the circle. “You thought some capering ape could stand before me! Me, the Moon Hunter, Chorusmaster of World’s End.”

      Milo saw the great wolf’s back exposed as it defied its fellows, and, his germ of a plan momentarily forgotten, lashed out with a volley of witchfire.

      Borjikhan didn’t leap out of the way so much as melt into a ripple of shadow that slid away from the sorcerous blast as quick as thought. The standing horse gave a bestial snort as he ducked the bolt meant for the wolf.

      “Careful, Czernoboch.” Borjikhan laughed, waving his shadow-wreathed tail like a teasing pennant. “I’ll protect you from the nasty little witch.”

      Milo saw the shadows slithering along the ground toward him this time and fortunately remembered his plan before they reached him.

      Shadowy jaws, umbral imitations of slavering canine fangs, rushed up from the ground and plunged into boots.

      “Nowhere to run this time,” Borjikhan snarled as it sprang forward, jaws wide since the captive human possessing no ready means of escape. Milo’s belligerent yell became an agonized scream as fangs longer than men’s hands finger to wrist punched through fabric, tore meat, and cracked bones. With a sickening, slurping crunch, the jaws met, and everything below the waist fell to the snow with a sloppy thud.

      Borjikhan, drunk on its victory, danced around the bloody circle holding the gory trophy high for all to see.

      “Who doubts now?”  it called despite a mouth full of broken meat and bone.

      The other Hiisi stood mute, their gaze fixed not on Borjikhan, but on a space several strides away by the defunct tanks.

      Milo, desperate for any arcane strength he could muster, released the illusion as he reached out to the unbound si’lat lurking within. The shades infusing the constructs, glutted on the massacre of the crews, were sluggish in responding. He needed them now, but they seemed obstinately opposed to being yoked to his mind once more.

      “The coward fled!” Borjikhan snarled as the jeering of his fellow Hiisi needled him.

      “Chase your tail, silly dog,” the pike-mouth called with a warbling laugh. “Maybe then you’ll find him.”

      Czernoboch neighed savagely as its tusks raked the air.

      “Your quarry eludes you, Moon Hunter!”

      Milo knew he had less than two heartbeats before Borjikhan’s fangs sank into his neck for real, so he bent entirely toward taming the si’lat.

      His eyes watered and his tongue tasted blood in the back of his throat, which he used as fuel as he drove the hammer of his mind down on a spike of focus.

      OBEY

      There was the press of resistance, but then the spike drove through and burst into a thousand barbed shards all bound inexorably to him.

      They were his.

      His howl of rage and lethal intent matched the great wolf’s as he whirled to meet the beast’s lunging charge. Milo saw the huge teeth lining the hideously stretched maw but didn’t shrink away as the shade-driven sand rushed past him and into the waiting jaws of death. For all its weight and momentum, Borjikhan was thrown back as though its charge had been checked by a hammer blow.

      As the great wolf struck the ground, the shadows scattered like shards of pottery fleeing the scene of a dropped vase. In their absence, the freakishly muscled lupine form was laid bare, along with its mangled patches of fur and knotted whorls of scar tissue.

      Milo didn’t give the creature a chance to gather itself but wielded the si’lat in sweeping waves that sent sheaves of fur and flesh flying into the air like wheat chaff before a thresher.

      “I am Borjikhan,” it panted as it struggled to climb to its feet. “I bring the Dark. I am the fear behind the howl… I…I am…”

      “Dead,” Milo said, the word hard and flat as he drove the si’lat, condensed into titanic spears, through the Hiisi’s body.

      Borjikhan gave a choked whine as it was dragged off its feet by the rising skewers. Milo’s outstretched hand curled into a fist, and with a chorus of grinding pops, the spears tore free. What was left of Borjikhan fell to the ground with four bloody splats.

      Milo didn’t bother to look at the other gaping Hiisi as he turned a lethal glare on Zlydzen.

      “Now,” he said icily, “where were we?”

      The dwarrow stood leaning on his hammer, smirking at Milo.

      “Come at me with all you have, Magus.” Zlydzen chuckled, sweeping one huge hand over his person. “If you are so powerful, reach out and strike me down.”

      His blood up and adrenaline coursing through him, Milo nearly complied, but Imrah’s thoughts, barely a whispered impression, played across his mind.

      Beware, she murmured. Beware.

      Milo squinted at the leering dwarrow, then reached out with his will, the nape of his neck prickling with the premonition of something unseen.

      His will felt that opaque wall he’d first experienced in Georgia, the warding that was proof against magic. Was Zlydzen hoping to make a show of blocking Milo’s magic for the benefit of the Hiisi, rallying them to attack once more? And were the wards as invulnerable as they believed?

      As Milo flexed his will against them, he was certain he felt a subtle aetheric movement.

      “What are you waiting for?” Zlydzen snapped, slapping a hand against his chest. “Finish it and prove yourself the victor. I would gladly give my life for the Guardians, so strike!”

      Milo did not strike, but he leaned hard into the wards with his will, a sort of psychic shove, sensing something he was certain was the dwarrow on the other side. With a breathless curse, he learned he was wrong.

      These were not the same wards, but something far more insidious.

      If his will had been a ripple, the retaliatory magic was a tidal wave ripping across the space between them. Milo sensed it coming, but it was as though he was watching his hand turn against him. The rebounded and amplified echo of his will crashed upon his psyche, and he screamed as his senses exploded.

      It was freezing cold and searing heat, crushing silence and shredding shrieks. Every synapse, fooled and fouled by the Art, experienced the extreme of every sensation. Milo reeled, dropping the fetish cane and gripping his head as the agony crested, echoing and reverberating through him.

      He knew it wasn’t real, wasn’t happening, his will was telling him it was so, and his body seemed unable to believe it wasn’t true.

      He felt a terrible psychic tremor growing inside him like some sort of eldritch feedback screech. Milo felt it shivering along the connections binding the si’lat to him and even the shade empowering his coat. The feedback grew and the magical links began to tremble violently, bleeding essence.

      Milo threw back his head and screamed both physically and metaphysically as the feedback exploded out of him. Snow, dust, and the remains of Borjikhan flew away from him as a pressure wave of detonating magic ripped through his frame.

      The si’lat sank to the street, inert sand to be blown around by the chill winds of Petrograd.

      Milo’s blackcoat hung about him once more, nothing more than a piece of cloth, its pockets filled with the dust of that which once filled its extra-dimensional pockets.

      The magus sank to the ground and retched, then raised his head at the sound of Zlydzen’s grating cackle.

      “Behold the mighty magus, bright hope of humanity,” the dwarrow squawked triumphantly as he turned to the gaping Hiisi. “See with what poise and power he claims his victory.”

      Milo spat out a curse along with more bile, which made the shrunken monster titter all the louder.

      “So genteel, too.” Zlydzen snorted, his eyes gleaming with delight.

      “My brothers-in-arms,” the dwarrow said with a raised voice. “I hope this renews your faith in our cause. True, the Resonator has been damaged beyond use by this fool and his pawns, but there’s no reason we cannot build again. Everything lies within my notes for an even grander design and one less dependent.”

      The incredulous looks of the Hiisi obviously chafed him.

      “Yes, the Guardians have faced a setback, but our greatest enemy lies at your feet, doesn’t he?”

      Zlydzen turned back to Milo and gave a disdainful flick of his overlarge hand.

      “Devour him if you like, but let us quit this place. We have so much work to do.”

      Zlydzen gave one last sneering look at Milo and turned his back.

      “These humans won’t exterminate themselves.”

      The dwarrow pitched forward, his head coming apart in a spray of copper blood.

      The cranial explosion occurred as the Gewehr’s throaty roar echoed through the streets of Petrograd.

      Ambrose lowered the rifle from his shoulder and spat into the snow.

      “Exterminate this, Armageddon that,” Ambrose muttered. “Why can’t we murder each other without all the delusions of grandeur?”

      Rihyani was at Milo’s side as soon as the dwarrow’s body hit the street, drawing him to his feet. Milo felt as though every bone in his body was broken, and he leaned without shame or pretense on her shoulder.

      Despite his fatigue, he felt the tension in her svelte form, and he saw that the hand not holding him was splayed, talons exposed. His eyes traveled up to her face, and he saw her fangs bared as her dark eyes swept left to right and back again. He followed her gaze and saw the Hiisi leaning in hungrily.

      “Thank you for removing that little fool.” Czernoboch snorted, his eyes settling on Rihyani. “Things were growing stale with him anyway.”

      “Very much appreciated, yes,” the serpentine creature warbled in her watery voice. “But now that all that’s settled, we still have to decide what to do with you.”

      “Couldn’t say you owe us one and leave it at that?” Ambrose grunted as he raised his rifle back to his shoulder.

      The Hiisi hissed as they leaned forward, teeth dripping.

      “Now, where’s the fun in that?” rumbled Tsar’Vodyanoy.

      The numbness of Zlydzen’s attack was beginning to dissipate, but Milo knew that by the time he recovered, it would be too late. He’d be dead or very much wishing he was. Looking at the gaping maw of Tsar’Vodyanoy, he thought about the skeletons formerly moldering in the beast’s vast stomach.

      It was almost hilarious that he’d emptied the creature’s belly, only to be one of those about to fill it.

      Ambrose shrugged and looked at Milo and Rihyani.

      “Been a pleasure,” he said with a warm smile, then took aim.

      “GET DOWN!” roared a voice so strong and clear it demanded to be obeyed.

      Reflexively Milo and Ambrose dropped, Rihyani’s inhuman agility allowing her to make up the difference. It was just as well since the world erupted with the crackling fire of over a hundred rifles and the chattering thunder of several machine guns. The air over the trio’s head was infested with hissing metal that ripped through it at lacerating speed.

      The Hiisi, ancient and evil creatures, their very skin worked with fell charms, were not easily harmed, but the sheer volume of firepower that poured on them began to tell instantly. The smaller of their number suffered the worst, shrieking and yowling as they sought to vanish into the shadows. The larger ones, kings and queens among their godlike kindred, took a few abortive steps at the three cowering on the ground, but each Hiisi that fled meant the fury of the manmade storm focused on those that remained. Less than thirty seconds later, the largest of the monsters decided to beat a retreat.

      “One day,” Tsar’Vodyanoy roared. It was the last creature to vanish, heaving its bulk in a ponderous dive into the Neva.

      The chiming music of shell casings striking wet cement had ceased echoing when Milo, Ambrose, and Rihyani raised their heads and beheld their rescuers.

      Captain Lokkemand stood at the foot of the bridge, black coat whipping around him, arms clasped behind his back. Were he not surrounded by an entire company of soldiers, he might have seemed like a thoughtful man taking in the scenery.

      “SECURE FORWARD POSITION,” he pronounced in that same indefatigable bellow, and after a chorus of acknowledgment from his junior officers, the soldiers rushed to obey.

      Milo and his compatriots climbed unsteadily to their feet, hardly daring to believe what they saw as soldiers crossed the bridge and filed past them.

      Lokkemand approached them at a far more leisurely pace, hands still clasped behind him. He looked around languidly, seeming like a man at complete ease despite his men having to unleash hell on a host of monsters only moments ago.

      “I could see you had the situation well in hand,” the captain remarked dryly, then nodded. “Still, I didn’t want the men to feel they came all the way here for nothing. Sorry if that stole the show a bit. I know how you three like to be stupidly heroic.”

      Milo and Ambrose exchanged looks, and Rihyani, seeing their faces, could only roll her eyes.

      “Simon,” Milo said with a wry grin, “I do believe the captain called us heroes.”

      Simon Ambrose grunted and nodded sagely.

      “About damned time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            22

          

          
            These Pieces

          

        

      

    

    
      Milo was back in Berlin and within the general staff building, sitting at a table, staring at General Erich Ludendorff with sweat threatening to pool where he sat.

      “My apologies,” Colonel Jorge muttered as he crept from the door to the table, an office folder in hand. “I wasn’t informed this meeting had been moved up to today until thirty minutes ago.”

      Ludendorff made a disgruntled noise in the back of his fleshy throat, the sound malignant with tumorous warbles.

      “Sit down, Sebastian,” the old man grunted impatiently, then coughed into a sodden handkerchief. When the cloth came away, there was a smudge of blood clinging to the general’s lip.

      Jorge’s hand gripped the back of the chair next to Milo, fingers clamped tight for support, but he did not sit down.

      “I’m known at this point for arriving when I will,” the colonel continued as though Ludendorff hadn’t spoken. “But this is not one of those cases. Rather, it seems as though someone was once again trying to hold official yet confidential proceedings concerning one of my subordinates without me being present.”

      A small man with a hatchet of a face and round spectacles spoke up in the sort of officious nasal voice that begged for the speaker to be punched squarely in the nose.

      “The general is under no obligation to—”

      “Oh, shut up, Heinrich!” Ludendorff snarled thickly before turning a baleful eye on Jorge. “Sit down, Jorge, for God’s sake.”

      Jorge shuffled into his seat, giving Milo a surreptitious wink.

      With the colonel by his side, he realized the only ones missing were Karl Mayr and his cronies. Milo allowed himself a grim smile at the realization, even though he was quite certain that was the reason he was here. The murder of superior officers could not be condoned, no matter how much they deserved it.

      “I suppose you both think quite highly of yourselves, hmmm?” the general remarked acidly. “Perhaps you think your efforts deserve some sort of medal?”

      Milo stared back blankly, unsure of what the old man was talking about. He’d come to this meeting hoping to avoid a firing squad, not to have a bauble pinned to his chest.

      “I’ve already received more than my fair share of such things,” Jorge said, waving the suggestion away as though it was on a dish in front of him. “Though I can’t speak for Volkohne. Perhaps he would find the novelty of the experience worthwhile, though I must tell you, my boy, it grows tedious very quickly.”

      Jorge gave Milo another wink and turned his knowing smile on the general, who continued to watch them both with blatant irritation. Milo felt as though they were sharing some joke he had not been let in on.

      “I’m afraid the magus will have to wait for another day to receive his commendations,” Ludendorff remarked dryly, shuffling a few pieces of paper in front of him. “For obvious reasons, we would like to keep this whole business as quiet as possible. With peace talks underway, the last thing we need is the truth getting out and spoiling everything.”

      “We certainly wouldn’t want that,” Jorge agreed, nodding sagely.

      Milo looked from the colonel to the general and back, gripping the table as though the floor might fall out from underneath him. There was a rushing noise in his ears, and something that was not exhilaration or terror but both at the same time seized him.

      Peace talks?

      Ludendorff read Milo’s face at a glance, and something that might have been pity raced across the old man’s features.

      “It seems your man was not aware of the recent developments.”

      Jorge nodded slowly, his eyes fixed on the general.

      “What else could be expected when he has been sequestered in Spandau this past month? He could hardly be expected to be aware of the situation when his treatment has been that of a prisoner of war rather than the savior of our Empire.”

      Ludendorff shifted in his seat at the final proclamation, looking almost as uncomfortable as Milo felt.

      “Fine.” The old man grunted, and his mouth puckered as though expecting something uncomfortably sour. With a sigh, he turned to look at Milo squarely and began in a tone that left little doubt he wanted this to be over as quickly as possible.

      “It seems that word reached the Americans of all people that there was some experimental weapons testing being conducted in Russian territory. When the former Russian warlords and their forces disappeared, notice was taken. Then Captain Lokkemand of Nicht-KAT mobilized his forces into Russian lands. Word made its way around the circles of military intelligence, and before long, the French reached out, willing to talk peace.”

      “Which was just as well,” Jorge put in when Ludendorff paused. “One determined offensive and the entire Western Front would have rolled up like a rug.”

      The news was too much for Milo’s mind to digest. He slumped in his chair, raising a hand to rub his aching head. The war couldn’t be over, could it?

      “Regardless,” Ludendorff rumbled, drawing Milo’s attention back to the fore, “we would like to keep the knowledge of the ‘experimental weapon’ to ourselves, lest the entire world feel the need to throw itself off another cliff.”

      Milo cleared his throat, and every eye in the room turned to him.

      For a second, he froze.

      He understood the power of lies, their allure and sweet promises, and with so much at stake, he couldn’t fault men like General Ludendorff and Colonel Jorge for seizing the opportunity for peace. But could a premise as hollow as this tremendous lie support something as monumental as the end of the war? And what would happen when it all came crashing down again?

      “I understand that an end to the war would be best for the Empire,” Milo began, picking his words very carefully. A firing squad might still be in his future if he didn’t tread lightly.

      “But what is going to happen when everyone discovers that you don’t have the weapon because I destroyed it?”

      Ludendorff stared at Milo for a moment, then blinked several times before turning to Jorge.

      “Sebastian, see to your man,” he ordered before a fit of coughing broke up his words.

      Milo looked at Jorge, doing his best to hide the violent twisting of his stomach. Was even that too much?

      “Milo, you didn’t destroy the weapon,” Jorge said softly, one hand settling on the magus’ shoulder. “You are the weapon.”
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        * * *

      

      “To the experimental weapon!” Ambrose cheered before throwing back another stein of lager. “May the fear of him forever keep the peace.”

      Milo didn’t return the toast. He looked out over the Alster river and watched the snowfall.

      Jorge had arranged for Milo’s and Ambrose’s release from the Spandau prisoner of war camp and sent them to the Wellingsbüttel Manor, a fine estate north of Hamburg. Jorge had explained that the owners of the estate had fallen on hard times during the war and had been forced to sell it for pennies to the German Army, which used it as a recovery hospital for officers injured on the Western Front. As the war ground to a stalemate and officer casualties were reduced, the manor had been reduced to a skeleton staff, and then recently to a small family to keep the house and tend the grounds. Now that the war was coming to an end, the German Army was soon to auction the place off as it went about preparing for the next war.

      As a result, Milo and Ambrose had the run of the manor, eating, drinking, and smoking in expansive dining halls or sitting in solariums like the one they were in now that overlooked the Alster river. A few days after their arrival, Rihyani rejoined them, and after a few nights of pure revelry, she’d decided now was the time to tell him what she’d been about since Petrograd.

      “I couldn’t find it,” she’d whispered to him between Ambrose’s raucous toasts. “I couldn’t find a scrap of the notes, and Astor’s trail went cold almost as soon as I found it.”

      Her breath smelled of apples and her lips looked even sweeter, but for all that, Milo could barely stir himself to take her hand.

      “It’s all right,” he said, squeezing it softly. “It’s  going to be all right.”

      He felt her dark eyes staring at the side of his face, but he kept watching the snowfall. It had to be getting close to Christmas, didn’t it? Perhaps he’d go ask the housekeeper to find something to decorate the manor, something festive for the season. It would give him and Ambrose something to do besides drink and stuff their faces.

      Why won’t you look at me? Rihyani asked. Are you angry with me, or is it something else?

      No, I’m not angry, Milo assured her. I don’t want you to see how afraid I am.

      Rihyani’s hand brushed his cheek, but Milo still refused to look away from the snow.

      “You know, I heard somefin’,” Ambrose slurred as he staggered over to the keg to refill his stein. “Heard it when you were talkin’ to Jorge on that new contraption they had wired up in the hall. What did they call it again, Magus?”

      “A telephone,” Milo said without bothering to look up.

      “Telephone,” Ambrose intoned as though the word was the start of an incantation. “As much magic as anything our boy can do, eh, mon chéri?”

      Hardly, Rihyani whispered and leaned her head against Milo’s shoulder.

      “You were saying you heard something, Simon,” she cooed. “Don’t be such a tease and tell me already.”

      Ambrose turned from the keg and wove his way back to his seat, fighting a fit of giggles as he did.

      “I heard you talking about the Reich. Sounds like Jorge, the wily ol’ cat, has been usin’ ‘is time to chase those bastards down. Isn’t that what I heard you two talkin’ about?”

      Milo nodded absently and felt Rihyani nudge him with her elbow. With a grunt, he craned his neck to look over her head at Ambrose as he cleared his throat.

      “Yes,” Milo said, trying and failing to sound as exuberant as Ambrose looked. “It seems that after Mayr reached Berlin, the rest of the rodents got the hint and went into hiding. Resignations, retirements, and plain disappearances happened very suddenly across several branches of the Empire’s military and governmental offices.”

      “Suppose havin’ your boss sent back in a box will do that.” Ambrose chuckled into his beer. “Didn’t sound like Jorge was goin’ to let us in on the fun, was he?”

      Milo shook his head, striking his best frown for Ambrose’s drunken benefit, the look coming much more naturally to him.

      “Not at the moment,” the wizard said. “But I imagine by New Year, he might have something to throw our way in the matter of ‘cleaning house.’ At least, he intimated as much when we talked.”

      Ambrose drained the stein, belched, and sank a little deeper into his chair. As a Nephilim, it took an ungodly amount of alcohol to get him drunk, but like any mortal, he was prone to sudden collapse when his limit had been reached.

      “I sure would’ve liked to roast some o’ those pricks wi’ my chestnuts,” he muttered, his eyelids fluttering as the stein slid from his hand to clang on the floor. “But I suppose there’s no finer way to start the new year.”

      “A year of peace,” Rihyani said, watching Milo from where she rested her head on his shoulder.

      “I’ll drink to that.” Ambrose yawned and sank a little lower in his chair. A moment later, content but bellowing snores resounded as his mammoth chest rose and fell rhythmically.

      On a whim, Milo’s fingers found the handle of his untouched stein. Smiling at his slumbering friend, he raised it.

      “I’ll drink to that too,” he said, and without too much trouble, drained the stein in one go.

      Rihyani sat up and watched him for a moment, golden pupils dancing in the light of the hearth’s fire.

      “You don’t seem so afraid to me,” she said softly, leaning forward so her lips brushed his cheek. “Or are you getting better at hiding it?”

      Milo chuckled and, borrowing a little of the strength in the cane resting against his knee, he swept her up in his arms and drew her into his lap.

      “I’ve nothing to hide from you,” he said, drawing her close for a fierce, crushing kiss. Lips and tongue danced together to a voiceless song of desire. When they parted, their breath was coming heavy and hot.

      “When I’m with you, I know there’s nothing I need to be afraid of,” he declared, a throaty, needful growl in the back of his throat.

      As Rihyani plunged back into his hungry embrace, he felt an icy thought prickle at the corner of his mind.

      Liar, Imrah chided, her presence still weak but growing stronger with each day.

      With a shift of his knee, Milo let the cane tumble to the floor, then scooted it beneath the table. He didn’t need an audience for what came next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue: Memento Mori

          

        

      

    

    
      Cold water splashed across his chest, and then he was being hauled to his feet.

      The sack they’d thrown over his head collected water from the rude awakening, and he started choking and coughing as he struggled to breathe through the damp cloth. He doubled over to retch, but the hands gripping his arms refused to let go. Instead, his body curled with a painful seizure of muscles. He gagged as a thin stream of bile squirted up his tightening throat, fouling the sack, but nothing else came.

      He had nothing else to give; it had been days since he’d eaten.

      With staggering steps, he was half-marched, half-dragged under a series of pale yellow lights he could make out through the weave of the sack. He could hear the tramping steps of the men dragging him echoing off of a hard surface.

      Was he in a hallway or corridor of some sort?

      He told himself he should count the steps from where he was being kept to where they were taking him, but at the moment, breathing took serious effort. More than once, the world took on the sub-aquatic quality of the unconscious, and with a start, he realized the lights overhead were a glaring orange-white. With a grunt and a guttural curse, he was deposited in a chair, then he felt the sharp chill of steel against his wrists binding him to the legs.

      Mercifully, the sack came off, and Percy Astor was left sucking in breaths with a single, bare bulb burning overhead.

      He heard a door close with a metallic squeal and then a thunk as it latched.

      For a few moments, Percy seemed to be alone, seated in a wooden chair on a concrete floor in a pool of electric light. Everything beyond that pool was dark, though as his breathing steadied, he thought he heard the thrumming whine of heavy machinery somewhere over his head.

      He tested his bonds half-heartedly and was unsurprised that they were secure. He didn’t suppose he could be that lucky. In fact, upon reflection, he wasn’t certain the opposite wasn’t true—that he had been singularly unlucky, especially of late. It was bad enough he’d been forced to perform that unseemly ritual after Zeke had the temerity to die on him, but then after all his efforts to shepherd the Passenger in its borrowed flesh, it had abandoned him.

      “The Kingdom will be served better under their hands than mine,” it had intoned as they’d made their way to the train that was to get him out of goddamned Russia.

      “What Kingdom?” Percy had asked, not expecting a coherent answer. “And who are you talking about?”

      He’d learned not to expect the un-man to make much sense.

      “The Kingdom of Noise,” it had answered as though he were being obtuse. “To which I now return. Thank you, Percy Astor. I will see you soon.”

      Then Ezekiel Bouche’s body had collapsed, all animation banished. Percy was still cursing and kicking the ravaged cadaver when they’d come and taken him. It had turned out “they” were Germans dressed as Russian peasants. They’d surrounded him as he was venting his frustration, and they’d seized him, stripped the Package from him, and then escorted him to a waiting truck.

      His time since then had been one of regular mistreatment and deprivation, none of which was as distressing to him as the fact that the Passenger had so obviously used him.

      He knew it was irrational, but for the hundredth time, he swore an oath that when he escaped, he would drag that same Passenger back into a vessel to express his acute displeasure. He just had to make it through this latest ordeal in one piece.

      Several unfeasible ideas rose to mind for escape as he waited so that when he heard the door behind him open, he almost growled for them to leave and give him more time. Was it so much to ask that he have a little time to plan his escape?

      There was the rap of hard soles on the floor, coming to stand a stride or two from where Percy sat. The American held very still. The footsteps did not sound familiar, but he’d learned that even shuffling about to look over his shoulder could provoke violent reactions.

      He assured himself it was not that he was afraid of their fists or bludgeons, but further battering would compromise his ability to escape.

      The newcomer did not speak for some time, but Percy could hear thick parchment pages being turned. He knew what the sound signified.

      “I’m told your German is passable,” said a sharp male voice in Percy’s least favorite of the Old World languages. He would have struggled to explain it, but he’d always thought it was a curdled mongrel tongue.

      “Passable, yes,” Percy replied, glad the questioner couldn’t see his sour face.

      The pages ruffled again, then there was the slap of the leather binding being shut abruptly and a soft clink-click as the brass clasps were rebound on what was perhaps the most dangerous item in the world. It took everything in Percy to keep from looking over his shoulder.

      “I hope your last few days have been instructive as to how earnest we are,” the voice said behind him. “If you require further convincing it can be provided, but if this continues, I’m afraid your use to us may be compromised.”

      They couldn’t have started by asking? These Old Worlders, for all their pretentious airs, were just as savage as the heathen wandering jungles and deserts.

      “I am convinced,” Percy replied steadily. “And I would be more than willing to cooperate if I knew exactly what you wanted.”

      Percy reminded himself it was not treachery if it was done to preserve his life. He was no use to anyone if he was dead, no matter which flag they flew.

      “This book, these diagrams, symbols, and notes,” the voice said, each word mounting in pressure and intensity. “They are the keys to saving my country and my people from themselves. You will help decipher them to ensure they can be put to use for such a purpose. You will join the tide of history that prepares to carry us to a new and glorious day.”

      Percy squirmed in his seat a little, the man’s messianic tone approaching mania.

      He’d been afraid that was what would be asked of him, and of his many talents, this arena was the one he least preferred.

      “I’m a very talented and useful sort,” he stated matter-of-factly, doing his level best to hide his unease, “but what makes you think I have the slightest idea how to translate what’s in that volume?”

      The owner of the voice stalked around to stand alongside Percy, stopping at the edge of his peripheral vision. He made out a man of average aspect standing there not in a black coat, but the uniform of a common soldier of the German Empire. As best Percy could tell, he would have seemed rather an ordinary sight on any battlefield in Europe, yet the way the man talked made it clear he was anything but a typical German soldier.

      “Do not toy with me, Mr. Astor,” the man growled, his voice sinking lower yet keeping the same fevered urgency. “The Reich has tolerated your interference thus far because it was inconvenient to do otherwise. Now, though, we have every reason to make you either a valued ally or one more of the voiceless dead. The choice is yours.”

      “Well, when you put it like that,” Percy said, trying to sound jocular but only managing to seem wheedling, “when do we begin?”

      The man stepped around to stand in front of Percy. He was rather average, though older than a soldier of the line typically would be, with a bit of jowl about the collar. His dark eyes were intent, threatening to pierce him with their stare, while the brows were so sparse that as he glowered, they disappeared into the lines of his face. Perhaps the most peculiar effect was the mustache he wore, which seemed bound within the parallels of his nostrils above, refusing to touch the corners of his mouth.

      “We begin immediately,” he remarked in that hot, almost breathless tone, leaning forward. “The rest of the world talks of peace, but I want the means to win the last war ever fought before the end of next year. The Endless Reich has been delayed for too long!”

      Again, Percy squirmed back but found he could not look away.

      “That will be difficult,” he muttered. “So many things to do, you know, and there will be obstacles to overcome, other interested parties and the like.”

      The man tilted back, a smile curling the bare corners of his mouth.

      “Obstacles do not exist to be surrendered to,” he remarked, his cadence making the words sound like a recitation. “Only to be overcome.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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      Dear Reader,

      As you finished this third book, I hope, as ever, that you found something in here to your liking. I'm not silly enough to believe it will please everyone on all points, but I hope there was something here, at the closing of one chapter of Milo's journey, that you found illuminating and worthwhile.

      Maybe, even worthy enough for you to demand more, eh?

      If you call loud enough, LMBPN might even hear you.

      In the meantime, I'll be working on another series to start coming out next year along with a few other projects. So far I've been blessed repeatedly to not just get to work with some great people in LMBPN but also hear from some of my readers. Some responses were encouraging, some challenging, but all were welcome and appreciated, because, as I've mentioned, they gave of their time, our most precious resource.

      As I'm writing this it is an election in the (not so) ol' US of A, and as the election cycle which seems to devour more and more time in our lives I do wonder at how we humans spend our time. I wonder at our preoccupation with pasts and futures, and our neglectful attitude of the present and in doing so we become more squanderous of our little time in this world and therefore all the more preoccupied with what we do with what little we have left.

      As the Grand Carpenter told us, no one adds to his time with worry.

      So what are we to do then with our time? Well, I think we are to do what many good and great people far wiser than I have suggested. Say that bit of encouragement even if it seems awkward, hold out that hand to help even if it will be slapped away. Buy those roses, walk into that church, play with your children, call that parent. Do right this day, this moment: be kind, be wise, seek truth, love well, love fierce, and refuse to surrender to fear and dark.

      Whatever lies ahead I appreciate you walking with my dear reader, and hope to see you soon.
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        Aaron D. Schneider
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      First, THANK YOU for not only reading through this story but these Author Notes as well!

      “Be good to each other, because sometimes that is all we can afford to provide, and frankly it is the most precious gift you might purchase.” – MA, if not one else has already said it ;-)

      I’m done with all the BS, Trolls, Jerks, Jackoffs, and Jackasses.

      These Author Notes will be short.

      I refuse to allow my doom-scrolling desires to overtake my productive days for the next week.

      I will continue to work on stories that carry this company forward, relieve the monotony of a crap year for my fans, and discuss the better part of human nature that is more exciting, more liberating, and more loving.

      There are more exciting things to learn about that are manifestations of realities humanity is just learning (or re-learning, depending on your view regarding history). Nothing has to deter you or me from deciding that today is a fantastic day.

      Should I get frustrated with the news, I will take that frustration and use it for kindling to create a bonfire of stories to regale those who have decided that we won’t be manipulated to morbidity.

      Read on, and may our reality dictate a better future, no matter what manipulations others try.
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