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Blood on pale stone. A sacrifice to the Old Faith, Lena thought. Does Menoth help 

deserters? She could feel a sting in her forearm as she pushed off the rough facade of the 

church, and glanced down briefly at an arm covered in red. She’d been grazed. Bullets struck 

the limestone behind her as she ran. 
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POK-POK-POK-POK! 

She disappeared into an alley, shrouded by the night and a breathlessly whispered spell. 

 

If anyone had been paying attention, they would have seen a young woman emerge 

from a twisting side street and blend in with the rabble in the outermost district of the White City. 

Lena’s hair was the dark color of hardened bark in winter, cut to match the too-short fashion of 

young nobles. Her brown eyes focused in the distance, on a gate in the mighty wall surrounding 

Ohk. People in the bazaar tried speaking with her, shouting at her, and getting in her way. She 

pushed past them, wordless. Her fur-trimmed cloak hung over her left side. A dark stain was 

beginning to bloom through the thick of the grey fabric. 

 There were guards at the gate. As she approached, she could feel in her mind the tickle 

of a mechanikal brain somewhere nearby. The Talent, people called it--the ability of a human to 

connect to a simulated magical mind housed in a construct. Mentally reaching out, she looked 

through the eyes of the thing; felt its metal joints and hulking frame. It was hauling an enormous 

crate on its back thirty feet behind her or so. A couple tons, that cargo, give or take. Probably 

parts on their way to the shipyard. 

She kept her eyes focused ahead and strode forward, trying to seem imperious. The 

guards just ahead began to yell and rush toward her—no, around her—as she directed the 

laborjack’s brain to hurl the crate it was carrying into the nearest building, demolishing part of a 

brick wall. Panicked screams broke out across the bazaar and the guards issued clipped, harsh 

commands as they tried to control the situation. This all registered faintly to Lena as she kept 

moving. 

 She looked straight up before she entered the short tunnel just past the gate. The line of 

an alabaster wall forty feet high filled her vision before the dirty grey of the tunnel clouded it 

over. The people needed to feel safe, but she was leaving this city, one step at a time. It wasn’t 

her job to protect their feelings. 
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* * * 

 

The day began nearly frosty on the Vilkhan bluffs despite the fact that it was scarcely 

autumn. Before noon it had warmed enough that Yefrem Ivanov had to take off his sheepswool 

overshirt. Setting it on the firewood piled neatly on the side of the house, he looked out over the 

tundra that spread away from his small village. Near the horizon he could see the hills where he 

and the other local men spent their days mining under the thumb of some unknown kayazy. The 

hour was just right for him to catch small swatches of pale brown moving around. The men were 

changing the shift. 

Yefrem would be out there except the contractor was supposed to arrive any day now, 

and he had to be here for that. She was an opportunist, and if not swiftly put to work she would 

move on. She had done so in the past, which is why the village appointed the only man who 

could string together sentences in both Cygnaran and Llaelese to wait for her. Yefrem sighed. 

He didn’t dislike the responsibility—in fact he was proud to be considered a leader in his 

community—but he felt unease at dealing with someone who had come to live in Khador from 

Cygnar by way of Llael. She was not a Kossite, not a Khard. Not even an Umbrean. A spoiled 

pink Midlunder, far from home. Still, her Khadoran was better than passing, and she was 

respectful. Mostly. 

And, well. She helped the village turn its lumber into money. To Yefrem, the weight of 

coins in the palm was the feeling of safety. What he was doing bought peace for his family. 

“What is this?” came his wife’s voice from behind. “You throw your nice wool on the 

woodpile? Men. They are so sloppy, and always get away with it.” Yefrem turned to see her with 

his overshirt slung over one arm, their child held in her other. He laughed. “It is not so for you 

and me, Lena.” His wife set the girl down in the grass, and Lena looked up at her mother. 

“Always we must have everything in order.” She gestured at the line of her long dark braid that 
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was drawn straight over her right shoulder. “Always we must be white as snow.” She curtsied to 

Lena with her faded lemon dress. “To please men like your father.” Lena was ripping up 

handfuls of grass and showing them to her mother. “The trick,” she said, walking up to him with 

an appraising look in her eye, “is to find one worth pleasing.” They broke into smiles and kissed. 

“Is that the secret then, Luda?” said Yefrem. 

“It is one,” she replied, a conspiratorial look on her face. “I have many more.” 

 “Ooh ah, bah,” said Lena, reaching her hand to the sky above the forest. “Soke!” Black 

smoke curled above the treetops. 

 “Finally, she’s here!” said Yefrem. “Do you want to go see, Lenitchka?” 

 “Yefrem!” said Ludmila. “You never know what can happen around those things.” She 

put her hands on his face and looked him in the eyes. “Don’t take her. What use can this have 

for a child not yet three?” 

Yefrem took his wife’s hands in his own and kissed them. “The use?” he said. “Who can 

know? At the least it is good for children,” he stopped, thinking about what he was saying. “It is 

good for all of us to see new things. There is no danger. There will not be any real work. We’re 

just negotiating this year’s contract. There will be no swinging axes or falling trees, I promise 

you.” Ludmila sighed, and took her hands from her husband. She put them in the pockets of her 

housedress, automatically worrying the menofix she had embroidered on the inside of the right 

pocket. 

“Creator preserve you,” she said. Her eyebrow raised. “And you preserve our daughter. 

It’s time I went to your mother’s anyway. She’s helping me prepare the ulk.” When Ludmila 

turned and began to walk toward the path leading away from the house, Lena ran up behind 

and latched onto her leg. 

 “A ma ma!” Tears flashed in her eyes. Ludmila crouched and stroked her daughter’s 

hair, a faint smile on her face. 

 “What did I say about pleasing them, Yelena? There is nothing for it. Go on, now, to your 
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pa.” She kissed Lena on the cheek. “But don’t let him forget who’s really in charge.” Ludmila 

walked down the path of hard earth as her daughter stood there, watching her go. 

 

Lena’s outstretched hand brushed the needles from a low-hanging branch. “Oww!” 

Yefrem, carrying her on his bare shoulders, tightened his grip around her ankles.  

“Did a tree surprise you?” he asked.  

“I yokay.” 

“Sometimes it is good to feel the sting of the world around you.” Yefrem thumped his 

chest, letting go of Lena's chubby right foot for a second. The brief sensation of being unmoored 

made her howl with glee and lose control of her arms. She drummed Yefrem on the top of his 

head. “Oww!” he mimicked, laughing, and then said, “I yokay.” 

Yefrem continued down the path, surrounded by trees that were thin and knobbled like 

adolescents. Gradually the road turned into a narrow cut in the middle of a thick sea of pine. 

The forest was arrayed almost in a grid on either side of them. The farther they walked, the 

older and bigger the trees. The shade grew deeper, and a cool wind blew across the path, 

coming from their left. The trees sighed and the air flowed over their skin. 

The tiny bulb of Lena’s nose reddened instantly. Yefrem gave an exaggerated shiver. 

“That, daughter, is the kiss of Khador, our mother who knows best how to make us strong. You 

will learn to take joy in it.” Wading further into shadow, they lost sight of the boiler smoke that 

had started their journey. Yefrem continued speaking. “Why we must always meet here is a 

thing I don't understand,” he muttered. “The wood is the same every time, and don't we always 

look over the papers over a meal at home? People will as they will, Lenitchka, and that is all 

there is to know.” 

They rounded the last curve and saw the woman at the very edge of the forest, flanked 

by trees with golden fields behind her. The sun seemed to lock in place directly overhead. 

Yefrem's skin immediately thawed as serrated blades of light cut through branches and 
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criscrossed his body. The woman hailed him with an upraised arm, then turned back to the 

forest, looking the trees up and down. 

Yefrem frowned. She was wearing an absolutely ridiculous getup that may have had a 

place in Caspia or Merywyn, but not here. White pants that had surely been pristine before the 

road was kicked up onto them were tucked just below the knees into soft leather boots. The 

lapels of her burgundy jacket drew a line from chin to hips and then the jacket swept behind her 

and down to gather around the backsides of her knees. Under this she wore a white waistcoat 

with brass buttons. Altogether, a fashion popular in Llael. Her hair was so short  Yefrem could 

only see a few strands poking out from under the bill of her mud-colored kepi; the hair was 

strawberry where the sun touched it, brown where it did not. 

The woman continued staring off into the trees as he approached. When he was close 

enough that they could speak, he stopped, listening. The forest heaved and rustled around 

them, a green ocean. The woman turned her head, smiling. “Yefrem,” she said. “It's good to see 

you again.” She was speaking Khadoran. Her eyes flickered to Lena, who was reaching her 

arms out to the dark forest on her right. “But I thought I told you last time that I will not take 

payment in children, not even hardy Khadoran ones.” 

Yefrem tried to smile but found himself straining. He lifted Lena off his shoulders and set 

her down. “She saw the smoke, so I brought her to meet the equipment.” 

“August should be back around in a while.” 

“Aw-goost,” repeated Yefrem, trying out the unfamiliar name. 

“Goose,” said Lena. 

 “I appreciate you meeting me out here. I like to get a sense of the year's growth, start 

thinking about how to approach the job. Contracts come after.”  Yefrem started to say 

something, and Emma interrupted. “I know you want to make this snappy. Don't worry, I've had 

enough time. We'll start on the left here,” she gestured, “and pile the logs near the trail, which is 

the cleanest route back to your village from this far out.” 
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Lena took a few steps toward the forest, then looked back at her father. He smiled, then 

she smiled and took a few more steps, touching her hand to the bark of a tree she couldn't 

begin to see around. “Sounds simple enough,” said Yefrem. “My wife will be making dinner. 

Bring it back here, and we will break bread.” 

Emma barked a laugh. “I can't just bring him. Do you think I would be doing this work if I 

could directly connect to a steamjack?” She inspected something invisible on her waistcoat and 

brushed it off, speaking just above a whisper: “Not a chance.” Collecting herself with a deep 

breath, Emma spoke up. “August's getting the lay of the land. Listen, you can hear him.”  

From Yefrem's right came the sound of metal on metal, less a screech and more of a 

rhythmic grind, a punching one-two grunt, followed by twigs snapping and a sound like a large 

stone hitting the earth. “You can call him if you want to. He understands his name now.” 

“Aw-GOOST!” Yefrem belted out. His voice drowned in the leaves. The sound in the 

forest stopped for a moment, then continued. 

Emma's lips twisted, trying not to reveal her pride. “I taught him,” she said. 

“Lenitchka, come here.” Lena had shuffled around the enormous tree, and was on the 

other side where Yefrem couldn't see her. Presently she popped her head around an edge, and 

came running at her father, giggling. He swept her up and in a clean motion planted her on his 

shoulders. “Call with me, Lenitchka. Aw-GOOST!” he bellowed again. 

Lena took a deep breath. “Gooooose!” Her voice chirped like a sparrow's. The grinding 

and thumping became louder. 

Peering into the wood, they could see first metal, then a drab olive green shape emerge 

from the army of brown trunks. Yefrem couldn't make it out clearly until it broke through the 

shade into the bright noon of the path, but he had seen it before and knew what he was looking 

at. 

Lena hadn't, and didn't. 

skrr-WUMP. 
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skrr-WUMP. 

A metal monster stood in front of her, and even on her dad's shoulders she had to look 

up to see the top of it. She expected to see a head there, but couldn't find it. Where the head 

should be it looked like the thing on top of their house. The thing that the clouds came out of. 

Dark clouds were coming out of this. Her brow wrinkled. “Soke,” she said. 

“Smoke, Lenitchka.” 

“Soke.” The thing was green like the trees in places and shiny like the sun in others. She 

could understand its two long arms that were jutting out in a funny way. It had squat legs, like it 

was crouching. An image flashed across her mind of her father crouching like that, growling and 

pretending to be a bear. It had a kind of metal face under the smokestacks, but no eyes. Just 

lots of dark slits. 

Yefrem watched as the armored mask pivoted to look directly at Lena. “What's it doing?” 

he asked.  

Emma came around the side of August, hands in the pockets of her coat. “Huh. He 

doesn't usually look at people. I don't know.” She shrugged, then pointed up the path. “Come on 

August, we're going this way.” Emma took a step to go, and was nearly knocked off her feet by 

a flying metal fist. 

Dodging backward just in time, everything seemed to slow as she watched August's arm 

sweep up in an arc in front of her. She saw rivets on the back of his right hand as it passed 

inches in front of her eyes. His chromed fingers uncurled. She knew time was moving at its 

normal speed again because sound came back with a woosh of air from August's arms shooting 

upward. 

Emma's face didn't know whether to display terror or rage, so it chose an inspired 

mixture. Her skin went white, her mouth fixed itself into a grimace on its way to a snarl, and her 

eyebrows formed arches of surprise. She processed rapidly. Someone was controlling her 
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steamjack. Someone dared. Then, the thought: oh, shit. A warcaster. Here. Why? A warcaster 

meant danger, and power out of her league. 

Emma looked to Yefrem. “We have to—“ she stopped. Her mouth hung open in a 

dumbfounded O. The child had her arms straight up in the air, copying August's gesture. Emma 

looked at August, at the child, at Yefrem. He looked alarmed, body half turned, ready to run. 

No, Emma thought. No way. The girl clapped her hands over her head. Because of how 

far apart his shoulder joints were, and how his arms were socketed in, August wasn't able to 

fully follow the command. His arms moved on their ball joints as far up as they could, grinding 

as they stopped short. His hands couldn't touch to clap. 

Emma backed away. The girl moved her arms straight out in front of her, and began 

clapping that way. 

WHONG! WHONG! WHONG! echoed out as August's hundred pound hands crashed 

into each other, exactly synchronous with the child's. 

“Yefrem, grab your daughter!” screamed Emma. “Grab her arms!”  

He looked at her, confused and incredulous. He opened his mouth to speak, then shut it. 

Emma knew steamjacks better than he did. He picked Lena off his shoulders and cradled her in 

his left arm, her legs pinned against his body. In his right hand he held Lena's palms together. 

His voice wavered when he spoke. “Ay, Lenitchka, we're going to pray to Menoth.” He was 

trying to make it a game. His heart pounded. 

Lena didn't want anything to do with it and didn't like being restrained. She wanted to 

play. She screamed. Smoke shot straight up out of August's stacks, keening with pressure. 

“You  need to go, NOW!” Emma shouted at Yefrem. “Turn and run home. We don't know 

the extent of her ability.” 

 “What do you mean?” he said. “What is happening?” Lena thrashed in his arms. August 

took two steps toward Yefrem. 
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“She can't control it. She's too young.” said Emma. “These six tons of steel are being 

driven by a child. Yefrem, your daughter has the warcaster talent! GO!” Then it was his turn for 

the white face and the dumbfounded O. He ran. 

As he flew up the path, Lena wriggled an arm free and reached back over his shoulder. 

She held it out toward August, staring at him. Emma had disappeared into the trees, so the 

steamjack stood alone, its right arm reaching out for Lena. 

 

*     *     * 

 

August. Now that she was away from Ohk, away from the Greylords and the Druzhina, 

that name was the one that floated to the top of her mind. Lena missed and loved her parents 

and grandparents. She also knew that she might never see them again, and so tried to focus on 

something in her old life that she would actually be able to return to. If Lena could get to Vilkhan 

first, it would be okay. It would be fine. They had to know where she would go. But she was on 

the move, and one person moved faster than a hunting party.  

She looked up at the black sky. No stars tonight. Her boot caught on a rock and she 

stumbled, overcorrected, and slammed into the ground hip-first. Oof. She turned and looked 

down the hill at the gate of the city. No one was following yet. She could afford a moment. Lena 

got up and walked over to a tree, then sat with her back to it. She rummaged through her pack 

until she found a clean undershirt and sliced it into strips with her knife. Unpracticed in field 

dressing, she repeated the steps to herself as she wrapped her bloodied arm. She sighed. It 

would have to do for now, and anyway her moment was over.  

Lena stood up, took a last look at the unbroken wall below her, and turned. She fled 

across the tundra. 

 

*     *     * 
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Outside the gates of the city, Andrei Malakov emerged in the dawn. He had a small 

retinue of warjacks and a contingent of Winter Guard soldiers. His sinewy frame was patched 

with patriotic red-plated armor. Malakov twirled his officer's sword as he conferred with Count 

Obelzov. The fat count and the slight young Kapitan were black statues framed by the pink of 

the morning. 

“This is your test, Andrei,” said Obelzov, his inordinately long mustaches moving with his 

mouth. “The High Command is watching. If you want them to give you more authority in the 

field, you have to find her.” He omitted the obvious fact of what must be done with her once 

found. ”I don't care if she was your classmate. She is an enemy of Khador.” 

Malakov nodded. “The peasant bitch.” He grinned, clean teeth flashing. “She has some 

talent, but she is not intelligent. She won't get far enough to sell any secrets. I'll be back before 

summer with her head in a bag.” Obelzov rolled his eyes. No class. 

“Remember, these are my men and I give you leave to take them as a favor to your 

father. Do not misuse them.” 

“Yes, yes. Thank you. Now it's beyond time we left. I'll send a report soon.” Malakov 

stalked away, signaling the Winter Guard to follow. Flanked by his hulking 'jacks, he walked into 

the sun, the shining walls of the White City receding into the distance. 
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2 

 

 

“Can you see it yet?” asked Emma. The blindfold on Lena shifted as the girl furrowed her 

brow. She was thirteen. 

“I…not—no, not yet.” Her lips pressed into a single straight line. “I hate that when you…” 

she paused. “When you make me talk. I can’t think.” 

“That’s why I do it,” Emma said. Lena stamped a black boot in frustration, rustling the 

hem of her dark blue dress. “When you are controlling warjacks in a battle you’ll have to give 

commands to your troops at the same time.” 

“I know.” 

“You won’t be blindfolded. You’ll see both through your eyes and the ‘jacks’ eyes, and if 

you get confused or disoriented that’s it—you’re dead.’ 

“I know.” Behind the blindfold Lena’s eyes were shut tight. Her mind was connected to 

August’s cortex—his simulated brain—and she was seeing through his ocular sensors. He was 

crashing through the forest sweeping aside brush with his left fist. His right was clenched 

around the haft of a massive axe. Lena was pushing him forward too fast, and she knew it. She 

guided him up a slight incline, the steel wedges of his feet digging into the soft undergrowth. It 

was unsteady going. 

A bead of sweat pooled and broke down Lena’s forehead. “Gah!” She ferociously rubbed 

through the blindfold to get at her itching face. August had just topped the slope but she missed 

that he was pistoning toward a tree. Her field of vision filled with a close up of the old pine as he 

knocked into it, then sky as he fell down the hill. 

“Shit!” Lena spat, ripping the blindfold off and whipping it into the dirt. “Fuck!” she kicked 

a rock, sending it skipping across the sparse grasses of the plain. They were west of the village, 
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on the open tundra a distance out from the edge of the forest. The day was blue, and in the sky 

above white fingers of cloud stretched toward them from the east. 

Emma watched her with folded arms. Lena was breathing hard, staring along the line her 

rock had drawn with its arc. Her jaw was tight. Her single braid swayed, the rich color of 

machine grease. 

Emma watched, not moving. 

Eventually Lena turned and bent to the hard ground, grabbing the strip of black cotton 

she had thrown in anger. As she put it on, adjusted it over her eyes, and tightened it, she 

seemed deflated. The flare of rage had left her. Emma couldn’t yet tell if that was a good thing. 

“Please don’t tell my parents. The words that I said.” Lena had finished tying the 

blindfold, and she shook her limbs, flinging the emotion out of her body to get clear like Emma 

had taught her. Emma put a hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh. 

“I won’t. I’m not your babysitter or your auntie. I’m your teacher. Trainer. Something like 

that. Anyway, I don’t give a whisker off Menoth’s ass what language you use so long as you 

harness yourself.” Lena’s cheeks went pink at the novel curse and she grunted, stifling her own 

laugh. 

“Okay now,” said Emma. “Again.” 

*     *     * 

Malakov stared up the bluff with hands on his hips. It had taken nine days’ marching to 

get here and he was feeling excellent. Andrei loved fieldwork and he loved being put to the test. 

He wasn’t a hunter by nature, but a challenge brought out something hungry and reckless in 

him. The possibility of failure was an anxious thrill that pushed him on and he trusted his 

intuition to catch up sooner or later to point him in the right direction. 

The Winter Guard officer appeared from around the other side of the bluff, his breath 

smoking in the cold. He waved at Malakov as he approached. “Kapitan, it’s as you’ve said. 

Nothing but a small mining town up on the cliff. It’s surrounded by trees to the south and east 
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and the mine’s away to the north.” The officer gestured away from the side of the cliff with his 

thumb. He turned back around, pulling on his salted black beard. “What now?” 

“What now—sir,” said Malakov, only half paying attention. He was staring off at 

something that wasn’t there. Officer Kostya knew that look. Andrei was feeling around in his 

mind, quieting the signals and doing a kind of listening. 

“Yes sir,” said Kostya. He was willing to placate this man for as long as he was directed 

to. 

Malakov suddenly turned without a word and walked around the bluff toward the gentle upward 

grade that would lead him to the village. “She’s not here. I can’t feel her, and I doubt she can 

hide herself. No ‘jacks either, or at least no functional cortexes. I’m arranging my machines in a 

wide perimeter but I wouldn’t expect any trouble.” 

“Do you have orders for me and my men, sir?” 

“Tell your men to hold. You come with me. The more authority we can flash without 

revealing our full strength the better. Restraint is the right tactic for country like this. They love 

the Queen and what she represents, so let it be our job to convince them we’re her emissaries.” 

“Convince them, sir?” said Kostya. “Will our official dress not be enough? Failing that, 

our bars and badges of rank?” 

“For men who live off the land in hard country, the costume of authority only goes so far. 

At the end of the day these are only symbols. They need to believe that we are just as much 

men of Khador as they, and that we respect them as such.” Malakov took fur-lined black gloves 

out of his coat pocket and pulled them on, a smirk crinkling his lips. “Even if we do not. Now 

report to your men; I’ll wait for you here.” 

*     *     * 

Lena paced. 

Andrei Malakov. They sent him? He was vicious, though maybe not the best scalpel. 

The High Command couldn’t be that serious if he was their choice. But he was a warcaster, and 
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still in training or not he was a weapon Korsk was wielding. Lena couldn’t figure out what it 

meant, if anything. She had glassed Malakov from far enough away that they wouldn’t feel each 

other’s’ presence through the senses of the Talent. He had been heading toward Vilkhan with 

some ‘jacks and a company of Winter Guard. 

“Goose, what are we going to do?” Lena had just reached the end of the small clearing 

and turned to pace the other way, facing the steamjack. The question was rhetorical, but August 

responded. He dropped his axe to the forest floor with a thump. 

“That’s right,” she said, clarity in her eyes. “We’re not going to fight.” Her brow clouded 

over. “But we might have to.” Would they hurt her family or the people of her village to get at 

her? They were the soldiers of the Motherland. They were drafted to protect her people, not 

harm them. “I don’t know. We’ll do our best.” 

Lena was talking to herself, not noticing that the ‘jack was moving toward her until she 

felt cold metal touch her skin. She started, not used to people in her space. Five years in military 

training tends to erode the human touch. August had put a hand on her shoulder and then the 

other, like a great metal cap, on her head. Was he attempting to comfort her? 

The ‘jack had bonded with Lena over the course of years, starting at their first meeting 

when she could barely talk. Its cortex had taken on traits of Lena’s personality, and while she 

had matured, August hadn’t. It wasn’t what he was built for. This personality imprinting was a 

side effect of a single warcaster working with a particular ‘jack consistently over a long period of 

time. Usually it was a happy accident, and how it all worked was not well understood even by 

mechanikal engineers. Certainly Lena didn’t understand it. Even so, that bond felt like the only 

thing keeping her safe and sane right now. Being with August was like being with a younger 

version of herself. 

Lena wrapped her hand around the segmented iron of August’s finger and gently pulled 

his hand off of her head and onto her other shoulder. Like this, the machine could pulp her 

between its fists in a blink. She imagined it, not sure how serious she was: August’s cold gray 
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arms red up to the elbow. Her ribs splintered in, lungs punctured. Blood oozing out of her like 

juice from a smashed fruit. 

She snapped back to the external world with a sharp deep intake of breath. She didn’t 

know what to do next, and she was more than half sure the rest of her life was fucked 

completely, but Yelena Yefremovich did not want to die. There were still too many possibilities. 

Before she realized it August had drawn her into the rounded core of his chassis with his 

arms wrapped completely around her. A hug. Even though they were alone, she felt 

embarrassed. Had August done it on his own or had she subconsciously made him do it? Either 

way it felt pathetic, the self-soothing instinct of a child. She was going to make him let her go. 

In a minute. 

*     *     * 

By the time they arrived at the log hut on the outer edge of the village, Yefrem was 

waiting for them. The neighbor's boy had run in less than an hour ago, talking about the two 

soldiers asking for volunteers to put their men up. It sounded like there was a secret mission. 

Everyone in the village knew everyone else and it was nothing for neighbors to stop by 

at any time of day. In the spring and summer especially folks were often out of doors talking, 

drinking together, and playing with the children. But right now every soul on the bluff was 

outside, buzzing with rumor and sending little spies to find out what could be found out. 

Yefrem tried to look stoic as he saw the men heading their way. Ludmila stood beside 

him. He snapped to attention when he heard their footsteps on the path leading to the stoop. 

There was a young man and an older one. The older man was familiar to Yefrem because of his 

dress. Wearing a fur ushanka, boiled leathers, and with a blunderbuss strapped to his back, he 

was clearly with the Winter Guard infantry. Likely an officer since he was here with the other 

man away from the rest of his unit. 
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Along with nearly all the men of Khador and a number of the women, Yefrem had served 

five good years under a man very much like this one. To be visited by emissaries from the 

military! What honor! 

As the two approached and nodded a greeting, Yefrem saluted. He kept his eyes 

forward, waiting to be given permission to stand “at ease”. Not being able to quickly understand 

who the second man was, Yefrem had ignored him. Ludmila paid close attention to both of 

them. She had grown up in the city and wasn't as comfortable with military culture as her 

husband was. She thought these men probably meant them no harm, but was worried they 

might nevertheless carry dark news. When she got a good look at the young man with his slick 

black hair and expensive armor, an automatic prayer fired off in her brain. Menoth preserve. 

Like her husband with the Winter Guard officer, she recognized what this man was by 

what he wore. In her letters home Lena had described the warcaster armor she was learning to 

use, even making a few sketches of it. Ludmila could see that this young man was wearing 

something similar. Khador had few enough warcasters that they had to at least all know of each 

other, and it was more than likely that this man knew whose home he was coming to. Had their 

daughter been hurt? Menoth preserve. Had she died? Menoth preserve. Ludmila made her face 

a mask. 

“Greetings, fellow subjects of the Queen,” said the warcaster. Yefrem remained in silent 

salute. Ludmila didn't know what was proper here and deferred to her husband. Malakov gave a 

quick roll of his eyes and looked to Kostya, motioning toward Yefrem with a nod. Kostya cleared 

his throat as he saluted back to Yefrem, who blushed with emotion. 

“At ease, soldier.”  Yefrem moved his hand to his side but stayed stiff as a pole. “Please, 

we are here to speak with you. Treat us like any other men.” 

His excitement spilling out visibly in his smile, Yefrem said, “Oh, but of course you're not! 

You're very important guests in our village, and we will treat you so. How can we be of service, 

officers?” 
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Malakov introduced himself and Kostya. “We're here because we've been given a 

mission. Of course we can't speak of it, but your village is near to our objective and we need to 

stayhere for a few nights. Three, four at the most.” Yefrem nodded, continuing to smile. 

Ludmila's mask had relaxed somewhat when she didn’t hear mention of Lena. 

“The rest of our men are accounted for, but if the officer here and myself could board 

with you it would be a big help,” continued Malakov. 

“Of course. Done! Of course, of course.” Yefrem's words tripped over each other. 

Ludmila nodded, glancing sideways at her husband. He continued to fall all over himself. 

“Please, come in—Luda—this is Ludmila my wife—and, and I am Yefrem Ivanov, pleased to 

meet you—Luda, fix a roast and some soup, the men need a good meal! And good drink!” He 

slapped himself on the forehead. “We're out of uiske! Please, sirs, go into the house while I run 

to old Sasha for a bottle.” 

Malakov had to throw an arm up to stop Yefrem from bolting down the path. “Mr. Ivanov! 

Thank you for the generosity. But Kostya here”—such casual omission of his rank in front of 

civilians made Kostya burn—“Kostya here needs to gather his men, and will return within the 

hour. As for myself, with the man of the house gone I will wait on the porch. It is unseemly to be 

in a house alone with another man’s wife. This country air is doing me good, and I’ll wait for your 

uiske with pleasure.” 

He punctuated this with a curt nod of command. Kostya huffed off, trying not to express 

his emotion openly while Yefrem whispered a “yes sir,” bowled over by Malakov’s display of 

personal honor and respect. He followed Kostya, running down the path to commandeer the 

drink. 

Ludmila turned to go into the house, but Malakov stopped her with a word, seeing the 

opportunity he had while she was alone and uncomfortable: “Yelena.” 

“What-who?” 

“Your daughter, Lena. Where has she gone?” 
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Ludmila did her best to cover her fear, clearing her throat and smoothing the pleats in 

her dress. “I don’t understand.” Her voice wavered, then found solid ground. “My daughter is in 

the military. She lives in Korsk but travels often for her training. So she tells us.” Ludmila 

shrugged. “If you know her and know we are her parents why didn’t you say so?” 

Her tone struck Malakov as distinctly impertinent. His features, which until now had 

seemed warm and even soft, shifted and hardened. “The business of the military of Queen 

Vanar is its own. Your duty as a subject is to assist it. So. Where is your daughter?” 

Menoth preserve. 

“The last letter Lena sent said that she would be in the White City in two weeks. We 

received it a month ago. We expect another letter any day. What happened to her?” 

Andrei sighed. He didn’t enjoy interrogation. People lied, always. This would only waste 

his energy. Pulling his gloves off, he said, “Walk me through your barn. Please.” 

The implications of Malakov’s questioning finally hit her and Ludmila found herself short 

of breath, trying not to panic. “What has happened?” She asked in a flat voice. “Is she hurt? Or 

captured? Why are you here?” 

Malakov moved quickly toward Ludmila and grabbed her forearm. “Right now you are 

going to walk me through your barn.” She tried to twist away but his grip was strong. His hands 

were warm and smooth. “And I will tell you what has happened. When your husband returns, I 

will tell him as well. I have no patience for this,” he said, raising an eyebrow. 

Yefrem would be back very soon, and he would be able to deal with this. She had seen 

the pistol and saber at either hip of this man. Ludmila relaxed her muscles and nodded to the 

side of the house. “This way,” she said, making sure to look directly at Malakov. 

He followed her around to the barn and yawned as she opened the doors. It had been a 

long day. It was cool and silent and smelled like dung inside. “Show me the stalls,” he said. 

“Our only cow is out to pasture during the day,” said Ludmila, trying to waste time. 

“I don’t care, just show me through.” 
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“Fine, then.” She showed Malakov the rest of the barn without saying another word. 

Opening a stall door she’d gesture limply at the dirty straw, the buckets, the shovel. Did he think 

Lena was in here? Her eyes widened when she opened the last stall. 

“That’s it.” Her mouth was suddenly dry. This was where they kept August, and he was 

not there. None of the villagers could have taken him without using some heavy machinery, and 

everyone would have heard or seen that. Anyway what cause would any of them have for 

stealing from Yefrem and Ludmila? Where was Lena? Menoth preserve. 

“Thank you,” said Malakov. “Where do you keep the steamjack? In the house?” 

“Kapitan!” Yefrem’s voice, from outside. “Kapitan! I have a bottle for us!” 

“Yefrem!” Ludmila yelled.  

“We’re in here!” said Malakov. “The barn!” 

Ludmila’s hands went to her hair, rapidly untying and re-tying the strands at the end of 

her single braid. After a moment Yefrem’s head poked through the crack in the door. “Giving a 

tour? Let’s go back in the house and have a little something!” 

Malakov gave him a blank stare. “That would be nice, Mr. Ivanov. Is that where you keep 

the steamjack?” Yefrem pushed his way into the barn. The old door shuddered, throwing off 

motes of dust that revealed thin spears of sunlight piercing through the cracks in the warped 

wooden walls. He pointed with the uiske bottle to the far corner, where his wife stood with her 

hand on the now closed stall door. 

“Goose—Yefrem stopped. “The steamjack is kept in there.” Malakov turned and faced 

him, his right hand resting loosely on the pommel of his sword. Yefrem opened his mouth to 

speak, but found it had shut of its own accord before any words could find their way out. 

Malakov stayed silent and made a show of appraising Yefrem, looking him up and down and 

finally scrutinizing his face. 

In his years navigating the arrogant bluster of the Druzhina, Andrei had found that the 

man who sat comfortably in silence could control a room without the need of either violence or 
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vows of loyalty. He stared at Yefrem and watched the man’s face pass through a number of 

emotions, like the sky shifting from morning, noon, to night. He waited until his silence was 

resolute, in command. Then he broke it. 

“Your daughter, Yelena Yefremovich, is a traitor and enemy of Khador and all the 

queen’s rightful domain. I mean to cross the entirety of it, if need be, to bring her to justice.” 

Malakov could see over Yefrem’s shoulder that Kostya had come into the yard outside the barn. 

He was unholstering his stout rifle. “You and your wife are being pressed into service to help me 

in this task, and if you do well you may yet convince me you are not guilty of treason against the 

Motherland.” 

Yefrem was trying to draw in a breath when he lost his grip on the bottle of uiske. He 

watched it shatter on the ground, droplets splashing onto his scuffed leather work boots and 

becoming dark stains. 

*     *     * 

The land in these parts was rocky and seemed to dip and rise at random. It was difficult 

for Lena to predict what lay in the next valley around the bend. She hoped this would make 

them harder to find. They had been walking many days. Through forest when able; over barren 

scrubland when they were forced to. Lena’s hope was to make it to Emma’s home on the coast 

in Barabinsk before August’s boiler went out. Shoveling in the last of her coal yesterday she had 

decided they couldn’t afford to stop; lighting August up after a night hidden in the cleft of some 

rock face burned more in the end than keeping him going and covering ground did. 

So they walked through the night. When Lena’s tendons were stretched taut as violin 

strings and her eyes felt like stones in her head, she directed August to squat and then 

clambered onto his back. As he plodded forward she began lying out loud to see if it would 

make her feel better. Maybe some of the lies would turn out to be true. 

“I know for a fact that we’re doing the best thing!” she shouted. Her feet were dug into 

the steamjack’s lower frame and her arms were around his torso. Her head looked over his left 
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shoulder, avoiding the smoke that roiled out of his stacks into the night. “Things always work out 

for the best.” Lena had quieted now from shouting to merely talking. 

“We’re going in the right direction. Emma will save us. I don’t know how. But she will.” 

Her voice shrunk to something above a whisper, and she began taking long blinks. “We live in a 

good country, Goose. Our people are good. The queen cares. About us. I’m not afraid.” Trailing 

off, Lena closed her eyes. 

“It was an accident.” The moon was particularly bright tonight, and as August trudged on, 

its rays were swallowed by the dark cloak Lena had wrapped around herself. 

*     *     * 

It had been an accident. The whole thing. In the summer of her fourteenth year she had 

trained with Emma and August everyday for weeks on end. Emma had come to live in their 

village a few years before, to teach her how to wield her talent. It was a rare gift, Emma often 

said. When she spoke like this her eyes became unfocused as if she were looking at something 

that wasn’t there. 

Yefrem and Emma had come to some sort of agreement that Lena didn’t understand. 

Surely her father couldn’t afford a full-time tutor, and yet here Emma was, something between a 

big sister and a military Kommander. 

That summer Lena was angry and she didn’t know why. She was tired, sore, lonely—

and angry. Lena liked exercising her skill. Extending mind and will out of herself and into a tool 

that was many times more powerful than her was exhilarating. And August was more than a 

tool. There was a kind of bond between them that Lena couldn’t articulate because it was so 

normal to her. August was not Lena, but he also kind of was. He wasn’t alive, yet he had a 

character, and it was one that had been shaped without effort by exposure to Lena. Shaped like 

earth by a footprint. 

That summer Lena had gradually become aware that she was being shaped. Though 

she wasn’t able to see it, this was where her anger came from. Awakening to the adult world 
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was like growing a new pair of ears or an extra eye that saw things that both were and weren’t 

there. She could see that her father thought his daughter was going to be someone great, and 

that he felt it was his responsibility to prepare her. She could see that her mother was worried 

about her but also afraid of her. She could see that neither of them could really see her. 

One afternoon when Emma said “enough for today,” Lena had bolted without a word, 

tearing through the forest before the sweat in her pits started to cool. Her silence was 

thunderous. She could feel the rage radiating off her body like heat. When she got to the other 

edge of the forest, she focused on a bluff in the distance. It looked like a failed mountain, like 

Menoth had stopped before he had gotten halfway through and simply let the incline become a 

victim of gravity. 

Lena felt like screaming. She stayed silent. A scream would only reveal how inadequate 

a vehicle it was for her anger; how small. She looked out over the tundra, her entire body a 

clenched fist, and willed something in reality to break. 

A line like lightning rent the bluff in an instant and a staggering gunshot echoed across 

the sky. A second later half the cliff had crashed into the ground and shook Lena and the people 

back in the village down with it. 

A week later the Greylords came for her. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



23 

3 

 

“You left the Druzhina?” Emma said. 

She looked older than Lena had expected her to. They sat in Emma’s kitchen with 

steaming mugs of tea. Lena watched the sun tick moment by moment downward into the 

Khardic Sea and felt like she was meeting her mentor for the first time. 

They had reached the coastal town before dark. A man had come up to them while Lena 

sprawled, exhausted, in the square. Her head touched the base of a statue of Lord Regent 

Blaustavya. The man explained to Lena that his employer, a mechanik, wanted to have a look at 

her steamjack and could provide lodging. Hungry and aching with no mind Lena nodded and 

began following the man, directing August to walk alongside. 

He didn’t move. Lena made an effort to sharpen her foggy senses. She explored 

August’s cortex as if it were a picture and she was increasing the resolution. Bright, but cold. 

The coal had finally burned through. She exhaled a shaking breath. “My. My ‘jack.” 

The man looked back at her, then to August. “Emma will send a wagon and we’ll load 

him up.” Then he was off. Emma. Thank Menoth. Where had she thought she was going? She 

could have been walking into anything, and here Emma had saved her before she realized she 

was in danger. 

“You just walked out!” Emma slammed her hands on the table. Having expected some 

kind of comfort or support, Lena was abashed. Emma was actually angry. Here she had thought 

this was a safe place, and Emma was telling her she had done the wrong thing. “What—” Emma 

clenched her jaw and shook her head. “What were you thinking? And now with a warcaster after 

you!” 

“He's just a junior. Not even a Kovnik." 
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“Enough to hunt a deserter and a coward!” After the words were spoken, Emma looked 

straight at her, but Lena’s gaze fell to the floor. As strange as always, Emma thought. 

Sometimes she was meek and mild when cornered, even submissive. Almost like she wasn’t 

there, like she had retreated into herself. Other times, pushed, Lena became a mountain. Then 

a volcano. Emma had never figured out what triggered which reaction. Maybe she had 

misjudged the girl and the pressure of a military life had been too much for her. 

Lena looked up. Her hazel eyes were clear. Submissive she may be but Emma could 

see no shame in those eyes. Lena’s words were measured and calm. “I made my choice. It 

came to me after a long time. Probably too long. I am a deserter, yes.” She paused. “But I am 

no coward.” 

Emma watched her, not sure what to say. The only way she knew how to relate to this 

Khadoran girl was teacher to student. Perhaps Lena didn’t see it herself, but she was no longer 

a child. “Well,” Emma said, pushing away from the table. “We’d better have it then.” She swept 

her auburn hair up with both hands and began tying it in a bun. It was longer than Lena 

remembered. 

“Have what?” Lena said as Emma got up and began to rummage through the pantry. A 

few moments later she returned and plunked things on the table, one by one: half a hard 

sausage; yellowing cheese; bread. Last, a clear bottle of cheap vyatka. 

“The story.” 

*     *     * 

 The walls of the White City glowed citrus in the dawn. The city was a thin band on the 

horizon, a day or more’s march. Malakov walked out from the small patch of trees under which 

they had made camp, and then up onto a rise that let him survey the land below. Sounds of 

Kostya’s men breaking camp came from behind: the hiss of water pouring on fire, booted feet 

thudding around, and straps and buckles being clicked and tightened.  
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 Malakov sighed, satisfied. The land below was rugged as always, though now that they 

were a few days south of the bluffs the sun left the land a touch warmer. He could see scattered 

islands of vegetation from here to Ohk. 

 Out of the corner of his eye Malakov saw a puff of breath condense in the air. He was 

startled, but had the discipline to not let it show. Kostya was a naturally quiet man with a light 

step. “So, now we know,” said Kostya. 

 “Yes.” 

 The older man had a pipe in his hand and was packing the bowl. His knuckles were 

scarlet, on the cusp of bruising. Kostya took the pipe to his lips and struck flint, puffing the flame 

to life until the tobacco glowed. As he did he watched Malakov’s eyes. Wide, a bit glassy, they 

mechanically mapped out the quickest route to the city. Always on to the next thing. 

 “You were right, sir,” Kostya said. “She could withstand anything we’d do to her. And he 

can handle a large amount of punishment, as a man of Khador will.” Kostya's voice flattened. 

“But he cannot handle harm to his wife. You were right in that.” 

 “Yes.” Malakov was still scanning the landscape. A few minutes passed in silence. 

Kostya sucked on his pipe, arms crossed. Abruptly Malakov snapped his gaze away from the 

horizon and turned to the officer. “Yes. I am trained in the reading and interpretation of men, and 

I am naturally good at it besides. There is almost always a place to push or a lever to throw.” 

 Kostya grunted and raised his eyebrows. Malakov took it for assent. “What was the 

name? Braddock?” 

 “Emma Braddock, sir.” 

 “You’re sure she’s there?” 

 “No,” Kostya spit out, harsher than he’d intended. Malakov narrowed his eyes. “That is, 

we can’t be completely sure, sir. The father’s parents live on the bluffs, and we know she’s not 

there, or at least wasn’t recently. Only other known family is on her mother’s side. They 

defected to the Protectorate when she was a girl.” 
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 “Really?” Malakov’s eyes lit up. “Treason runs in the blood.” He turned from the rise to 

head toward camp and Kostya followed. “Here is what will happen. I will get something warm to 

eat. Then we march for Ohk. Once there, pick a few of your more observant men and make 

sure they are outfitted for an extensive stay in the wilderness. You will send them to the Vilkhan 

bluffs to watch and wait and see if she is stupid enough to return. She may be. Regarding the 

other possibility, we will have word sent to our spies in the desert to watch for a new young 

warcaster. Should she flee to the zealots there will likely be some span of time where she is 

vulnerable and may give herself away before she has their protection. 

 “I will swing to the southwest with my ‘jacks and make for Barabinsk, where this 

foreigner Braddock lives. I think our Lena is there. But if not Braddock should be easy enough to 

squeeze for information. A lone Cygnaran woman, unmarried, this far north? She can’t have 

many friends here.” 

 They were approaching the last fire in the camp that was still lit, near Malakov’s large 

tent. He sat on a flat stone as a guardsman ladled steaming grain mash into a metal cup, then 

handed it to him. Kostya upended his pipe and tapped it on a log, watching the ash fall out. 

When he was done he nodded at the guardsman tending the fire and the man poured a bucket 

of water on it and moved out of earshot. 

Kostya cleared his throat. “Sir?” 

 His mouth full, Malakov managed a “Yuh?” 

 “What about Ludmila and Yefrem?” 

Malakov’s face was blank as he shoveled another spoonful of mash into his mouth. He 

smacked his lips and gave Kostya an expectant look. 

“Lena’s parents.” 

“Oh, yes.” Malakov set the empty cup on the ground. “You’ll have them held in Ohk until 

their daughter is found and their level of collusion ascertained.” 

 “The city jail? With murderers and thieves? 
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Malakov wiped his mouth and threw a dismissive wave at the officer. “They’re your 

problem. You want to go easy on them? Fine. Place them where you wish, but they’d better be 

there when I get back.” 

 “As you say, sir.” Kostya let out a small sigh that slumped his shoulders. Those two were 

not criminals. He had seen that plainly when he had first met them. Andrei was sometimes 

piercing in his assessments of people and then sometimes he only saw what he wanted to see. 

Malakov had gone into his tent muttering about distances, timeframes, and the nearby 

towns. The Winter Guard were milling about waiting for the order to break it down and get a 

move on. Besides Malakov’s tent there was one more in the camp to deal with and that was 

now Kostya’s job. He walked to it and then in, nodding to the guards flanking the entrance. 

Silence inside. Ludmila was curled into a corner. Her dark hair mostly covered her face but 

didn’t hide the eye that had swollen shut or the purpling of her cheek. 

Yefrem was next to her, sitting with legs crossed and fists clenched on his knees. He 

was looking straight at the entrance to the tent, and when Kostya walked in his eyes locked onto 

the officer’s. Tears dripped off Yefrem’s chin, flowing down from the red circles of his eyes in a 

constant slow leak. He wasn’t comforting his wife. He was lost inside his anger and his shame. 

This was a dangerous moment. If Yefrem attacked Kostya, Malakov might have him 

killed on the spot. He had to be handled in a straightforward manner, but with some delicacy. 

Kostya gestured to the opening, which let Yefrem see the pistol in his hand. 

“It’s time to leave,” Kostya said. He found he couldn’t quite meet Yefrem’s eyes. “Let’s 

go. You first.” 

*     *     * 

 It had been nearly three seasons ago, not quite a year. Approaching autumn. The 

fledgling warcasters had just finished a few straight months of training with the Greylords, 

focusing purely on their skills as arcanists. Lena had gone weeks without connecting to a cortex 
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and she missed it. The Greylords had her plumbing the depths of her magical abilities, reading 

old tomes full of spells and new ones full of theory. 

 She spent a lot of time isolated in those months and that had been fine with her. By the 

end of the summer Lena understood that an arcanist’s magic had natural strengths and 

weaknesses. Her teachers, however, had a hard time understanding the particular patterns of 

her magical expression. It turned out that she manifested power in two ways that were almost 

exactly opposite from one another. She could cast a spell that concealed her, wrapping the 

magic around herself like a blanket. Holding that spell for as long as she needed, she felt 

peaceful. As her teachers explained, it was also very effective in war, being that the enemy 

must see you to kill you. 

 And then there was the other spell.The one that had brought her to the Greylords’ 

attention three years prior. She had less control over that one. Sometimes she could blast apart 

the earth itself with just a thought and other times she could scarcely shake birds out of a tree. 

The Greylords directed her to narrow her practice on that spell and to decouple it from her 

emotions. They said she was too dependent on them to fuel the spell’s power. Lena privately 

disagreed. She knew empowering the spell depended on her emotional state, and so figured 

she needed to be able to call up that state as needed. 

In any case, after months of practice feeling, shaping, and expelling her anger through 

the spell she had been ready for a change. The Kommanders of the Druzhina who oversaw 

their training gathered the small group of journeyman ‘casters and explained that they were 

going on extended field exercises. Small, doable missions  The goal was to demonstrate control 

over themselves, their 'jacks, and even other soldiers. 

Lena was to travel east, near the border with Llael. She’d been given one well-used but 

functioning Juggernaut warjack and a small platoon of infantry. A Kommander named Vetrov 

traveled with them to judge Lena’s performance and take control of the operation should things 

go poorly. She'd been briefed about a contingent of Llaelese hunters that had begun to form 
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what looked like a permanent settlement not far over the Khadoran border, near the Kovosk 

hills. Most likely they were trappers who just needed to be reminded that Khador’s borders had 

meaning even so close to Llael.  

Still, there was a possibility that some of the settlers had designs on trade in the area. 

Normally whatever kayazy had tacit permission from the crown to operate out here could handle 

themselves well in a matter like this. The merchant princes and their organizations were built to 

deal with situations like these. In this case, though, the queen took serious offense at the 

erosion of her border. However seemingly inconsequential. The fact that it was a good situation 

to test the mettle of a young warcaster was a side benefit. 

Would Lena make a show of force and use brute intimidation? Or reason with them? 

How would she make her decisions? These were the questions that Kommander Vetrov would 

be paying attention to. One result was needed: erase the settlement from Khador’s map. One 

result that could take many different forms and have many different outcomes. 

Emma broke into Lena’s retelling. “You said this was a year ago?” 

“Almost.” 

Emma emptied two fingers of vyatka into her mouth. “I have questions already, but let’s 

hear it out.” She waved at Lena to continue as she began cutting thick circles of sausage. 

“Well,” Lena said, swirling her own glass of the clear liquor. “Well, we went. The 

Druzhina sent Vetrov with me. I’d never worked directly under him but he was known to be a 

hard man. I was nervous. Scared. I was scared. But it was kind of exciting to be scared in that 

way. Being tested isn’t so bad as long as you think you have a real shot. I was confident. I knew 

I was skilled. Maybe I wasn’t the best arcanist in our lot, but I knew my way around a cortex 

better than anyone in my class. That is still true.” 

She took a swig of the drink and coughed, the top of her cheeks flushing a red line 

broken by the white slope of her nose. “And that’s due to practice.” She left her thanks to Emma 
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for those years of hard work unspoken, feeling that it was somehow not right to voice it directly 

to her. 

“You’re welcome,” Emma said through a mouthful of bread and sausage. 

“Thank you for—everything, Emma. Sometimes I hated you but—” 

“I said you’re welcome, and I meant it. Given that you’re currently a fugitive from your 

own country while you are still in it, time may be a very important factor in your situation. 

Continue.” 

Lena took a deep breath, nodded, and finished off her glass. “I was going to be 

reasonable about it. I studied all the reports we had on the situation, and it seemed like an 

easily containable problem. Not many women or families had followed the men yet so it wasn’t 

even truly a settlement, just a work camp. A self-sustaining work camp. Lots of men away from 

home, making money to send back to wives or parents and spending the rest on drinking and 

whoring in Khador. 

“Except I guess that’s what the queen didn’t like about it. That it seemed more like a 

transplanted piece of Llael than a part of Khador. If a bunch of foreign trappers set up in some 

Khadoran mountain village, that’s one thing. But to carve out their own space and have their 

own countrymen set up an inn, a trade post, and a blacksmith’s? That begins to look like a nose 

thumbed in the general direction of Korsk. Still, I didn’t think they were doing anything on 

purpose. Simple people making a living off the land, like back home. People like that aren’t 

thinking first of Korsk and the palace. They are thinking of food and fire. This called for 

diplomacy. ‘A warjack is the right hand of diplomacy.’” Lena smiled, looking into her empty 

glass. “I wrote that in my journal while we were traveling east. I thought it made a good quote, 

the kind that people would proudly laugh at over meals after I had won some great victory for 

Khador, or the kind that would be found in the writings of Kommandant Irusk.” 

Lena pushed her empty glass across the table and Emma poured in another inch. “So: 

Diplomacy, but with the strength to back it up should it fail. Despite my writings I did not take the 
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warjack with me on the first day, only some Winter Guard. Let the uniform say the bulk of it with 

a few words for clarity. We met with a man named Gaultier who was the organizer of the camp. 

He was large and probably strong under the fat, but you could tell he didn’t live off the land. 

Hands were too clean and soft. A merchant. Any kayazy assassin worth the name could solve 

this problem overnight. But the crown had sent me, so I made it my goal to solve it in a way an 

assassin couldn’t. 

“Gaultier talked about lack of opportunity in Llael, of being squeezed on all sides by 

greater nations. I read to him from the statutes and showed him how Korsk viewed his little 

colony. I made it clear to him that he was in danger and I thought I had done it without 

threatening him.” 

Emma shook her head. 

“I know,” Lena said. 

“The Khadoran peasant girl forgot she was a weapon of the military and that her 

presence was enough threat.” 

 “I know. Anyway he wasn’t aware I was a warcaster. Cowing them with fear of that felt 

like...I just wanted to see if I could do it by myself.” 

“As if your power wasn’t a part of you,” Emma said, a harsh tone in her voice. Lena 

looked at her, but Emma was staring into her glass. Lena kept her eyes on Emma as she 

continued. 

“We negotiated. Dismantle the trade post by this date, the blacksmith needs proper 

licensure from a Khadoran guild, and on and on. We even promised to give them a small Winter 

Guard escort to any of the villages in the area to connect them with local trappers. See if they 

could get work, that sort of thing. I could tell Vetrov didn’t like that but he didn’t say anything. It 

was my mission, and that’s how I saw fit to carry it out. 
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“This all took less than a week. The deals were drafted and signed. Copies were to be 

sent the next day by means of runners to Korsk and Llaedry, per regulation. After that the 

agreements would be binding. 

“We were camped a ways away from their settlement. They didn’t know our full numbers 

or that we had a warjack. They couldn’t have.” Lena paused and let minutes pass in silence. “I 

killed a lot of people.” 

Emma looked up. Lena had said the words as if she were reading from a script, trying 

them out. Her face was porcelain. 

“We pieced it together later. A bunch of them had gotten massively drunk and figured to 

kill our runners or at least destroy the paperwork. Gaultier was leading the group and of course 

the Guardsman that night spotted them long before they got to the camp. In case of a meeting 

like this, my orders were to not provoke aggression and to send for me. I came out of my tent in 

time to hear the pop and see the red spray of the bullet exiting the Guardsman’s head. He had 

been trying to talk them down. 

“There is supposed to be organized response. There are supposed to be orders. We are 

the military. There was none of that. All I remember was my rage. The disrespect. I don’t think I 

even said anything, I just threw my power out and made chests cave and limbs fly. Gunshots 

filled the air. The Juggernaut was my club. I felt the resistance of bone and then the giving in. In 

the darkness by the light of only one fire, it was hard to see. By morning it was all just meat. I 

didn’t recognize any of the dead. 

“Apparently I sent some guardsmen to the settlement after the slaughter, as we had 

captured two prisoners. The few women and children that were there had already fled. And that 

was it.” Lena downed the rest of her vyatka. 

“Pretty ugly,” said Emma, working on a piece of cheese. “But that’s the business. You 

don’t seem too affected by it. Did Vetrov ream you? Is that why you left? Couldn’t handle 
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failure?” Though Lena was no longer her student, Emma found she couldn’t help but prod her 

weak spots in hopes of making them stronger. 

A smile flared on Lena’s face and went out, as if a laugh had tried and failed to escape. 

“I got a commendation for valor and determination while in battle against the enemies of the 

Motherland.” Lena reached for the half-empty bottle but Emma grabbed and plugged it.  

“That’s enough of that for now. You’ve still explained nothing. You had the opportunity of 

a lifetime—of many lifetimes. Your gift draws other gifts to it: Training in the best military 

academy in the world, studying under the best arcanists in the world. All because of a luck of 

birth.” Emma snapped her fingers. “And a father with the foresight to give his daughter the tools 

and training she needed.” Lena couldn’t find the right words. For the first time she was able to 

see Emma as a real person, something other than an adult who knew more than she did. Emma 

resented her. Emma was jealous. 

“That mission was the beginning. The first spark in realizing that to the crown I am 

simply a tool. Yes, Emma, I have a gift beyond gifts that continues to multiply itself. So much 

can be done with it! The unexplored avenues could cross Western Immoren, double back and 

cross it again. And Korsk sees this potential and forms it into a gun or a fist. Were I born in 

Cygnar, would it be different?” Lena’s eyes were wild. 

 “No. It wouldn’t.” 

“I didn’t think so. I can’t waste my life as a weapon. How can I serve a country that gives 

me no options for what to be or how to grow? What about my connection with August? I’ve read 

everything there is on the subject of imprinting, and let me tell you, there’s not a lot. The 

research is “low priority” according to the Druzhina. There’s an incredible amount to be learned 

here. I can feel it.”  

Emma was silent. The emotion had cleared from her face like cloud cover blown off by 

the wind. She was scrutinizing Lena, taking in the measure of the girl. This was the Emma 

Braddock Lena knew: Judge. Instructor. 
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Emma held up three fingers. “First,” she counted off, “You are young and therefore 

naive. You do not know what it means to serve your country. Second, your father gave more 

than you know and maybe more than you can understand to afford August and your training. 

You represent opportunity your family may never have again.” Lena wilted under the heat of 

Emma’s points and she sat looking at her lap. 

 “Third, it is good for you that I am neither from your country nor am I your father.” Lena 

looked up. “I think you may regret this decision one day, Yelena. But a woman has to make her 

own way in this world or a way not of her choosing will be made for her. I know that much.”  

A look of such relief came to Lena’s face that Emma found there were tears in her own 

eyes. Things would be hard for the girl from here on out; it could do her good to experience 

some warmth while she could. 

“So—I—” Lena started. 

“It’s okay. We'll figure it out." Then she added, "Sister." 

Lena put her head on the table. The windowpanes rattled as August’s boiler howled 

outside. 
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4 

 

Malakov felt uneasy. He enjoyed thinking of himself as a lone wolf, and this expedition to 

the coast was the perfect opportunity to play the part. Only he found the performance much less 

thrilling with no one around to appreciate it. Warjacks were a necessary tool of the trade but 

Andrei had to admit that he preferred working with people. Without Kostya here to take orders 

and offer his thoughts, Malakov was bored. He had skirted around Ohk, not wanting to be 

slowed by his superiors there asking for reports and plans. This was his second day out from 

the city and as the sun hit the apex of its arc Malakov spotted a silo in the distance. There was a 

cluster of homes and barns nearby. He’d reach the village before nightfall and would be happy 

for the opportunity to question the locals. 

As he crossed it the land around him was saturated with color. South of Ohk at this time 

of year the dominant hue was the fresh green of unripened fruit. The countryside rolled on, no 

longer quiet, as Malakov and his heavy warjacks wound through it. He issued the mental 

command for his ‘jacks to press forward even as he stopped for a break. Looking behind him, 

he saw the path they had cut through the tall grass. It would not be easy for Lena to hide in this 

country. He was confident he would find her. 

About to turn around, Malakov noticed a speck in the distance. It was moving. It was red 

and brown. He ordered the ‘jacks to halt and stayed still, watching. As the speck got closer he 

could make out the horse, then the officer’s peaked cap, and, closer still, Kostya’s beard. Had 

they sent Kostya to bring him back? He couldn’t afford to lose time now! He waited, folding his 

arms. The galloping grew louder on the approach before Kostya reined in the beast, slowing 

them. 

“Ho there, Andrei!” No longer under Malakov’s command, Kostya took the opportunity to 

press his patience with undue familiarity.  
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“I don’t have time for this. I will press on. Tell them—” 

“Whoa!” Kostya said, perhaps to both the horse and Malakov. “Tell who what? I’m not 

here to stop you. I’m passing along some information that will be useful to you.” 

Malakov’s voice was tense. “You know where she is? Something more from her 

parents?” 

Kostya took off his cap and fanned himself with it. “Riding’s hot work.” 

Malakov scowled. 

“It’s about the Braddock woman. I did some looking to see what local bureaucracy had 

on her. Records, or anything that might be useful. Make sure she is where they said she is. That 

sort of thing. Papers have her in Barabinsk all right. Only after I searched her out I found myself, 

in short order, in front of Kommander Kovalenka. She only revealed what she had to, but it was 

enough for me to figure out that the Kommandants are planning some foray into Llael. Our 

Braddock has ties there that she is exploiting for the benefit of Khador’s military.” 

“A spy. For Khador?” 

“So it would seem. Command thinks this thing with Yefremovich doesn’t have anything in 

particular to do with Braddock. Bad timing is all. Anyway, right now keeping her in the loop is a 

priority. If she happens to be harboring a deserter....Well, she can be brought to justice after the 

mission is complete. Don’t spook her. She’s been in Khador a long time but she has friends 

everywhere. Lots of holes to hide and be safe. For now, it’s important that she is here and 

happy. Kovalenka’s orders.” 

“Morrow’s cock!” Malakov’s voice shot up an octave. “My mission is unimportant now? A 

warcaster deserting. Fleeing. Selling knowledge of the Druzhina to our enemies? This is 

nothing?” He cursed.  

Kostya raised his hands in a disarming gesture. “The girl is fair game, Andrei. Just deal 

delicately with Braddock. Who knows? Perhaps she will refuse to help a deserter. She must 

know the danger it would put her in.” 
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“Or she knows she is protected by the military!” spat Malakov. He grunted, lost in 

thought for a moment. “This doesn’t change the direction of my aim. I just need to be slightly 

more careful of collateral damage.” He strode off without so much as a nod at Kostya, his 'jacks 

following.  

*     *     * 

 

Emma’s workshop was large, more than half the size of her home, and attached to the 

side of it. Lena felt around a workbench in the dark and clicked the switch when she found it. A 

staccato electric buzz filled the space as lights flickered on. Emma had to be unbelievably 

mechanically savvy to wire the bulbs and filaments to create light. Lena shook her head and 

looked around. From the outside the shop had looked worn and weathered but under the light 

the wood was new, smooth, and without character. The workbenches were filled with projects in 

various states: a broken wagon axle, a half-dismantled laborjack, two old grandfather clocks in 

one corner, and wheels and gears and pieces of steam engines strewn all over. 

Lena had entered the shop from the house door. Opposite this were the large double 

doors leading outside. Near these stood three 'jacks, two that had been patched up and were 

ready for their owners to retrieve and a third that was going to stay here: Goose. The fires in the 

laborjacks’ boilers were banked but August still had no coal in his. 

She could feel all three cortexes. Lena had never asked another warcaster what using 

the talent felt like to them, but for her a cortex was a multifaceted and glittering thing, its faces 

winking like stars. She felt an awareness that hummed lower than hearing. This was very faint in 

the laborjacks, and a warcaster that hadn’t experienced a deep bond may have missed the 

subtlety of that awareness. Lena was so well acquainted with it that even when it was only 

nascent, as it was in these two, she was uncomfortable controlling it. It was like she wearing a 

sweater of itchy roughspun wool. She didn’t know which way the ‘jack would tend, whether fast 

or slow, aggressive or protective. 
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 Lena put her hand on August’s outer armor and closed her eyes. She turned over the 

jewel of his cortex in her mind. The representation she conjured couldn’t be said to have a color 

but it wasn’t completely devoid of one either. She found this image of his cortex substantially 

beautiful. Like a shard of crystal, it was asymmetrical, as if experiences had built upon one 

another physically. An architecture of lattices hinted at buildings full of rooms with doors still 

locked to her. The cortex was a constructed thing housed in his metal chassis, and yet it was 

also something else that only seemed to exist when in connection with another. Would it be 

different if someone else with the talent connected to him? Did this August only exist here, now? 

She opened her eyes and smiled. She was going to Five Fingers with nothing but a letter 

from Emma to an old friend, a growing survival instinct, and a bag full of questions. There were 

years of work to be done and a lifetime to prove her talent was more than an asset to the 

military of the country where she happened to be born. Lena withdrew her power and 

disconnected from August. He would walk with her again, someday. It was time to go. She 

clicked the lights off and pushed through the door into the house when she heard voices coming 

from outside. 

She froze. 

*     *     * 

 Emma opened the door and looked down at the man in warcaster armor. “Hello, can I 

help you? If you are in need of lodging for the night—” 

“No,” he said. “I am here to speak with you on Kommander Kovalenka’s orders.” 

“I’m sorry, you must have mistaken me for someone else. I’m not in the military.” 

“Correct, Miss Braddock. But all the same I have gotten the right person.” 

Emma narrowed her eyes and folded her arms. She measured Malakov for a few 

moments then closed her door and sat on the stoop. “Kommander Kovalenka did not send you. 

This was not the arrangement. Either something has gone wrong and you are here to get rid of 
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me, or Kovalenka doesn’t know you’re here. My coin is on the second.” She leaned back, hands 

on the top step. It was a casual pose that left her right hand near the holster on her hip. 

“Suppose there is a third option.” He fiddled with his saber, flicking the hilt with his thumb 

so an inch or so of steel would show, then snapping it back down into the sheath. He continued 

to do this as he spoke. “The Kommander sent me to test your loyalty. You are very important to 

certain pieces of the plan for Llael. Now, I wouldn’t pretend to be privy to the whole grand 

design. I am just a soldier and a soldier does not concern himself with the intentions of 

Kommandants or the schemes of Kommanders. A soldier cares about what he has been given 

to do and nothing more. A Kommandant makes war and must draft strategy. The domain of the 

soldier is tactics.” 

He flicked his sword a few inches out of its sheath. “After the Llael operation—after you 

stop being so useful to us—would you like a home? A country?” 

   Emma’s face had slowly paled as she saw the bars of the cage close around her. If 

Kovalenka had sent him there was no hope of helping the girl. This man was here for Lena, and 

if the Kommander knew and cared about her presence here then Lena had gotten as far as she 

could go. On the other hand, if he was acting outside of the Kommander’s knowledge then Lena 

might escape with her help. Damn! She had built up a place of safety and comfort out of a 

lifetime’s deadly and dangerous work. Damn this girl! Who was she to Emma? A farmer’s 

daughter. A privileged brat. A naive warcaster. She wasn’t worthy of the title. 

Didn’t a student, though, reflect on her teacher? She might yet be worthy of the gift. And 

perhaps more than worthy, with the right guidance. Menoth’s name! Emma shifted her right leg 

so the holster touched her hand. 

“I can see where you're leading me with this, so we can stop. As a warcaster yourself, 

you obviously know the girl is here.”  

Malakov’s face soured, as if he were disappointed that he hadn’t gotten to say 

everything he had prepared. “Well,” he said, his expression brightening, “I will see that this is 
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done with the proper formality. Lead the way.” He reached across his body to unsheath his 

sword. 

Emma sat up, swept the handcannon off her hip, and shot. The power field generated by 

Malakov’s arcane turbine deflected the bullet and it took a chunk out of his shoulder armor 

instead of blasting a hole right through him. The shock on his face drained quickly into a hard 

stare that mechanically assessed the situation. He ran toward a tree for cover, drawing a 

handcannon of his own and speaking the words of a spell. Runes began to glow around him. 

 Well, shit, thought Emma. 

*     *     * 

As soon as she recognized Malakov's voice Lena ran to the back of the workshop and 

threw open the boilers on the laborjacks. Frantic, she dashed around, scattering tools across 

workbenches until her hand closed on a bellows. She half-climbed up one of the ‘jacks and 

jammed the bellows in, blowing the flame to life. 

As she fanned the second to a roar, Lena extended her consciousness. Malakov would 

not come without warjacks. There, and...there. One was behind the house next door and 

another was down the street, coming this way. He must have wanted to hide them from Emma. 

She climbed off the ‘jack and recalibrated herself. Malakov was still outside. The machines in 

front of her had no weapons and at best would serve as a distraction. Instinctively, she made 

the sign of the menofix with her right hand before opening August’s boiler. Shoveling in coal 

from a bin in the corner, she spoke the spell of shielding. Menoth preserve. She took glowing 

embers from the fire in one of the laborjacks and layered them into August’s boiler. Malakov’s 

‘jacks were closing around the shop. Lena beat air into August until he blazed, and then kept 

going. 

When she heard the pop of the gunshot she threw the bellows over her shoulder and 

slammed August’s boiler doors shut. The doors on one of the laborjacks were still open from 

when she’d shoveled out its hot coals to start August. No time now. The sound of more shots 
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peppered the quiet in the shop. Lena opened one of the doors leading out and steered the ‘jack 

with the open boiler to dash through. 

It ran into the sunlight, the edges of its polished armor glinting. Before it took its third 

step past the door Malakov’s Juggernaut sprang from around the corner of the shop, its 

magically frost-rimed axe cocked for a blow. The weapon crashed through the head of the 

laborjack in a single stroke and it went dark to Lena, its cortex destroyed. Flame and ash 

scattered out the back of its boiler as it struggled with the Juggernaut. With no cortex Lena 

couldn’t empower the half-dead ‘jack with magic, but she was still able to pilot it to grip the haft 

of the axe buried in its body and pound the side of the Juggernaut with its other fist. 

The damage to the red monster was minimal but for the moment it couldn’t pull free from 

the laborjack. August’s own axe was much smaller than the Juggernaut’s, but with its back 

faced toward him he had an open shot at the hull. He charged. Lena wrung herself of every last 

bit of power to fill August, guiding his strikes toward the Juggernaut’s critical systems and 

lending him a brutal strength and speed. Metal screeched and flew as he hacked its free arm 

into uselessness and heavily damaged the point where the legs connected to the chassis. Its 

axe was still deadly but Lena was satisfied that in its current state it could not follow them with 

speed.  

She pushed out into the alley with the other laborjack and rounded the corner into the 

street in time to look directly into Malakov’s eyes. Except he didn’t seem to quite see her. Right. 

The spell. Trusting in its protection she fled from the cover of the shop, crossing the street 

toward another alley. August and the free laborjack ran behind. 

Malakov squeezed three shots at her, two flying wide and one hitting August in the chest 

with a SPAT! August was a hybrid machine and not as well-armored as the Khadoran warjacks, 

but Lena could tell that the damage was superficial. A Devastator lumbered up behind Malakov, 

finally making its way to the skirmish from one street over. 

“Emma!” Lena screamed. “Emma!” 
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The pause gave Malakov enough time to cast out at her, runes bursting into existence all 

around him. She heard a faint whistling. It grew louder, and she could feel a blade of wind flying 

toward her. Turning to sprint, Lena avoided being run clean through and until she reached the 

alley thought she’d sidestepped the hit altogether. The cut was so clean that she hadn’t felt it at 

first. It was long and deep, a slice out of her left side just under the ribs. 

“Fuck.” She started to bleed. “Keep moving.” Sending the laborjack to block the alleyway 

entrance as best it could, Lena urged August and herself on, not knowing where to. As they 

rounded another corner she heard a great bash behind them. The Devastator doing its job to 

the laborjack. She would have to hide somewhere. And bleed out. She pressed her hand to the 

wound until her fingers were white, trying not to think about how wet it felt. She would have to 

hide somewhere and get help. 

They turned into an unfamiliar street. She saw a woman with a wide, pale Khardic face 

hustling children out of a garden and into a house. Lena got a glimpse of eyes full of fear as the 

woman took one last look at the street before slamming the door. If Lena survived this—if—

officers and kommanders would descend on this place, interrogating everyone about what 

happened here. Her face would be plastered over half of Khador. Wanted. Until that moment 

Lena had not been struck deeply by the fact that she could never return to her country. She 

would never again see the high bluffs of her childhood, smell that thin cold air, or see her 

parents. 

Her parents. How did Malakov find her here? Where were her parents? Oh, Menoth. She 

had made a mistake. She had made a lot of mistakes. 

She had made the wrong decision. 

Everything was ruined. The pain in her side jabbed upward into her chest, and she was 

conscious of her body as a piece of meat. Lena collapsed into the dirt and vomited. She choked, 

and tears came out of her eyes as they bulged, mingling with snot farther down her face. She 

vomited again, struggling to push up from her knees as a shadow fell across her. 
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August had placed himself between her and the alley opening they had come from, 

anticipating Malakov’s next move. As she got to her feet she heard Malakov scream her name. 

It was high-pitched for him, but then he was screaming. Lena unholstered her pistol and began 

backing both herself and August away from the alley, hoping to draw a bead on Malakov and 

force him into cover when he came around the corner. She heard her name screamed again. It 

was coming from down the street, not the alley. Had Malakov doubled back and gone around? 

Lena swung her pistol toward the voice. A figure in white limped up the street. 

Emma! 

She had been shot in the thigh. Dark blood soaked down one side of her so it looked as 

if she were wearing two different pantlegs. Lena sent August to cover Emma as she 

approached, in case Malakov came from an unexpected angle. As August broke from his 

position and exposed Lena, Malakov whipped around the corner and shot. Her spell was still up, 

thank the Creator, and the bullet hit dirt a few feet away. 

Even with magical protection, with enough shots or spells thrown at her Malakov would 

eventually land another. One more would probably be enough to kill her. They had to move. She 

feathered a shot at the alley and Malakov darted around the corner as the Devastator appeared. 

Emma and August had already passed by Lena on their way up the street, and if she hesitated 

the Devastator would have a clear charge and easily pound her into gristle with its shield fists. 

“This way!” Emma commanded. Lena popped off a last shot and ran. 

*     *     * 

Damnit. The sun was sunk; he’d have no chance finding them now. No doubt Braddock 

knew this burg well, and she probably did have a friend or two after all. They must have 

squirreled down a side street and then—into a basement? Out of town? If the latter, where did 

they go? It had to be south. 

Malakov had stationed the Devastator and Juggernaut on opposite sides of town just 

outside the central square and gone off searching on his own. This way he could scan a large 
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area through the eyes of the two ‘jacks and cover more ground by himself. He’d turned up 

exactly nothing. The people of this coastal mudpit that he’d been able to question swore 

ignorance. Some had seen Lena arrive with her ‘jack and knew that she had gone to stay with 

Braddock, but that was all they knew. None of them had a clue about who Lena was nor 

seemed to know that she was a warcaster. Apparently Braddock repaired ‘jacks and whatever 

else needed fixing when she wasn’t spying, and those who had seen Lena and her machine 

figured she was a ‘jack marshal getting some work done. 

Malakov walked back to Braddock’s house, setting the ‘jacks to a slow patrol around 

Barabinsk. He planned to spend the night using them to look for anything suspicious. Shaking 

his head, he sat down on the front step and then shivered as a breeze blew in from the water. 

The walkway in front of him was covered in Braddock’s blood from when he’d shot her in the 

leg. The memory brightened his mood. She had been badly hit, and he’d definitely sliced into 

Lena with his spell, but the damage was hard to assess. 

He stood up and jogged around the house, behind the workshop, and into the street 

where he’d scored the hit on Yefremovich. Nothing he could see clearly, but—there. He knelt to 

the ground in the alleyway and drew his handcannon. Sending a surge of arcane energy to the 

weapon he made it glow so he could see by its light. It was difficult to tell in the midst of dirt and 

rock but there were a few dark spots here and there. He continued down the alley, bent to the 

ground. Yes, more spots. A spatter here. And there, a dried bloody handprint on the wall. 

Malakov had noticed none of this in his earlier haste but now he could see quite clearly 

that the both of them had been injured pretty good. That notched up the likelihood that they 

were still in town being sheltered. And if they had left, well, they wouldn’t make it far on their 

own. They would need to buy food, bandages, and beds for the night. They would leave a trail 

of witnesses. 

For the first time in hours Malakov unclenched his jaw. This had not gone well. He was 

sure that Korsk had hoped it would be easier and would take it out on him because it hadn’t 
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been. Explaining the loss of Braddock to their spy network would be particularly painful, but she 

had attempted to kill a uniformed warcaster of the Khadoran army to protect a deserter that 

belonged to the same. As long as she believed him Kommander Kovalenka would have little 

sympathy for Braddock. 

This had not gone well and it would not be easy from here on out. But a Khadoran 

warcaster in exile would not find it simple to hide forever. Her nation would look for her and they 

would find her. Eventually. Malakov put his handcannon back in its holster, letting the glow fade, 

and went to requisition Braddock’s assets for the benefit of Khador. 

*     *     * 

They skirted between Skrovenberg and Korsk, which wasn’t a difficult feat considering 

the cities were nearly two hundred miles apart. Still, any Khadoran settlement of size was a 

danger to them now and their largest risk still lay a month ahead on foot: Port Vladovar. 

Barabinsk lay about the same distance behind. 

Shortly after fleeing, Emma had led them to chance a few days in a village in the foothills 

of the Veschena Hearthlands. Lena’s wound had not proved dire, though she still felt lances of 

pain whenever she breathed heavily. Emma’s had been more serious. She collapsed from blood 

loss a mile out from the nearest homestead and Lena had left August to guard her while she ran 

to find someone. 

An old woman that reminded Lena of her grandmother had stanched the flow of blood, 

cut away dead skin, and applied a paste and bandages. Emma slipped in and out of a fever for 

three days while Lena helped the old woman with chores. When Emma woke ready to go on the 

fourth day the old woman protested that she wasn’t yet in good enough shape. The gold Emma 

put in her palm for services rendered and more herbs and bandages made her rethink her 

professional opinion.  

They had gotten an hours’ march out, Emma hobbling on a single crutch and Lena 

stepping deliberately, trying not to wheeze, before Emma noticed the absence of August and 
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mentioned it. Lena swung a cloth sack off her shoulder and handed packages of cured meat, 

bread, nuts, and berries to Emma. Finally she produced a steel ball slightly smaller than her 

own head, scarred with lines and lumpy with raised portholes glowing blue. 

“The cortex,” Emma said.  

“Yeah. I sold off the rest as scrap. Mechanic in town wanted to buy him outright but he 

couldn’t afford it. Anyway I wouldn’t sell. This is Goose, the most important part.” Lena placed 

the cortex in the sack. 

 Emma smirked as they continued on. “You’re beginning to think like a survivor. Good. 

That’s step one for life in Five Fingers.” 

“While you were out I had time to think about what I really need to do now. What about 

my parents? They could be imprisoned or—worse. And it’s my fault.” She muttered under her 

breath: “So stupid.” 

Emma stopped and turned to Lena, planting her crutch in the grass. “Yes. You were 

stupid. But you made up your mind and it seems you have to do it again. Will you go back? 

What will happen then? Will you save your parents? Will you ever be free or trusted? You 

decide if your decisions matter. Regret can make us see clearly and choose correctly next time. 

In the middle of it, though, sometimes you have to see the stupid thing through. You might have 

a different perspective on the other side of it.” 

She swept off her kepi and wiped her brow. The sun was hard even this early; it was 

going to be a hot day. Emma turned back, leaving Lena behind her, and stumped forward 

through the field. “It’s a new day, Lena. Make your choice again.” 

 

 

 

 


