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Book I. The Serpent Knight Saga




CHAPTER 1.

It came in this darkest of years, this winter of bitterest cold, when dire wolves loped marauding through the city, laying drek and slaughter upon man, woman, and child. When finally they retreated, it was believed a miracle from God. It was not.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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IN THE COLD DARK LANDS, I dreamt of death and black murder.

Bang!

Bang!

Bang!

“Jesus Christ—” I snorted awake to the hammer-slam of a gauntleted fist pounding against the wagon. Fast. Metallic. Urgent. I lurched up from my wagon-bed, groping blind for my sword but smashing my head against one of the stacked crates instead, nigh on knocking myself senseless. At first, I thought we were under attack. Again. With my blade fumbled into hand, I poked my head out the rear of the wagon, looked around, trying to focus, and met only cold winter silence.

Wincing, I felt at the ragged stitches along my forehead. Still intact.

Nothing moved in our little camp. The lion’s share of snow we’d dug out from the ruins of an old Roman way station built atop a small rise. A thousand years old. A thousand years dead. Only two walls still stood intact, forming a corner eight feet high, the rest just a ghost, a shell. A cozy little camp, except for the carnage, a God damned raven-feast come sunup. Long slashes of black splatter fouled the winter white. Tents lay torn, the ground strewn with arrows and weapons. Bodies lay next to my wagon. Five. All lined up in a neat row. A small cooking fire smoldered by the wall. I made to settle back into my makeshift bed, pull my blanket over my head and die when I noticed him standing there in the dark, a shadow, gazing off east.

Karl.

“What the hell are you doing?” I asked.

“Get up, asshole,” Karl rumbled low. Shorter than me by at least a head, he was a squat, grizzled bulldog of a man. The kind of bulldog you hide from the book-men and bettors, so he doesn’t screw the odds. Ruin the bets. The one the pit-bear looks at with a kind of fear in his war-weary eyes, knows that maybe this is the one. “We’ve visitors.” He pointed off down the road. “Wolves. The two-legged sort.”

The night was old, the air dead, dead and cold and dead. The kind of cold that just sits there and latches on, soaking into your bones, your soul, becoming part of you. Hot soup and grog and August sun might stave it off, but they’re far off, long gone. Always. I pushed the crates back into some semblance of order, rubbed my pounding head. I could barely see straight.

“You alright?” Karl peered in. “Reckoned you for a goner.”

I shifted. “Nothing broken.” Just everything hurt.

“Hrrrm...” He squinted close at my stitched forehead.

“Am I still pretty?”

Karl stifled a chuckle.

“Is it Stephan?” I nodded toward the road.

“Don’t know.” Karl reached in, setting a bulls-eye lantern on the wagon-bed. “Got it?”

“Yeah.” I took up the lantern, my fingers enwrapping the warm tin. Pressed it against my cheek. Let loose a soft groan.

“Maybe I should leave you two alone.” Karl pulled out his flask. “Here.” He set it atop a crate. “I’ll take a gander.”

He disappeared into the dark while I scrambled ravenous for his flask. I tore the stopper free, took a pull, relaxed almost instantly, reflexively, and felt it, that delicious burn searing all the way down. But then something went wrong. Nausea. Torqueing my guts. I waited for it to pass, head swirling, pounding, gorge rising. I couldn’t hold it and let loose a torrent of puke. Fierce. Prolonged. Homeric.

Dangling half out of the wagon, soiled, senseless, useless, I remained for a piece, the hanged man of some pathetic tarot stack. I blinked. Our horse lay beneath, feathered shafts sticking out of its neck, its flank, its eye. “Fine shot.” Beside the horse carcass laid the five human ones. My men. Michael. Riddled with arrows. Aaron, a spear sticking out of his chest, butt-end aimed up at the heavens. The others had been smashed, hacked with axes or swords. It didn’t matter. Not now. And not ever again.

“Sorry fellas.” Wasn’t much else to say. I wiped my mouth on the corner of my cloak and hauled myself back up. Bones creaking like rusted hinges. I collapsed against the stacked boxes of Flanders wool, the best on the continent, and waited for Karl.

That flask, though, glimmered in the lantern-light. And it was still nearly full. “If at first you don’t succeed...” I bent it back, feeling the cool smooth against my lips, and drank my venom, my mass, my sacrament. It stayed down this time. Victory.

Beyond, the Hellwood lay silent. No wind. No sounds. No nothing. Even the wolves, the four-legged ones dogging our heels the past few days, twin amber moons flashing in the dark, were silent. I reached for my blade, Yolanda, her ugly brass hilt worn, pitted, her ragged sharkskin grip rough but reassuring. Comfortable. Mine. Sheathed, she ain’t so pretty, it’s true. But you draw her out, all that crucible Damascus steel singing sad and slow, revealing all that’s gleaming, cold, and merciless sharp? Beauty incarnate.

I wrestled my mail shirt on, tightened my belt and leaned back, settling in. Pulling my blanket up over my shoulders, I took another swig, felt the warmth from within spread out from my belly, down my arms and legs to my fingers and toes.

Karl came trudging back, mail shirt rustling, weapons clinking, breath steaming heavy. “Riders.” He yanked a slender tree branch from out the top of his hobnail boot, tossed it aside with a grimace. “Coming up the road. Some afoot, too.”

“See who it is?”

“Naw. Too fucking dark.”

“How many?”

“More than two fists. One’s leading a draft horse.” Karl nodded down at our own draft horse lying dead in the snow. “And there’s a woman.”

“Oh?” I brushed my hair down and smoothed my goatee reflexively.

Karl muttered profanities unfit to repeat. “Scouts coming up first. On foot. Pair of ‘em.” He pointed with the head of that thane-axe. “North side of the road. Uphill. Through thick underbrush. Deep snow. We’ve a moment or two.”

“Moving to flank?”

“Flank?” A grin split his face, fierce, wicked as a knife. “Well, look at you, using that trove of war-words.” He slapped me on the back. I nearly died. Right there. Karl paused, stiffened, sniffed. “You puke?”

“You’re standing in it.”

“Odin’s teeth—” Karl scraped the sole of his boot on the frozen horse carcass. “Rrrg. What in hell’s the play?”

I glared down at the dead, all five staring back up at me, all five blue as ice. In my furor, after he’d stitched my wounds, I’d argued with Stephan, my baby brother, telling him it was a waste of time, a fool’s errand, him riding off into the old night on some quest to save them, to save me. Somehow. But I’d never stopped him before. So why now? And where the hell was he? “I want to live.”

“Run-live? Or fight-live?”

“Too drunk to run-live.” I shook my head. “Too sober to fight-live.”

“You ain’t never been too sober to do nothing.”

“I don’t know what that means.” From between snowdrifts, a section of tiled fresco peeked up from the ground, untouched by fresh murder, a Roman cavalryman in full regalia down on one knee, offering a rose to a red-haired maiden of somber beauty. “Where’d you stash the bad guys?”

“We’re the bad guys,” Karl sneered.

“Right. Where’d you stash those dumb dead fuckers tried killing us?”

Karl grunted, nodding in the direction of a drift of snow where the two intact sections of wall met. The snow was deeper there. What before I’d taken as a gnarled stick I now made out as a hand crippled into a rictus poking out of the snow. “Sick of looking at them.”

“Any get away?”

“Yar.”

“How many, you hazard?”

“Hrrm,” Karl counted on his fingers, “some.”

“Great.” I crawled like a palsied dog out of the wagon, barely, and managed not to fall, surprisingly. Staggering to the wall for support, I looked out over the Hellwood. Trees lay for leagues every which way except north. North lay the sea. The road paralleled it, west to east. I imagined I could see a glow, coming up it. Far away. Just not far enough. Eleven men. Eleven fighting men. At least. A lady, though? And a draft horse? Strange. “Alright.” My gears were turning. “You go. Hide. Keep watch, yeah? Take the crossbow. I’ll stay. Suss them out. Put this silver tongue to good use.”

“Licking boots or arse?”

“Whatever it takes.” I nodded to myself. “We ain’t losing the goods.” My head was clearing, by necessity. “Sound sharp?”

“They ain’t coming to dice at hazard, lad.”

“It has to be Stephan.” Probably true. It was too late for someone to be coming for anything on the level. That was plain. But highwaymen? Twice in one night? Even my luck’s not that bad. Usually. Or was I wrong? Was it indeed them? Come back to finish us? No. It was a different group. They had a woman with them which was strange enough, and they were coming openly. They knew we were here. Knew we were stuck. “It has to.”

“Ain’t have to be no one, lad,” Karl cautioned.

“They had the wherewithal to bring a draft horse.” My decision was made. “I’ll signal if I need you.”

“How?”

“I’ll scream like a little girl.”

“And then?” he asked. “Gonna take the rest on yourself?”

“Alright, so maybe we are gonna lose the goods,” I conceded. “Still, I ain’t leaving.”

“Your funeral.” He hefted his crossbow, loaded it, set it on the wall.

Somewhere to the west, the deep woods, a lone wolf howled, breaking the long silence.

“Always a good omen,” I said.

These old woods, a thousand years ago the Romans had come here with their centurions and scorpions. Thousands of them. To conquer. To take. Karl’s pagan ancestors had stopped them. The Roman war machine, slaughtered to a man.

“Still can’t see shit.” I squinted.

“There.”

“Yeah.” Beyond the skeletal cover of a bare-branched copse of wood, I caught a glimmer of light. Distant. Disappearing. Flickering. A torch. Then another. They slid in and out from behind the trees, glowing, floating, beckoning, will o’ the wisps fishing for souls. Lucky me, I pawned mine ages ago.

“Ain’t Stephan,” Karl spat. “Stephan’d warn us. Knowed he might get shot.”

I grunted, noncommittally. “Can you make them out?”

“Naw.” Karl watched like a hawk, his eyesight comparable. “Got to be one of them knights. Or a lord. Horses, men, armor, the ruckus and all.”

“Hell,” I didn’t even have to think, “the Cyclops, then.”

“Naw, even Stephan wouldn’t trust that prick.”

“No, he wouldn’t.” But a sliver of doubt swelled in my rock of resolve. “But he’s the only one has a keep between here and the city. Only one that’s near.” Shit. “Got the men. The means.” I white-knuckled Yolanda tight. “Well, I’ll find out soon enough.” The entourage rounded a bend in the road. “Ain’t exactly sneaking. That’s a good sign, yeah?”

They came in a line, three astride horses, seven walking, trudging, the last one leading a draft horse. As they neared, I saw the woman, slender, cloaked, poised, an elegant figure upright riding side-saddle. Except for her and the man leading the draft horse, they were all armed.

“Scouts.” Karl glared at something beyond the road.

“Best get moving.”

Karl hung there for a moment. “Sure a wagon of wool’s worth it?”

I clenched a fist to my mouth as a tidal wave of nausea crashed. “It ain’t,” I took a deep breath, “but this ain’t about a wagonload of wool, now is it?”




Chapter 2.

...too late for such measures to prove effective. The city-guard has been decimated, nay, more than decimated, and food has grown ever scarce in the eastern half of the city. People are starving there, and yet the fools persist in killing one another...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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IN THE PULSATING DARK, I crouched by the campfire, adjusting to the forest silence, straining my ears, drawing back layers, reaching, hearing things I hadn’t before, the break of waves on shore, the soft rise of wind rustling through fir needles above, the clomp of hooves on the old Roman road. Close.

A shadow emerged from the woods to the crush of dead twigs, the clang of weapon and armor. He oozed like oil across the ruin’s north wall, his yellow eyes searching everywhere but somehow still always fixed on me. “Be dropping that sword, mate,” he grinned, “if ya know what’s good for ya.” In his gloved fists, he bore a wicked spear.

“Fuck off.” Using the wall on one side and Yolanda on the other, I managed to rise straight and tall, projecting a figure of haughty indifference, in control despite every evidence to the contrary. Breathe slow. Breathe deep. “Where’s your lord and master?” I gazed off beyond the Grinner, dismissing him as a horse clomped into camp.

A huge horse.

A giant rider.

I swallowed. Maintained. Ram horns curved down, sprouting from the giant’s helm, hiding his face behind a mask of cold iron. A hell-beast conglomerate the two were, steam pouring from the ventail of his helm, orange embers licking off his torch, the black iron chaffron forged skeletal, engulfing the hell-steed’s head.

“That’s close enough, good sir.” I steeled my voice to something approximating a man’s, but only just. “Your business. State it or be gone.” Imminent, a word that sprang to mind.

Dead silent, he just stared past me. Steel scraped, jangled. The warhorse snorted, blowing snot across the fresco, scuffing muck under shod hoof as he and rider circled, gaze focused outward to the surrounding wood.

“Sir, I am under the king’s protection.” Yolanda hung heavy in my hand.

The giant still said nothing. From the road, seven men loped like a pack of wolves into camp, spreading out. In the flickering torchlight, their armor shone dull brown and grey. They bore long swords. Shields. Spears. The monstrous giant barked in some foreign tongue and two crossbowmen took up position before me, one left and one right, bolts aimed at me. Bookends.

“Gentlemen—” I stuttered to a halt as another rider clomped in from the road. He dismounted smoothly, handing the reins off to one of his men. A lord, no mistaking that, by his fine fur-lined cloak. His craggy face was weathered raw by age, gnarled by life and by death, mangles of scar writhing up across the right half as though some beast had savaged him tooth and claw. His close-cropped beard was as white as his dead left eye.

I stifled a shudder. Fucked. I was that. It was the Cyclops, Lord Raachwald, the Gallows Lord. History, he and I shared a piece. And not the good kind.

“What have we?” Lord Raachwald asked in a near whisper, the sound of a blade drawn deliberately across whetstone.

The giant barked something, gesticulating toward the forest.

“Aye,” the lord answered, “see it done,” and that white eye, the clouded eye of a long-dead fish, turned back on me. “Which king was it you spoke of?” He cocked his head a mite.

“My lord...?” A bead of freezing sweat rolled down my back.

“You claimed protection under some king.” He glanced around in a mockery of search. “I merely wished to ascertain which king it was that offers you this ... supposed protection?” That word ‘supposed’ rang in my mind like a church bell tolling and not the wedding kind.

“Yeah, uh ... I might have overplayed my hand there,” I admitted.

“Svaldrake is under the jurisdiction of no king.” He was old, but not weak, a gnarled tree only hardened by age. “We have no kings. We desire no kings. We suffer no kings.”

“Then, of course, it is you, my lord, whose aegis shields me.” I bowed low, just shy of true groveling by a hair. “Sir Luther Slythe Krait, at your—”

“Enough.” Lord Raachwald’s good eye gleamed a savage gold. “You know who I am. And I you. Games, I am not over-fond of them.” He drew in a long breath. “Did you truly believe it possible I would not know you?” He grasped a log from the woodpile and dropped it into the fire. “You are not presently dead. See that as a pleasant yet uncertain situation.”

I swallowed.

The giant growled something ferocious.

“No.” The lord glanced over. “That shan’t be necessary. Have Old Inglestahd construct another fire, and see to it the lady is brought up. Some hot wine would do. Or cider. Her choice. And bring the wheeler as well.” He studied the corpses lined up by the wagon. “You’ve no small measure of death upon your hands.”

“The lads drank a little too much,” I deadpanned. “Tripped and fell on their swords.”

One of the crossbowmen barked a laugh at that.

Lord Raachwald silenced him with a curious glance. “And what of the dead buried yonder?” He nodded toward the corner.

“Merchants,” I answered, as one of Lord Raachwald’s men cut a ringed finger from Aaron. “Ahem,” he tossed the finger, kept the ring, “interested in procuring our wool. They made an offer. It was low.”

“And yet still they paid a price.”

“Pardon, my lord,” I looked around as armed men took everything in the world that I owned, “are you here to aid me?” It wasn’t much, but... “You’ve a wheeler in tow? How ... fortuitous.”

“Haefgrim,” Lord Raachwald said to his giant, “secure the area. We shall remain as long as necessity demands.” The lord scanned the dark forest. “Do what you deem necessary.”

The giant growled something, and he and mount disappeared into the darkness, six warriors in tow.

Lord Raachwald turned and bowed woodenly. “The Lady Narcissa Volkendorf.”

A lady strolled into the ruins, wrapped in a dark purple cloak dagged at the edges by ravens in flight. Black ermine lined the hood, her face lost in its shadow. My heart pounded. Gliding ethereal, with perfect composure, grace incarnate, she came by the fire, her gloved hand upon the arm of a fierce old codger guiding her.

Lord Raachwald dismissed the codger and waited until the lady sat before he did so himself. That lidless white eye found me again, after a long hungry gaze allotted to his companion. “Sit.”

“My lady.” I bowed and sat on a log. Lord Raachwald and Lady Volkendorf together...? Their houses were enemies. Ancestral enemies.

“Haefgrim says you have a man in the wood.” The lord studied me. “This wood is ancient. It is treacherous. It is mine. North to the sea. West to Flanders. East to Asylum. All of it. Your man had best practice caution. Wolves ... and far worse than wolves dwell here.”

“Your man is mistaken,” I lied.

“As I said, I hold no fondness for games.” A scar hewn in an age gone long to dust bisected the lord’s golden eye, as though he’d been chopped with an axe just shy of hard enough. “One man lived.” Yggdrasil, the world tree, his house sigil, splayed out across his chest, black on a field of green, its branches reaching high, claw-like, rending the sky, its roots leviathan long, grasping deep the earth below. “That is truth. We do not deny truth.”

“I ordered him off.” I shrugged. “I thought you brigands come back to finish your work.”

Shadows slid across his face, the tangle of scar seeming to writhe, to dance. “And do you now not believe that?”

“Heh...” I chuffed a forced laugh, playing it off as a jest as my bowels dropped in my gut, through my gut. But it was no jest, no pretext to a jest. Jesus, if ever there was a man who did not jest.

“Haefgrim and his men are fond of the hunt,” Lord Raachwald said. “Proficient, they are. What odds on your man?”

“You claimed to dislike games,” I retorted reflexively, stupidly.

“A wager?” The edges of his coat-of-plate squealed softly against one another. “Nay. A curiosity. Professional.”

I rubbed my hands over the fire. “Then, I imagine I shall have to find another man.”

As I spoke, a stocky peasant emerged from the road, huffing, lugging a bulging work bag over his stooped shoulder, leading a draft horse. He knuckled his forehead and bowed then began inspecting the broken wagon wheel.

“What are you, Krait?” Lord Raachwald leaned forward. “A stalwart defender who sent his man off to live whilst he alone faced death?”

“Me?” I stifled a laugh. “Nay. Just a man. And barely that by most reckoning.”

“A coward, then? To remain? To offer surrender? To beg clemency?”

“You’re getting warmer.”

“So swiftly he concedes the point...?” His lips pursed. “You think you’re clever? I must warn you, I have always been deaf to silver-gilt tongues. A gamble. You think that cleverness and wit shall win you the day where steel or fear have not? That has not been my experience. I’ve met my share of clever men. Aye. Soft men.” He extended a mailed hand toward the lady. “In a room filled with women and wine they see themselves invincible. Indomitable. Strutting about like peacocks, babbling word-troves. Rattling jewel-hilted swords. But I’ve never known a man to spout cleverness as charred bones were drawn smoking from his blackened feet.” My toes scrunched up reflexively within my boots. “Yet I ken a true coward would have run or hid.”

“I was too drunk to run,” I explained. “And as for any success in me hiding—”

“It would have required a hunter devoid of sense of smell,” Lady Narcissa hissed.

The fire crackled in response, a log popping, embers jumping, me not daring to move. Or blink. Or breathe.

I dry-swallowed. Finally. “Forgive me, my lady.” I reeked of vomit; I could smell it now, again. “My appearance. My manners. I’ve been traveling for quite some time, and one forgets the niceties of civilized life when long ahorse. If I offend you, please, allow me a moment to clean up.”

Behind the lord and lady, the Grinner set to pulling the boots from Michael’s feet. They were new boots. Fine boots. From Stettin.

“A moment?” Her voice was harsh, lyrical, beautiful. “A week would do little to assuage it.”

“Again, my lady proves painfully accurate,” I admitted. “Might I inquire—”

The lord raised a hand. The wheeler had concluded his inspection and stood by patiently, gaze averted, crumpled hat clutched between shivering fists.

“Is it salvageable?”

“Aye, milord.” The wheeler looked down, away. “Two hours.”

Lord Raachwald glared, judging him, weighing his words, his worth. “On your word then, master wheeler.”

“Aye, milord.” He knuckled his forehead again and was back at the wagon.

“What think you of our knight errant, my lady?” Lord Raachwald asked.

Lady Narcissa settled back. I studied her, trying to garner a glimpse, but she was still hooded. I could smell her perfume, though, taste it, even, a soft flowery scent that put me in mind of a white wine I’d sampled in Troyes, years past, in the company of a young lady who was thankfully quite unladylike.

“Mother of mercy, Pyotr...” she muttered. “Must I?” She waited for an answer, got only dead air and empty silence. “Very well. For your kindness and,” she cleared her throat, “generosity of spirit.” Her eyes glinted in the shadow of her hood, appraising me. I felt naked. And not in the good way. She started at my muck-covered boots and worked her way up, as though I were a slave at auction. I half expected her to check my teeth. “First off, he looks like a rat. A rat drowned in a cesspit. Filthy, bloody, reeking of sick. A drunkard, no doubt.”

I forced a grin. She wasn’t wrong.

“And he’s stupid,” she continued her barrage, “yet doesn’t realize it. The worst kind. He labors under the misapprehension that he’s intelligent, charming, witty, when it is quite the opposite. He cannot even help himself.”

“My lady, please—”

“I thank you, Pyotr.” She cut me off, leaned in close to the lord, her hand lighting upon his shoulder. “Thank you for indulging me at such a late hour. But this venture is played out. I must admit, the travails of the past month have made me hopeful, weak. T’was but an idea, a sorrow-laden hope, I see now. There was no savior. There is no savior.” She held a hand out toward me. “There is but a vagabond.”

“I prefer the term knight errant.” I dabbed at the stitches across my forehead. “Reminiscent of the old songs. Roland and such.”

“Roland was a count and a hero and a martyr.” Lady Narcissa drew back her hood. A Gregorian choir of monks chanting had somehow invaded our campsite as raven hair spilled like liquid midnight, and I forgave all the awful things she’d said of me. The dichotomy of flame and shadow caressed her perfect face, a face young and serious and smooth, her vibrant eyes glimmering like twin indigo moons. “For you to draw comparison between the great count and yourself is a miscarriage of taste and culture if not outright justice.”

“Well put, my lady—”

“Mother of Mercy,” she hissed at the stars. “A fool, a rat, and a sycophant. An unholy triumvirate. Worthless. Witless. Spineless. As I said, I wash my hands of this venture. I am weary. I am cold.” Her hand had found the lord’s knee, now. “I wish to be warm.” Lord Raachwald turned his head, slowly, like some spring-driven automaton. “You say you know of him, Pyotr? Well, then, you judge him. But he possessed not even the wits to flee as his man obviously did. Spare him. He might prove some use. But this one? This one would be more suited to mucking latrines.”

“I’d gladly muck latrines. But,” I raised a hand, “my man did not flee, my lady.”

“And what of it?” She raised a perfectly wicked eyebrow.

“You’ll forgive me, but I feel it prudent to educate you in the manner of rats. Rats, whom I, you’ve most correctly noted, bear much in common with. Rats possess many traits worthy of note. They’re quick, my lady. Adaptable. And they’re cunning, too. Fierce in a pinch. But, above all, they are survivors.”

“I’ve most oft heard of them in reference to sinking ships.”

“Hear him.” Lord Raachwald laid a hand atop hers. “Speak swiftly, sir.”

I nodded. “My point is that even vile men such as myself have some use. My lady, you said to Lord Raachwald that ‘he cannot even help himself.’ You said ‘he’ would be better suited to cleaning latrines. The implication being that you are in need of some form of service. Service a great man might find beneath him. Well, I am no great man,” I knelt on one knee before the two of them, fist over my heart, “and it is a service I would be most keen to provide.”

“You would swear an oath without hearing terms?” Her lips curled back in disgust. She was still beautiful.

“Considering the alternative?” I asked.

“What if he orders you to kill a king?” Lady Narcissa crossed her arms.

“Then the queen rejoices already.”

“A man of God?”

“I’ll send him to that which he prays to daily.”

“What,” her voice nearly faltered, “what of a child?”

“I pray that it’s so, my lady.” I snatched up a stick from the woodpile. “Much easier to kill a child than a king.” I snapped the twig with a sudden jerk, opened my hands, let both halves fall into flame.

She stiffened at the crack and rose, lost, forlorn. “Please,” she offered a stilted bow, “excuse me.”

“Apologies for my crudeness...” I called after as she strode away.

If she heard, she gave no indication.

“T’is but a small matter.” Lord Raachwald waved a hand. “To the meat of it, now. At present, you are wondering why I have come to you in the darkest of woods, in the hours of dead-night. How I knew of you. How I knew you were here and in such straights?”

“No, my lord.” I shook my head. “I wonder none of those things. I’ll admit I’m selfish. Prideful. Lustful. Hell, even slovenly, but blatantly stupid? That has never been one of my charms, contrary to what the lady may believe. You learned all from my brother, Stephan. It was he who sent you.

“What am I wondering?” I rubbed my stubbled chin. “I’m wondering where he presently resides? How he got there? How he found you? Or you him? I’m wondering why he didn’t return with you? But mostly, I’m wondering if he’s still alive?”

“None matters but the last,” Lord Raachwald said.

“Yeah.” I considered it a moment. “And Stephan would not have surrendered the information easily. Not to you. Not to anyone. He’s stubborn in such matters. It’s a matter of pride for him, one of his legion of faults.”

“An impressive young man. Poise and grace tempered by wisdom and character. And nay, indeed, he would not divulge anything, and I was ... persuasive. It is not often I am met with failure.” He stared into the fire. “The lady, however, proved a different matter.”

“Is he alive?” The word persuasive echoed in my mind.

Lord Raachwald nodded a mite, vacant, staring after the lady.

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe a twitch of the head.” I pounded the log beneath me. “Is my brother alive?”

“Aye,” Lord Raachwald whispered, “for now.”

“Prove it.”

“Who are you to question me?” He scowled. “To question my word?”

“The word of a lord,” I scoffed.

“The word of a lord, aye.” His voice didn’t rise, but it grew coarser, sharper, rasping, ripping. “Kingdoms rise and fall upon such. Kings are made. Reigns ended. Armies slaughtered.” He glanced at the crossbowmen still at the ready. The Grinner, too, slick as oil, Michael’s boots on his feet now, Aaron’s short-hafted axe in hand, his fingers fluttering on the haft. Aaron kept that axe sharp. They waited on their lord’s word, or hoped, rather, hoped for the command that would set them to action, make them forget the cold, at least for a little while.

“Apologies, my lord.” I tucked my tail between my legs. Smartly. “Stephan is my youngest brother. I had more than a hand in raising him. He was my page, my squire. I...” My hands quivered. I stilled them, inhaling slow, deep, deliberate. “He’s a prisoner to be ransomed then?”

“Aye.”

“And what payment do you demand?” I glanced at my broken wagon, what was left of it, the ruin of the camp, a carcass gleaned clean. “What I could offer you already possess, it seems. I could offer my life. That would please you, I’m sure.”

“Your life?” Lord Raachwald squinted. “Do I not already possess it?” The crossbowmen took half-steps forward. Yolanda lay across my back now, scabbarded. I made no move for her. Two sticks to the chest would do me no good. “Truth. We have unfinished business, you and I. Bad blood. And I have made something of a study of you, these past years. It has become a passion of mine, doling out coin for scraps about you, whispers, legends. Whores in taverns. Court judgments. Justiciars. Outlaws. And here we are in the dark of the wild. I could murder you in this wood and nary a soul would know. Not your wife. Not your children. No one.” His balled fist quivered to a still. “But by the twin face of Hel, tonight my hatred proves your salvation, for I have need of a low man such as you, a man able to hold his head just high enough out of the filth he wallows through to seek his destination. As does the lady, though she may not yet ken it.” He turned to Lady Narcissa, staring off into darkness. “We wish you to hunt someone, Krait. We wish you to hunt a murderer.”




Chapter 3.

...monastery was razed to the ground merely on the rumor it had taken hold within...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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“THEY CLAIM COLDSPIRE is impregnable.” I glanced up. Lord, was she beautiful, beautiful and fierce and somber and vulnerable.

“Yes, that is what they claim.” Stifling a shiver, Lady Narcissa drew her cloak tight about her, engulfing herself in a trim of soft fur. “The horses were screaming that night. Dying. Freezing in their stalls.” She covered her mouth. “For two days we had borne the full brunt of the storm, trapped within Coldspire.

“On the third, one of our guards spied him, a monk, wandering.” I glanced at Lord Raachwald, his attention rapt, focused on her words, upon every movement of her lips. “To come amidst such a storm, to come pleading, begging as their kind are so wont to do? A lunatic, no doubt. I told my husband this. He is ... was a hard man. But even he would not turn away a servant of God in the midst of such a brutal storm. It would have been tantamount to murder, he had said.

“This monk, this man...” She reached out to Lord Raachwald. He took her hand in his. “He bore a look ... something was amiss with him. Something even now I am pressed to explain, a feeling, the ghost of a whisper of a feeling. I know not.” She shook her head. “My husband. Duty. Honor. Fidelity. What did he know? Would that he had listened. My husband offered food. Shelter.” Her chin trembled. “In the morning he was gone. He was gone and my ... my boys, they were dead.” She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. “My husband as well.”

“What were their names?”

Something changed in her eyes at that. For an instant. “Michael and Gilbert. My husband was named Arthur.”

“Forgive me, my lady,” I said, “but, what was the manner of their deaths?”

The lady looked to the sky, a river of silver trickling down one cheek.

I bowed my head, staring at the fire.

“My son Cain was murdered as well.” Lord Raachwald rubbed his hands together, his teeth bared, canines sharp and long and gleaming. “My last son,” no emotion crept into his voice, “had been strung up like cattle. Slaughtered. His throat had been slit.” He sniffed. “As were Michael’s and Gilbert’s, their corpses drained of blood.”

“You saw this yourself?”

“Aye.” Lord Raachwald nodded. “I answered the hue and cry. Lady Narcissa sent her handmaid for me. My men and I arrived at the first light of dawn, just as the storm broke. It was ... terrible.”

“What do you believe happened?”

“Sorcery. Magic,” he took up a stick and broke off the branches one by one, “of the darkest sort.”

I turned to Lady Narcissa.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Through eternity it has been whispered.” Lord Raachwald stared into the fire. “Asylum’s history is rife with it. It is older than its people, older than the land, older than the very roots of the mountains.”

Black Magic? I’d heard of it, had even maybe seen it once, but if I had a penny for every time someone claimed black magic in conjunction with murder... “What of Lord Volkendorf?”

“He had been beaten to death,” Lord Raachwald answered. “Beaten, broken, torn asunder.”

“He was a warrior of some repute, was he not?”

“Forgive me, my lady.” Lord Raachwald laid a hand upon his breast. “His man Lucien was, aye. His men, too, few though they were. But Volkendorf himself? Nay. Middling at his best. And he had not seen his best in long years. All bluster, all boast, all gone to sot and soft. But then, he and I were no allies.”

“No?”

“We hated one another.”

“Yet your son was his ward?”

“Ward. Hostage.” He jabbed at the fire, growling. “You choose the word. The two meant the same to me.”

“And was Volkendorf armed at the time?”

“Yes. Yes, indeed,” Lady Narcissa answered. “The great-sword of his father, a fine weapon. The only thing of worth left to him, besides Coldspire itself, and...”

“We found it next to his corpse,” Lord Raachwald said. “Smashed all to pieces, shattered, as was he.”

“And his men?” I asked. “This man, this Lucien, what of he? Is it possible he was complicit in the murder?”

“Lucien and his men were killed as well,” Lady Narcissa explained. “Seven men, all told. They died defending their lord, felled by his side. And they were prepared. It made no difference.”

“Barrow-fodder,” Lord Raachwald spat.

“A battle?” I sat back.

“Fierce, aye.” Lord Raachwald nodded. “Fought in Coldspire’s great hall. The bodies, it took some time to match the parts. For the burials, you see?”

I nodded. “What else? Anything strange about it?” What was not strange?

“Some of the body parts were gone,” Lord Raachwald said.

“Gone?”

“Aye. Missing. And the great hall door.” Lord Raachwald frowned. “It had been smashed in. A stout door. Iron-barred. Reinforced thick oak. It would have taken some doing.”

“Why was the door broken, lady?”

“I do not know.” The lady looked me in the eye. “I did not witness the battle. My husband sent me away in an effort to save me. And I obeyed.”

“An axe?” I asked Lord Raachwald.

“An axe and an hour,” he said. “An uninterrupted hour.”

“And you hunted this monk, I assume?”

“Hunt?” Lord Raachwald growled beneath his breath. “But, of course. Aye. I formed the posse comitatus. Immediately. My men and I. We searched the castle. Scoured the grounds. The island. The city. The lands. We found the boys quickly enough,” he glanced at Lady Narcissa, “but we found no trace of this monk. Gone. We search still without fruition.”

Wood popped in the fire.

“Did your husband have enemies?”

“What great lord does not?” she answered. “Do you know of Mummer’s Isle? Of the five houses? The seat of the five lords of Svaldrake?”

“Yeah.” Asylum City was a legitimate city, tens of thousands strong, a center for trade within the Hanseatic League, and it formed a sort of nexus in Svaldrake. Five Lords, five lands, five pieces of a pie cut in a half circle, the shores of the North Sea forming its northern border. Asylum City sat along the shore at the center.

“Then you know of the great game.” Her eyes narrowed. “Coldspire, my family’s keep, has traditionally been the prize. For centuries, harkening back to Charlemagne himself. Before, even. For two generations my family has held it. But the Five Lords vie ceaselessly, conspiring endlessly to win it back.”

“Was this a power grab?”

“I...” Lady Narcissa’s eyes flickered toward Lord Raachwald, “I think not.”

Tread carefully, you fool, I told myself. “And you’re certain the killer was a monk?”

“You question the veracity of my story?”

“Any man might don the robes of another,” I said.

She nodded curtly. “Of course. Yes. He was a monk, or a man of God, at least.”

“And what color was his cowl, my lady?”

“Brown.”

“A Franciscan, then.” Dominicans wore black. Now, Franciscan monks don’t often commit murder, but wisely I bit my tongue. A Dominican, though, some of them might darken even the devil’s doorstep, but a Franciscan monk was something different. Generally. “How are you certain he was a monk?”

“He was a learned man. In repayment for lodging, for food, he insisted on conducting a ... a sort of mass for us. He read passages from our family’s Bible.”

“Yet you did not witness the crimes?”

“No.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I was ill that evening. I retired to my rooms. Early. I emerged later that eve, only to have my husband order me back. He saved my life, it would seem.”

“It would seem,” I echoed. “Now, if you did not see this man commit these crimes, how do you know that he did?”

“Did I not tell you there was something strange about him?”

“You did, milady. But, might you not add specifics? How old was he? What color hair? Was he a tall man? Did he have a name? Those types of things would prove useful.”

“Yes, of course, I see.” Lady Narcissa nodded. “He said his name was Brother Gregory. He was a grotesquely large man, larger even than Lord Raachwald’s monstrosity. Arms of an ape-like cast. His hair tonsured in that ridiculous manner and of deepest black. Middle-aged, like you. But he wore no beard, nor mustache, and he bore the very countenance of the devil.”

“Meaning...?”

The good lady sat simmering in her seat, eyes blazing.

“Very good, milady,” I said, breaking off. At least we weren’t analyzing my shortcomings or throwing nooses over the branches of trees. “Have you any notion as to where this devil might have fled?”

“That is the task we have set you if I am not mistaken,” she replied.

* * * *
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WE REACHED A CROSSROADS near dawn, grey light rising above the canopy of needled branches as we labored east along the road. There, it forked in twain, one road heading north toward the rocky shores of the North Sea. The other headed east toward Asylum City.

Lord Raachwald’s country holdings lay at the terminus of the north road, an old wooden motte and bailey style castle built upon a rocky promontory just kissing the sea. Seagulls wheeled and screeched from afar. Waves pounded, sprayed. A stockade wall of tree trunks, each sharpened at the top, surrounded a bent, dilapidated keep. Stephan was imprisoned somewhere inside that hoary monstrosity, chained up, freezing, alone.

Jesus.

A cold wind blew, carrying with it the stench of low tide and salt, of rotten things dredged from the deep, of things best left there, things best forgotten.

My feet ached. My head pounded worse. My tongue and throat burned dry. I needed to sleep, needed to eat, needed a drink. Many drinks.

Lord Raachwald reigned in his horse as his men continued by, single file, following my wagon, my wares, nearly everything of mine in this world, all trundling on, out of reach forever.

Lord Raachwald waited until his retinue had passed beyond earshot. “A week’s time I’ll grant you.” His voice a slashing whisper. “Seven days to hunt him. Seven days to heel him. Seven days to bring him here, to me, in Dunmire. Dead or alive, though preferably alive.” He gazed toward his keep. “And I have yet one more demand in this task I have set you.” He cut me off when I opened my mouth. “No one is to know you are working in accordance with me.”

“What about them?” I raised an eyebrow conspicuously toward his retinue, trudging onward north.

“They do not know who you are,” he answered. “If they did, you would be barrow-fodder.”

Yolanda lay sheathed at my back. For an instant, I saw myself drawing her, cutting the legs out from under the fucker’s horse. Stabbing him in the neck. Then it was gone. “My lord, the task would be best accomplished under your seal.”

“Do not call me your lord.”

“Yeah. Right.” It didn’t sit well with me, either. “And I’ll need to get onto the rock.”

“I assure you,” his horrid face darkened, “the killer is no longer on Mummer’s Isle.”

“Lord Raachwald, see reason,” I implored. “I’ll need to see the murder site.” I glanced over at the lady, lowered my voice. “I’ll need to examine the bodies. Please. Tell them I’m a mercenary in your employ. Tell them I’m a cook. Tell them whatever you damn well please, but I need to get onto that rock if I’m to accomplish this.”

“You are on your own, Krait.” I could hear his teeth grinding. “When next we meet, you’d best have the murderer heeled, for your own sake, for your brother’s sake. Now remove yourself from my path.” He snapped the reins.

I darted aside as his steed clomped onward.

The Lady Narcissa sat alone, mounted upright, austere, statuesque, the wind blowing back her hair. A breathtaking sight, truly, and for a moment, she weighed me, looking as though she wished to say something.

“My lady?” Maybe I’d get lucky and she’d just run me down. End all this bullshit.

But she continued on past, mud splashing. “I have heard that the Stone Ruin Ten is still quite a passable establishment.” That baleful hiss in her voice had fled, was gone, and with it the haughty demeanor, leaving only a weary look and a heavy burden bowing her back and shoulders.




Chapter 4.

One simply cannot fathom the depths of depravity mankind will sink to in times of struggle, in times of death, in times of dire...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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GRAVE MARKERS STOOD crooked and numerous along the road, wizzled as an old drunkard’s legs. Most stood nameless, just a pair of sticks strung together with a bit of twine, of cloth, of whatever lay at hand. They’d be gone come another month, another week, a stiff wind. Some of the corpses had been buried, not deep, but buried. Others lay where they’d died, huddled frozen against trees, crippled hands clawing at the bark. Like something from a nightmare, faces peered out from under a thin sheen of snow, eye sockets empty, staring.

I stopped by a gnarled signpost jabbed upright in the mud.

“Shit.”

Three crows were nailed to the warped sign, and all three crows were dead. Not surprisingly. You nail something to a board, and if it’s not dead, it soon will be. Just ask Jesus. White bone, thin, sharp, hollow as a reed, shone through where black feather had failed, skeletal wings fluttering a twitching dance in the breeze as though some life yet dwelt within. The sign read, ‘Asylum City.’

A crude arrow pointed east.

I marched on.

Where to start searching? Usually, I consider a mystery a tapestry. I probe for loose threads til I find one then just start pulling, hoping to unravel it. Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes, you start pulling and the whole damn thing comes crashing down atop of you, smothering you.

Last night, I was fair certain that had nearly been the case. The good Lady Narcissa’s story was rife with loose threads. I could have started pulling at a myriad, for I was fair certain she’d withheld something, if not veritably everything, of import. But I held back because of the Gallows Lord. Not a name to take lightly. Him watching over her the whole time, emotionless, like he was tallying each word she spoke? He’d not swallowed her story, either. Was he testing me? Her? Searching for inconsistencies? Something. There were only two things I knew for certain. Ten people had been killed, and two more would follow suit if I shit the bed.

I mounted an outcropping overlooking the wide expanse of the Morgrave River, splitting through the valley below. Asylum City lay strewn across the river’s mouth and along the coast like the half-eaten carcass of some titanic swine that had just dropped and lay rotting. Spires stood dazed and leaning like gleaned ribs. Towers of ominous smoke spumed up from within, tendrils of filth roiling, climbing, poisoning the sky.

Asylum hadn’t changed.

It never changed, not for the better at least.

Church steeples jabbed like daggers at the sky. They were nothing, though, for Saint Hagan’s Cathedral dwarfed them all. Beyond the wall, squatting like some pagan god, it loomed over the whole of the city. Except for Mummer’s Isle. That fist of rock rose south of the cathedral, entrenched in the current of the Morgrave. Keeps dotted the cliff sides, clinging like beasts, watching from on high. Lady Narcissa’s Coldspire clung to the top, perched precariously like some ossified crow, a black obelisk jutting up from its midst. That was where I needed to go.

“Shit...”

For perhaps the hundredth time, I glanced back over my shoulder, up the road. West. Hoping for a glimpse of Karl. The bastard was still alive. I knew it. Lord Raachwald would have gloated if Haefgrim had taken him, would have brought back his head, his hands, something. But he hadn’t. He’d been silent on that score, his professional curiosity conspicuously forgotten. I’d not seen fit to remind him. A rare point in favor of sobriety’s virtue.

My stomach rumbled. But it was mere hunger. Not siege hunger. Not eat-rats-or-worse hunger. And this wasn’t that. My soft underbelly was thirst. I’d finished Karl’s flask hours ago, during the predawn march, and it wasn’t yet upon me full. But it was hounding me. I could feel it watching, stalking close, sweat-prickles stippling up my neck.

Wooden cages lined the side of the road plunging through the Asylum’s outskirts. Bone-wraiths and wizened sticks of desiccated flesh huddled motionless within, frozen, except for fabric tatters wagging in the wind. Frost-rimed ghasts of emaciated black peered out, hands dry-rotted to bars.

I trudged on past.

“Oy...” A dead echo as I passed the last cage. A tilted sign atop it read, ‘Murderer.’

I nodded at the wraith crumpled within. “You didn’t happen to murder a lord and his family?”

The living skeleton raised its head, quivering atop its rope-thin neck, sunken eyes straining, unfocused. It had room only to sit, its knees shoved up to its chest. Its nose was frozen black. Man? Or woman? I couldn’t tell. Whatever it was, it’d be dead soon. “Nay...” its lipless mouth managed, working, teeth missing. A frost-bit hand reached through the bars, trembling, strength failing. It slumped over in a shambles.

“Well, it was worth a shot...”

Quarking gleefully, a crow lit on the sign above the cage, scattering snow. It regarded me from on high.

I turned my back to it, toward the west, toward the wild.

Karl would come.

But he hadn’t.

And he didn’t.

The rains came instead, rolling in off the grey North Sea, a cold winter sleet ripping across my face. I considered the crow. “Saw a few of your friends up the road.”

Best to get moving.

“Shit...”

Three dead crows meant there was plague in Asylum.




Chapter 5.

...plague stalks the streets, striking down people at will. They are littered with more bodies than the dead-carts can handle. His Lord Eminence has finally agreed to let the dead burn. I fear the decision too late...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain
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SKULL-LIKE, DEMON-FANGED, grinning despite the sleet, the stone gargoyles glared down, twin sentinels set to guard from the tops of the gate towers.

Three guards manned them. One lay asleep in a wagon-bed, legs hanging out the back. The other two stood huddled underneath a makeshift lean-to built against the wall, a crackling fire rippling beneath. They rubbed their hands over its warmth.

I didn’t recognize either of them, and I knew quite a few. Or had known, at least, once upon a time.

These two wore soiled aketons, cheap linen jacket-armor, and pot helms, all ill-fitted, mismatched, cobbled together. Faded tabards graced their chests, a red ship on field of blue, Asylum’s sigil. Each bore a short truncheon at his hip, city guard standard issue. That’s what they call it, anyways, when they hand it to you. A truncheon. Most’d call it a stick, a stout one, maybe, but a stick, nonetheless. Great against drunks and thieves. Not so against anything more.

One of the guards, a runt, snatched a billhook leaning against the wall and marched towards me. Lips pursed, chest thrust out, determined. He was young, sixteen or seventeen at most. Light brown hair. Pockmarked face. Ears sticking out to here.

Cannon fire boomed from the east, far off beyond the wall.

“What the—” I started.

“Cannon fire,” the Runt drawled.

“No shit,” I said. “Whose?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know.”

“Well, who’s fighting?”

“Everybody.”

“Right.” I gave him the hard glare.

“Lord Bishop and the Isle men.” He shrugged. “Old hat.”

“Jesus Christ—” I started as another round of cannon fire boomed. “Kline working tonight?”

“Who?” The Runt tilted forward to better hear, though with those ears.

“Kline,” I repeated. “Manned this gate last time I came through. Tall fellow. Thin as a rail. Drinks like a man who’s not.”

“Don’t know no Kline, mister.”

“Sir,” I corrected. “I’m a knight.”

“Right.” The Runt glanced at his buddy, the Fool. His jaw was long and his teeth, the ones he had, were prominent. “Know any Kline?”

“As a doornail.” The Fool nodded, slow and sure. “He’s dead.”

“Kline’s dead,” the Runt repeated.

“Thanks,” I deadpanned. “Anyone old enough to grow facial hair still around?” The sleeping guard started coughing, a hacking wet cough that probably meant death creeping through his lungs. “Sleeping Beauty, maybe?”

“Naw.” The Runt kicked a rock. “Let him sleep.”

“Yeah. Sure. Why not?” What the hell did I care? “Plague?”

“Naw. Consumption. Been eating at him over a year. Plague done missed him.”

“Lucky guy.”

The Runt shot me a glare like maybe he wasn’t as stupid as I took him for, or I wasn’t as smart. “Rest of the guards are gone. Dead mostly. Those that ain’t? Beat-feet once the plague come ripping in.” He frowned. “We’re it for here.”

“And I’m sure Asylum’s good citizens sleep well at night knowing it.”

“What’s your business?” The Fool clomped over, brushing hair from his eyes. He was a little older than the Runt, a little bigger, a lot dumber.

“I came for the sights.”

“It’s getting late, mister.” The Runt folded his arms across his chest. “We been at post all day. Last night. Yesterday...”

“I’m a caravan guard.” I relented.

“Well, where’s your caravan?”

“I’m not a very good caravan guard. Can I pass?”

The Runt considered a moment, fingering his lip, “Hell, why not?” and stepped aside.

“Any good inns still standing?” I needed that drink, could hear the beast behind me, galloping, ravenous, gaining. “Or taverns?”

“Well, up north a piece is the Crow’s Foot and west is the Angler’s Daughter— No, it burned down.” The Runt pointed past my head with the billhook one way and then swept toward the other, missing my nose by inches. I nearly broke my teeth grinding them. “Up the point’s the Kraken Arm. But I ain’t never been to it.” He glanced at the Fool. “You?”

The Fool smirked. “Nice place.”

“Anywhere I won’t get my throat slit?” I knew all about the Kraken Arm.

“Outside the wall?” The Runt scrunched up his mug then shook his head. “Naw. Out of luck on that score. Not that inside’s much better.”

“Direct from the lips of the city-guard,” I commented. “Any scuttle on the Stone Ruin Ten?” And there was the crux of my problem. My concern. Was the Lady Narcissa on the level, or was she setting me up? Was there a thread to unravel or a squadron of blackguards looking to slit my throat? Which was the act? The shrew or the grieving mother?

“Hrrmm... Some better, some worse. Still got food and drink, last I heard. And won’t give you the shits. Well, maybe.” The Runt paused. “You really a knight, mister?”

“Yeah, why?” My great cloak was threadbare, covered in mud, blood, and my clothes underneath were about the same. Rust spotted my mail. I needed a wash, a shave, a week’s sleep. I needed whiskey. Ale. A woman. Not necessarily in that order.

The guards glanced at each other sidelong, practically daring one another to crack first.

The Runt adjusted his grip on his billhook, pretty much a glorified pruning hook, his gaze twitching to the sword across my back. Yolanda, the one knightly thing about me undeniable. “Meant no offense, mister.”

Smoke poured up in a black column beyond the gates.

“I could use a guide.”

“We all could, mister,” the Runt answered.

“You misunderstand me.”

“I ain’t stupid.”

“You sure?”

The Fool raised a hand, offering his services. “I’d be—”

“Not you.” I waved him off. “Him.”

“Ain’t for sale, mister,” the Runt said.

“Good, cause I ain’t looking to buy, just rent.” That sounded less jarring in my head.

“Mister...” Warning lit into his voice.

“Relax.” I raised a hand. “You’re not my type. Just looking for a guide to Stone Ruin Ten.” I reached for my coin purse. “I’ll pay you up front, yeah?” I always kept a few coins in my boot in the event some threadbare lord and his shitty minions came calling on me in the dead of night, looking to tax. “Provins silver, the real deal. One for a walk and a conversation. Both short. Shit, I’ll even buy you dinner. Warm food? Ale? You’ll be back at post in under an hour.”

The Fool hissed, “Silver—” and shoved the Runt through the gate.

* * * *
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IT WAS A SCENE FROM Dante’s Inferno. The heat intense, blaring at us in a gale wind as we made our way through the city square, past pairs of men hurling corpses into the foundation of a razed home. Smoke ripped past, a choking fume. Handkerchiefs covered workers’ noses and mouths as they toiled, sweating, burning so close to the pits. The Runt kept his head down as we marched on past, body after body thumping, rolling down the hill of scorched bone.

Cold resettled fast within us as we strode down a dark alley, ramshackle houses rising to either side like waves about to break over us, their roofs almost touching each other overhead, each story up a little wider than the one below. Claustrophobic. Cave-like. Quarantined. As far as the eye could see.

“How’d it come in?” I stepped past a boarded-up door.

“It come in riding the tides, near two months past.” The Runt scratched the back of his neck. “A cog out of Genoa. Mercenary ship. Rode in with them greasy dago bastards.”

“Dago bastards...” I echoed. “I hate dago bastards.” We walked on. “And who’s Lord of Asylum now? Heard Volkendorf’s moved on.”

“Moved on?” The Runt shot me a glance. “Rich way to put it.” Appraising. He wasn’t stupid. “It’s His Eminence, the Lord Bishop Judas-Peter running the show now.”

“Wow.”

“Huh?”

“Judas Peter?” I commented. “Now there’s a trustworthy name. One denies, the other betrays. Jesus Christ, what happens when you put them together?”

“Yer looking at it, mister.” The Runt shouldered through a small flock of nuns. He muttered ‘good days’ and ‘pardons’ as we worked our way through. They disappeared nearly as soon as they’d appeared. Ghosts. “Like to have met his folks. Takes some stones naming your kid Judas-anything. They say he was born the son of some goat-herd. Come up from the southern hills. Thuringia. Swabia, something or other. Name like Judas might not matter if you’re a goat-herd out in the sticks. But a bishop? And with a city like Asylum?”

“Rough going, either way, I’d wager,” I said. “Think it’s a true story, goat-herd and all?”

“How the hell would I know?” The Runt traversed a long springy plank fording an enormous stream that also happened to be the street. “I ain’t nothing. He’s an ancient old geezer, that’s all I know. ‘The Vulture,’ they call him, not to his face, I reckon. Decrepit, some say senile. Well, a lot say senile. But don’t think anyone was alive back then to know if the story’s level.”

“Well, it sounds good, anyway.” Arms out, balancing, I followed him across the plank. “And that’s more than half of it. A high church official, a lord bishop, especially, should always be the son of a goat-herd, or a shepherd. Preferably. Even if he’s really just the pampered fourth-born son of some shit nobleman. Which most are. Better if the masses think the bishop knows what it’s like to have to work on an empty belly.”

“Funny, you saying that, being a knight and all.”

“Oh, we work ... occasionally,” I admitted. “So what did happen to Volkendorf?”

“He’s dead,” the Runt drawled. “Died during a blizzard, ‘bout a month past. Murdered, they say.”

“They who?”

The Runt thought about it then just shrugged. “Just they.”

“So Judas-Peter came to power before Volkendorf was murdered?”

“Yup. Year ... year and a half or so.”

“Neat trick.”

“Nothing neat about it, mister.” The Runt stepped aside as a corpse-cart, drawn by four empty specters, lumbered down the road. “Blood in the streets.” Bodies stacked close to tumbling filled the cart, arms and legs hanging over the sides, some dangling limp, others stiff, frozen. Another two specters followed the wagon, pushing it from behind. Backbreaking. Disgusting. Like all truly necessary work.

“Know anyone who looked into it?”

“Sure.” The Runt nodded. “Lord Bishop himself sent me and my partner up the Rock to investigate. Marched right across the Bastard Bridge and turned Coldspire upside down. Slapped the lords around for tidings. Went like clockwork.”

“Anyone check it out?”

“Sure. Some knight. And they say he went missing.”

“Missing?”

“You sure ask a lot of questions for a caravan guard.”

“Well, you’re just so fascinating.”

Up ahead, lost in the twists and turns of the labyrinthine road, a woman started screaming bloody murder.

“Pardon,” the Runt shouldered his billhook, “got to go to work,” and sprinted off.

Shit.

At a trot and hanging to the wall, I trailed the Runt, keeping him in sight, but only just so. When I caught up to him, I realized it wasn’t a woman. It was a kid, a gutter-rat by the looks of him. In the midst of the street, he and a man struggled, slick-sliding, flailing in the muck, the gutter-rat wriggling like an eel to escape.

The kid, maybe eight-years-old, screamed and kicked and bucked as the man, a big bald fucker, snagged a flailing foot, got a good solid grip and started dragging him wailing and flailing. The bald fucker’s head steamed. A slick butcher’s apron sat over his big belly. He trudged toward a dark alleyway. Two bruisers stepped from that alleyway, guffawing as the Butcher slipped and fell to a knee in the middle of the street.

A group of men and women hurried by, eyes averted, ignoring the drama.

Smart folk.

The kid kicked, screaming with renewed fury. The Butcher grunted like a bull, snorting as he regained footing, leaned over, and snatched the flailing boy by the throat. “Ulp!”

The Runt marched through the mud and cut the Butcher off from the alley. Jesus. He had the two bruisers at his back now.

“Stop!” the Runt commanded.

“Fucking move, boy.” The Butcher turned, keeping a white-knuckled ham-fist round the gutter-rat’s throat, and cuffed him across the temple. Hard. Crimson spittle flew. The boy dropped rag-doll limp face-first into the mud, blowing bubbles.

“Back off.” The Runt leveled his billhook.

“Shut yer gob.” The Butcher pinned the kid’s head under the muck.

“Let. Him. Up.”

The Butcher snaked a hand round to his back.

The Runt swallowed.

Waiting for the Butcher to act first was a mistake. Another one.

Tightening his grip, the Butcher lifted the bedraggled kid, dangling limp, filth running. “Happy?”

The Butcher fixated on the Runt’s billhook. With good reason. Billhook’s a nasty bit of business with a stabbing blade aimed forwards and a sweeping crescent blade slung back. Good for pruning trees and shrubs. For chopping off legs, too. The Runt grasped the haft, white-knuckled. The Butcher clutched the kid in front of him like a shield, a big butcher blade in his other hand. He glanced past the Runt, at his comrades and nodded almost imperceptibly.

The two bruisers closed in like a pair of rabid wolves.

I’d strode across the street by then, swiftly, quietly, taking their backs after they emerged. Yolanda was still sheathed, but in hand, ready. I snatched a glance down the alley at my back.

Empty. Good.

“Evening, gentlemen!” 

Both started. One bore a huge knife, the other a table leg moonlighting as a mace. “Can’t help but notice you’ve brought a knife and a stick to a swordfight.”

The Runt glanced over his shoulder a moment, froze, cussing beneath his breath.

“A scared little boy,” the Butcher snarled.

The two bruisers, Slash and Smash, grunted to one another. I slid Yolanda from her scabbard, holding one each in either hand. I had their attention. The two slogged towards me, lumbering through the mud. They had numbers. I had the weapon, the high ground. Mental math, meaningless once the fun starts. And by fun, I meant the complete opposite.

Slash moved left, Smash right.

“Let him go, mister.” The Runt sounded like a fucking chipmunk. “Won’t be saying it again.”

“Fuck you,” the Butcher growled.

Smash guffawed, glancing over his shoulder. Stupid. I whipped my scabbard end-over-end into Slash then cut at Smash, Yolanda arcing out lighting tight. Stupid Smash, guffawing, glanced back an instant too late, stopping dead as my blade snicked an inch from his nose. I felt nothing but heard a roar, and suddenly Smash wasn’t holding his truncheon. Wasn’t holding anything. He was clutching a stump where his hand had been.

I followed in with a step and a boot to his chest, connecting hard, heel to breastbone, knocking him off his feet. A tidal wave splash. But I didn’t see. My focus switched to Slash, backing up reflexively, a broken dog, eyes glued to Smash’s hand twitching in the mud. Smash was up then, scrambling down the street. Slash broke, giving chase, mud splattering, disappearing into darkness.

I turned.

On his knees in the street, the Butcher cursed the Runt and his comrades and Jesus and the kid and me all to hell and tried to stand but fell again to his knees. “Fuck.” He clutched his big butcher blade. “FUCK!”

“You alright, boy?” the Runt asked. The back swung crescent blade of his billhook was red.

The gutter-rat nodded, eyes as big as the moon. “That was real fast...”

The Runt pushed the boy behind himself.

“What am I, boiled tripe?” I retrieved my scabbard, shook it off.

The Butcher roared, ranted, pounding fist and blade, splashing in the mud. Spittle flew. His huge knife slashed to and fro, still gripped throttling in his fist. Kneeling in red, the Butcher clutched at the back of his leg as blood poured free. Hamstrung, dead, dying, just he didn’t know it yet.

“I owe ya, mister.” The Runt picked up his pot helm and set it back on his head.

“Damn right you do.” I crossed the street. “What’s your name?”

“Nils—”

“Damn you!” the Butcher hollered, launching himself toward me, diving belly first into the mud.

I kept walking, avoiding the mud, the knife, the asshole.

The Butcher rolled over, wallowing like a swine, half sobbing. “I’ll fucking kill you. I’ll...” he still clutched his knife, stabbing mindless until he couldn’t, and then he didn’t, and then he wasn’t.




Chapter 6.

...His Eminence bade me investigate the murders. A tricky piece of puzzle this shall prove. His Lord Eminence is subtle. He believes my history with Lord Raachwald may prove...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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TAKING A DEEP, LONG, glorious breath, I slid into the dim-warmth of Stone Ruin Ten, inhaling the pine scent of rushes, the brew of ale, of whiskey, of crusted baked pike. Music played. A buxom wench slid past, a tankard of ale in each fist, a knowing grin on her lips. There are no words to adequately describe the sensation, especially when you’ve been on the road over a month. Thirsting. It cleared my senses, absolved me of weariness, stoked the dying embers of my heart. Home. Heaven. What have you. There’s just nothing like a good tavern, and this was one.

Flames crackled in the hearth, a shank of meat rotating slowly over it on an iron spit. Men and women sat at tables scattered across the room, a constant lullaby of chattered voices. You’d never know hell lay beyond those front doors.

I had the gutter-rat by the scruff of the neck. He flailed angrily, petulantly, covered in mud and blood. “Easy, kid,” I warned. “Don’t hit anyone bigger than me.”

“Let me go,” he whined.

“Can’t.” I leveraged him tiptoeing forward through the press. Folk parted like a whore’s legs as I moved onward with him kicking, swearing, snarling. Nils strode behind, a turtle trying to tuck its head so far into its shell it came out its arse-end.

“Thought you said you were good with kids?” Nils muttered as we reached the bar.

“You see the path I just cleared?”

“Let me go!” the gutter-rat screamed.

“Not yet. Sorry.”

“You’re not sorry!”

“True,” I admitted.

“So let me go.”

“After we talk to the bartender.” I pointed with my thumb over shoulder. “Deal’s a deal. Look, I promised Nils I’d get you fed. At the least. Quit kicking, will ya? And take a whiff. Smells good, yeah? You want to eat? ‘Course you do. And you can’t be left wandering the streets, starving, getting raped and eaten by ham-stranglers and wild dogs and God knows what else.”

“Why not?” He thrust his bottom lip out.

“Well...” I tried sussing out a reason. One did not spring immediately to mind.

“We’re gonna get you cleaned up, kid.” Nils leaned in, consternation brimming in his eyes. “Full belly. Place to sleep. Don’t worry, alright?”

The bartender’s glare at the flailing gutter-rat turned to a look as though this were the fifth he’d had dragged in kicking and screaming the past hour. Maybe it was. He continued cleaning a tankard, muttering beneath his breath. He perked up at Nil’s guard insignia. “Good evening, Herr Gentlemen,” he offered in a brusque accent. Somewhere from the northeast of the Empire, the Holy Roman.

The kid punched me in the liver, and I stiffened, grabbed his arm, chicken-winged it behind his back.

“Evening,” Nils and I said simultaneously.

The bartender took a deep breath. “What is it I can be doing for you?”

“You could get me something strong.” The kid squirmed in my grip.

“Whiskey?”

“A hammer,” I grumbled, practically drooling at the word, ‘whiskey.’ “Ale’d be just fine. Keep it coming til I can’t tell you my name. Then whiskey.” I glared the kid into stilling. “Never drink whiskey on an empty stomach.”

The bartender slid a ceramic tankard full of sloshing ale down before me. I took it in hand, a tentative lover at foreplay, licking my lips, savoring the moment. The old ceramic was cold. Smooth. Reassuring. The only way to slug ale. No metallic tin taste when your lips touch it. No fingernail texture of a horn mug, little bits chipping off in your mouth, sticking to your tongue and the back of your throat. And wooden tankards? Need I say more? Eyes closing, I took a long pull, feeling it pour, that blissful burn.

“You alright?” The bartender squinted through one eye.

“Yeah. Fine. Thanks.” I wiped my mouth. “Looking for a room for the night, too. A few nights. Just me. But dinner for three. If you’re looking to barter...?” I held the kid up, wriggling like a fish. “Any idea what this thing’s worth?”

The kid promptly punched me in the side of the head. Mud flew. I offered the bartender my most-winning smile.

“Nein. I do not conduct such business, mein Herr,” the bartender said, trying to suss out if I was funning.

“He don’t mean it, mister.” Nils leaned in. “I think, anyways.”

“Actually,” I put the kid down, maintaining my grip, “this fine city-guard’s seeking to gain this spirited young lad employment. A bath and meal at the very least. An orphan. Found him on the street, beset by man-eaters trying to stew him.” I mussed the kid’s hair. “He’s a fine, fine lad. Really fine. Thought you might need some help sweeping floors, cleaning tables, dredging cesspits — ouch!” He bit me. “Or maybe you need something to flavor your stew?”

“What is being his name?” The bartender was shorter than me but stout, with thick arms, a big belly, discerning brown eyes.

“Doesn’t have one,” I said. “Too poor.”

“His name’s, Girard,” Nils cut in. “If you could help him out, mister, I’d appreciate it.”

“That is so, eh?” The bartender shook his head. “Well-behaved, you claim, Herr Guard?” He gave Girard the eye. “He is seeming like more than a bit of trouble.”

Girard made to run, and I nearly lost an arm holding on.

The bartender crossed his arms, doing the math, and it was coming up short. “See here, mein Herr—”

“Luther,” I offered.

“Herr Luther, you are paying for a meal so you three can eat, of course, but I cannot ... eh?” He paused, straightening.

A hush descended like the fall of autumn leaves, the men milling about turning as one then parting as an angel strode through, a wave of eyes and surreptitious glances following in her wake. An aroma of rose water preceded her, not strong, just enough, like a whispered-hint of spring on a long cool winter breeze. She was wide where it counted and had that something about her, in those green eyes and that wry smile, like she knew something you didn’t, and maybe she lived more than everyone else, just a little maybe, but more. She sidled up to the bar, squeezing past me, taking her time, brushing her red-gold hair from her face.

“You’re cute,” she said in a husky voice.

“You should see me all cleaned up.” She was talking to the kid. I didn’t care.

Ignoring me, as all women of discerning taste are wont to do, she bent down, eye to eye with the kid.

“Mother of mercy...” I stared down. Unabashedly.

Nils did, too, but had the wherewithal to fluster and start sweating.

“Sakes alive, you need a bath,” she said.

“I am filthy,” I admitted.

“I was talking to the boy,” she said, pointedly not looking my way.

“I wasn’t,” I said.

Lips pursed, she suppressed an annoyed glare and continued. “What’s your name, boy?” She fixed the kid’s collar, smoothing it out gently, firmly.

“What’s yours?” I asked.

“Girard, ma’am.”

“Girard, a fine name.” She was a woman who got what she wanted, that was plain. She glanced up at the bartender. “We could use him, Schultz. Hmm? We need a boy to clean the floors and tables. Muck the stalls. If there’s ever any horses again. A strong boy.” She ruffled his hair. He’d suddenly gone all shy. “A good boy. Are you a good boy, Girard?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Girard lied.

“I’ve the bite marks to prove it.” I raised my hand, a ring of teeth marks prominent on my wrist. No one cared.

“Is he willing to work, Lorelai?” Schultz rolled his eyes. He’d already lost, and he knew it. “Willing to listen? I am not needing extra mouths, extra trouble. Barely enough victuals to go around as it is.”

“Are you willing to work, Girard?” Lorelai cut the bartender off.

Girard hid behind his hands, peeking out.

“He cannot be biting customers,” the bartender warned.

“Of course he won’t, you ass.” She sounded as though she gargled whiskey, her voice rough and smoky and perfect, and as I stared at her, I realized she was older than I had thought initially. Her eyes glowed with a vitality, but there was a tiredness in there as well. A night’s tiredness, a day’s, even a week’s, maybe. But not yet a lifetime’s, though I felt intrinsically she was somehow working on it. “My, what a good boy. What a fine boy. And will you listen to me? The girls? To Schultz?” She glanced up at the bartender. “He is the boss.”

“Why is it that I am never feeling like the boss?” Schultz muttered.

“I ain’t so good at listening, ma’am.” Girard’s eyes rose to Lorelai’s. “That’s what my master always says ... said. I’ll try to be good.” He nodded, staring into those vibrant eyes. “I like you.”

“Kid’s got good taste,” I commented like the boorish arse I am.

“You know,” Lorelai whispered sidelong, still ignoring me, her eyes beaming for the kid alone, “I wouldn’t trust a boy that always listens. A boy that always listens is a boy without spirit. A boy should be partly wild. Means there’s something alive in here.” She placed a fingertip gently on his chest. “And you are. You aren’t broken, aren’t cowed. Not like the rest of them.” She waved a hand, encompassing the entire world within that flick of her slender wrist.

Girard tugged at the hem of his shirt.

“Send his dinner up to my room,” Lorelai said. Schultz grumbled, nodding as she rose regal as a queen, smoothed her skirts, adjusted her bodice then took the kid by the hand. “I’ll get him cleaned up and fed and working. Right quick.”

“Yes, you shall.” Schultz thumped the bar noncommittally, defeated. “Alright.” He poured two whiskeys, slid them down my way. “He’ll work for room and board only. I cannot be affording to be paying him. And if he is not working out, he is back on the street.”

I knocked back the rest of my drink, that prodigal part of my soul returning joyous with but the bend of an elbow. I stepped in Lorelai’s path, offering a short sharp bow, enjoying the view all the way down and all the way up. “My lady.”

She paused there, glaring me up and down, hands on hips. “Do I look like a ‘my lady?’”

“No, you look like something more.” I stepped aside, allowing her to pass. “Forgive my rudeness.”

“From before, or is there more yet to come?” The crowd was tight. She slid past close enough to brush up against me. Good lord. “Good night ... sir.” She drew Girard along by the hand.

I stood there staring as she sauntered on, hips swaying slowly, smoothly, like she practiced at it. The crowd parted before her, men looking the other way somehow sensing her and moving aside, every one of their gazes following after as she strode past, the kid in tow, both disappearing as the press of bodies closed in around them.




Chapter 7.

...the holes are glaring, legion, obvious. Without a doubt, she is hiding something from me...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
[image: image]


TWILIGHT HAD SPAWNED and metastasized into full-blown night by the time I awoke. Yolanda lay cool and slick by my side. The butcher’s blade, beneath my pillow, was clutched in my fist. A fine blade. Would’ve been a shame to leave it to the mud. I rolled over, scratched the back of my leg. Bed-bugs. Not too many. The place was fairly clean.

I got up, naked, checking the door and window. Inns may be lovely, but they aren’t safe. I hunted an old couple from London to Edinburgh a few years back. They’d owned a well-to-do inn on the north bank just outside the city. Seems one night some drunk stumbled into their root cellar, found some bodies. And by ‘some,’ I meant a shitload.

My door was still locked. A cheap lock, but the burglar-bar still lay in place. A stout kick or a small piece of wire and well-placed hole and it could be beaten. I’d checked for holes, checked the door, had even balanced an upside-down tankard on the knob.

I took a shot of wine. It’d been ale then whiskey then wine. The floor creaked underfoot, floor planks bowing as I walked. Thin. Orange flames flickered from outside the opaque window, lighting the night sky in cascading waves of orange and red.

The plague pits.

Was it already past midnight? Probably. Jesus, I’d already lost a day.

Where to start? No threads had presented themselves at the inn, nor had a squad of blackguards waylaid me in the dark. So Lady Narcissa was still a mystery.

My clothes were cleaned and mostly dry, folded up outside my door. My rusted mail was somewhere still being cleaned, apparently. Maybe they’d scrubbed off all the rust and found nothing left. I got dressed, walked downstairs. I hoped to see Karl, miraculously sitting at one of the tables, but did not.

The tavern was still stifling hot, the singing still fierce, forcefully jovial, tankards waving through the air, sloshing froth and foam as fists pounded tabletops. Men chanted along with the golden-haired jongleur on stage.

Plague does different things to different people. Some pray all day and night, and some go to the local tavern and drink and fuck and spend money til they die. You just never know. I’d seen scribes become hellions and hellions become monks, seen folk go on as if nothing were happening, denying, stepping silently around the rotting dead, slogging off to work day after day, balancing ledgers, carving wood, dyeing cloth, seeing less and less folk, less and less family until one night they lay down in an empty bed in a silent home and pray they never wake back up.

I pulled up a stool at the bar, set Yolanda leaning against it.

Next to me sat an old, worn-out whore. She was working her magic, her limited magic, chatting up some looming corpse-hurler who looked like unto death himself. Her hand rested lightly on his thigh. Smiling. She was smiling like he was the most charming bloke in the world. He was not.

I caught Schultz’s eye, raised a hand.

“Meal, Herr Luther?” he nearly shouted. The place was loud. Boisterous. Desperately so.

“Yeah, I’m starving,” I called back. “My mail shirt?”

Schultz nodded. “To be cleaned by morning.”

I nodded, looked around for Lorelai, nowhere to be found. “This place ever slow down?”

“Nein.”

“The street-rat working out?” I took in the room.

“Eh?” Schultz thumbed over his shoulder noncommittally. “Lorelai has cleaned him up. He is being somewhere. Running around, most hopefully dragging a broom. You are looking better.”

“Thanks.” I nodded at a keg. “I could feel even better.”

“But of course.” He filled another tankard.

“Mind if I ask you something?”

Schultz wiped his hands on a towel. “Surely.”

“Know anything about the monasteries in town?” There were two, Dominican and Franciscan. I figured on visiting them tonight, sussing out the lady’s ludicrous tale of murderous monks.

“Nein, Herr Luther.” He handed me a tankard. “We have the two. Had, I should be saying. I am not getting much business from their way, you see? Monks. And the Dominicans are all being dead. Makes some sense.”

“Yeah, how so?”

“Well, with the plague coming in from those accursed Jews and all,” he replied. “I am hearing some say they poisoned all the wells around Goathead.” He thumped the bar. “That is where it began. And their monastery lies up yonder, midway between there and the Point. Anyways. It burned to the ground. Early on.”

“How about the Franciscans?”

“Their monastery is yet standing. I am knowing that.” Schultz rubbed his chin. “I am hearing they got hit hard, as well, though.” He crossed himself. “Show me someone who did not. Aye. I don’t know if any are being still alive, though. You take Church Street down until you reach the Borderlands.”

“Borderlands?” I remembered generally where the monastery lay but didn’t know the ‘Borderlands’ reference.

“Ah, yes, be forgiving me. The lords burned down a few blocks. The war, you see? There lies nothing but ruin. The Borderlands they call it. Watch yourself down there, Herr Luther. Gangs. Cutthroats. Thieves and such. The monastery lies just inside.” I thanked him. “What are you wanting monasteries for?”

“Thinking of taking vows.” I took a sip of pure bliss. Golden ale. It stung just right.

“We have a Teutonic hospital, too, by the big bridge. North Bridge. They’re monks, too, of a sort. Maybe more to your colors.” He raised a hand. “I’ll get your meal.” Schultz tossed the bar towel over his shoulder and disappeared into the kitchen.

Settling in, taking a proper pull from my ale, I glanced to my right.

The passion-play next to me was deteriorating fast. Miserably. Jesus, it was like my ten years of marriage condensed into seconds but slowed down just enough to highlight the truly loathsome moments.

The corpse-hurler didn’t have enough money. Why? Because he was disgusting and she needed to charge him more because of that. He countered that she was a toothless old hag and that she should lower her exorbitant price.

Both presented fair points.

Haggling ensued between the hag and haggard. He didn’t use the word exorbitant. And she? She had no patience for shitheels light on coin. His rage boiled. She cold-shouldered him, turning her back, started honing in on me, all seductive and coy, whispering in my ear, playing it thick and hard. I refused, almost politely, but it was too late. She’d cuckolded him in front of everyone.

I could hear his steam whistling like a kettle, threatening to blow as whispers and snickers across the room threatened to explode to crowing cacophony.

I told her I had no money, either.

She ignored me, pressed on, doubled down, telling me I was so bloody handsome I didn’t need to pay. That was true. She wasn’t much, but, well, it’d been a fair stretch on the road, devoid of warmth, and while she sure as shit was no Delilah, she made up for it in poured-on charm.

I could sense the corpse-hurler’s shadow engulf me. I turned just as he shoved her off her stool. He thrust a black finger the size of a sausage into my face.

The music screeched to dead silence. Instantaneous. All eyes turned our way.

It went downhill from there, the whore continuing her tirade from her backside, pointing up, castigating as the corpse-hurler snatched up a chair up, holding it overhead like a maul. The whore screamed, a banshee wail, covering her face with wobbly arms. The chair whipped down, just missing her, shattering to pieces against the floor, and only because I’d nudged the bastard off balance.

I raised an open hand. “Easy, mister.” Yolanda lay just out of reach.

“Shove your ‘easy’ up your arse.” He wiped spittle from his chin with the back of his black hand.

I reached for my new blade—

“Knife!” someone cried.

I saw a glint. That’s it.

The corpse-hurler lunged, a spike of burnished steel in an oak-knot fist. His calloused paw smashed onto my shoulder, clamping a fistful of shirt, blade shooting up from below. Pivoting and parrying his hand with my own, I seized it with a swipe of my other, leading him off balance. He stuttered a step, and I reached across him, sliding in tight, hip to hip, and blocked his far knee with one hand, levering him toppling over. His head crashed against the floor hard, all his weight behind it.

Stools and folk scattered to all quarters like bowling pins. The whore crab-walked on all fours out of the way. Unattractive. I ripped the butcher’s blade from its sheath, icepicking it. But the corpse-hurler didn’t move. He just lay there beneath the bar, snoring ragged, gurgling on a puddle of his own blood.

Schultz materialized at my shoulder, club in hand. The crowd pressed. Eager. Heated. Curious. Lorelai appeared in the stairwell. Her eyes were wide, flecks of gold embedded amidst the green. From across the room, across the sea of people, I could see those flecks plain as day. I winked.

Lips pursed, she nodded once. Smiled.

I sheathed the butcher’s blade, grabbed Yolanda.

“My lady...” I said as I made my way past Lorelai and through the crowd.

Without a word, she placed a warm hand on my shoulder and squeezed. The harridan on the floor was finally silent. Everyone was silent. But the chatter and music had both recommenced long before I reached the door.




Chapter 8.

...Suffice it to say, never have I seen a man capable of inflicting such wounds upon another, never mind the ludicrous notion of any man with even a precursory knowledge of Asylum nobility going to the door of the Lord Volkendorf and begging for anything short of a swift boot to the...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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LADY NARCISSA’S STORY was suspect at best, but it was my sole lead. The tally told of a possible killer-monk and a definite kill-site. I’d have preferred scouting the kill-site first, something solid, but I had figured on hazarding that under the light of day. That left the phantom killer-monk. And while I figured the Dominican priory for a waste of time, due diligence was, unfortunately, a necessary evil to any proper investigation, and you have to start somewhere. Eliminate it as a link in the murder chain, move on, maybe find a thread. That was the plan.

As always occurs when it fails to suit me, I was right. The Dominican Priory proved a waste of time, a ruin, a blasted out charnel shell of a ruin. Clear in the moonlight, crazed lines spalled across foundation stone like the web of a mad spider. Scorched skeletons peeked out from amid debris, glazed in ice, the glisten of frost turning them back to white. Lovely. I picked around in the dark, found nothing but corpse and despair.

I returned the way I’d come, headed south from Goathead, stopping at the West Gates and begging Nils for a spare lantern. The moon still glowed bright, but I’d broken mine and counting on Mother Nature for anything short of cruel indifference was a sucker’s bet.

I wondered where Stephan was. Probably some lonely cell, huddled in the dark, numb, freezing, starving. Lord Raachwald hadn’t been forthcoming with details. Maybe that was for the better.

Houses along the row glowed from within. Most were dark.

I ambled past, cloak clutched tight against the cold as the world abruptly turned to shit. The row just ended, only burnt skeletons beyond. The Borderlands. A pack of mongrels, coats mottled in swathes of mange, watched me from an alleyway, ten shining eyes, growling low. Better the four-legged kind.

The eastern half of the monastery’s grounds ran adjacent to the Morgrave River. A sheer drop into darkness. An old Roman wall encircled the other three sides. A massive chain strangled the gates like a constrictor snake, rusted orange, frozen.

I listened to the hollow wind moan.

Desolate, a word that came to mind.

Only the silent fanfare of leering cast-iron cherubim answered. The wall was about ten-feet-high and well built, cleanly cut, the stones flush. But the ornate gate? A work of art, fat cherubs and frozen ivy intertwined, twisting and turning to the top. Very ornate. Very beautiful. Very easy to climb.

I clambered over it and landed on a cobblestone path. Snow-filled gardens lay to the left and right and monk cells ahead, a whole row of them, cold and dark. One of the doors creaked in the wind. I poked my head inside, saw nothing of note, continued on past neighboring cells and barren gardens to the church’s front doors. They were modest, not like a public church. And they were open.

Snow began to fall.

Inside, there was nothing but the altar, a monolith of bare wood, and the stench of old death. A thick, caustic fume. No chairs, no pews, no comfort, only bare stone floor. Past the altar, I crept down a long hallway, following the thickening miasma of death. Something sounded from the hall’s end. I froze. A clink. A clatter.

I slid the lantern’s eye shut and waited, breathless in the gloom.

Nothing.

I moved on.

Keeping to the wall, I made my way as silently as I could, wincing at every scrape, every scuff, every misstep. My eyes adjusted to the dark. A double door lay at hall’s end, one side ajar. Was there a glimmer beyond? Maybe. That noise again. Metallic. Yeah. Someone readying a weapon? Or the clatter of utensils? Best bet on the weapon. My thoughts drifted to my mail shirt.

Watching, waiting, eyes straining, I could see tables beyond. A kitchen or great hall.

I tested the door. It didn’t budge. I pushed harder, and it resisted still. Only silence lay beyond. A deep breath and I dropped my shoulder into it, suppressing a grunt, and it spilled open to me clattering into shadow and echo.

It was the great hall. Five long tables, each over thirty-feet long, four lengthwise heading away from me, one widthwise across the hall’s end. Beyond, built into the far wall, three huge hearths stared back, empty, cold. But that wasn’t all.

Like some lurid scene from Boccaccio’s Decameron, dark forms filled each table, thirty to each, maybe, hunched carcasses splayed out, reaching for cups and for plates and for whatever else lay set out before them. Some leaned back in their chairs, arms poised in rigor. They wore the brown homespun cloth of their order, and they were dead. They were all dead. Their stench had weight. Taking a step was like moving headlong into a gale wind. Rotting food lay before them in a cornucopia of filth, the reek of soured wine, of vinegar, of fetid corpse.

My eyes watered.

It didn’t make any sense.

They’d all died of plague. Presumably. And if they had, what the hell were they doing here? People don’t die of plague at the dinner table. Not alone. Not en masse at some grand banquet. I wish they did. Wouldn’t be so bad going out drinking and feasting alongside friends. But no. They died in bed if they were lucky, festering and fidgeting in an incoherent fever, pissing and shitting and oozing from every orifice, black boils weeping tears of bile from their necks, their armpits, their groins.

I strode along the left wall. Paintings lined it, pastoral scenes, lambs and shepherds, and grassy green knolls. Against the stifling reek, I tried to imagine Lorelai’s rosewater scent as I breathed through my mouth. I passed a monk who was nigh on a skeleton, then one freshly dead, his grimaced lips blue-black. Someone had placed them all here. Recently.

I turned in a circle. All the windows were shuttered. There was the pair of doors I’d come through and another pair up ahead. Probably the kitchen. I tried them. Locked.

I whipped around as something clattered on the right side of the hall. Wooden. A cup? Then and there, I nearly bolted, fearless knight that I am. Instead, I drew Yolanda and against every grain, every fiber of my being, waited in the heavy silence. 

Bravery. It’s a fickle thing. To ebb and flow on such whims. As I waited and watched, and watched and waited, it seemed as though the dead monks began to move, minutely at first, some drawing breath, long languorous intakes and exhales, a head shift here, a twitch there, the shrug of a bony shoulder. Some leaned over, whispering to neighbors, confiding secrets only death could confer, others giggling drunkenly as they reached out for more and for more and for more.

“Enough.” My voice echoed across the hall, the stone walls vibrating to a ringing halt. “I am not going away.” As much as I want to. “I mean you no harm.” Maybe. “I wish only to ask questions. I’m here to do God’s own work. You should appreciate that.

“A man was killed.” I walked on, reaching the three hearths.

Silence. I took a right, the empty voids yawning, drawing me in.

“His men with him.”

More silence.

“And his children...” Nothing. “The blame has been laid at the foot of this monastery. I’m looking for a man said to be a monk. A large man. A massive man. He has hair of dark black. Described as having the countenance of the devil. Possibly if you know this man, you know what that means. Others paid with their lives.” I waited. “Three lads of eight to ten years each. Murdered. Good lads.” Or maybe they were caustic shits. 

Corpse after corpse stared back in mute laughter, teeth bared, frozen.

“You’ll go...” A whispered cackle as though some crow had taken roost. “Heh-heh...”

I nearly shit myself. Right there. Instead, I turned. Tried gauging its origin.

“Yes-yes, you shall...”

“I won’t.” I still couldn’t place it. “A hard truth.”

“If you won’t, you will, heh-heh.”

“Jesus. Riddles? I’ll forgive your ignorance for we’ve only just met, but I despise men who speak in riddles. Are we in a faery tale? Shall I catch you? Demand three wishes?”

“Neither.”

“Who are you then?” Keep him talking. Hone in. “A monk?”

“I am he who waits amongst the dead for death to come.”

“Jesus.” I kicked a cup from my path. “You’re no monk. You’re a thief. Stealing quotes from Petrarch?”

He cackled again. From the far end? Or near? Definitely far. Cracking the eye of my lantern, it cast light, soft and weak and orange. The hearth-eyes stared. The monks were all moving, dancing now as shadows undulated in concert to the movement of my lantern.

“You, my friend, are an asshole.” I passed a monk whose face the rats had gotten to. “And if I have a name, to you, it is Death.”

“Dear me, look who thinks so highly of himself. Delusions. Nay-nay. I’ve seen death, as it were, dared him, dined with him. Look around. We dine every day now, and you are not he.” I wheeled around. “Heh-heh. Is this the Great Alexander himself, perhaps? You think yourself so high. So mighty. Conqueror of the great East? Chief amongst the Nine Worthies?” Keep jawing. “Come to ransack an empty monastery. Come to threaten a sick, broken man. Heh-heh. I was mistaken. No hero-lord is he, just another buzzard, come to pick us clean.”

“Blade. Boot. Bare hands, I ain’t picky.” I stalked the perimeter, clockwise, toward the right half of the hall. “I’ll be your end one way or another if you don’t reveal yourself.”

“You threaten me with death? Heh. The ultimate cure? The final panacea? Please. Send me to God. To Heaven. I pray that you do. I beg it.” His voice lowered then. “You wish to threaten me? Threaten me with life, then. With health, with longevity, with friendship. For that, by far, is the crueler fate.”

I found myself back at the entrance doors. With the two doors on the left side of the hall locked, these offered the only escape. I wedged a broken chair leg under the open door and piled chairs in front of both.

“I was the Alpha, and now am the Omega,” the voice railed.

“You were the first, and now you’re the last?” I strode counterclockwise now, back up the right side wall. I had him.

“Hee-hee-heee! Death shall be a relief!”

“You piece of repeating shit,” I said. “You live in a monastery. What the hell do you know about life? Cloistered? Secreted? Tucked away within a closed world without fear, without pain, devoid of anything that has to do with life.”

“We cloister ourselves to protect us from the temptations of the world...”

“The temptations are the only thing worth living for, friend.”

“Yes-yes, and yet they find us here still...”

“I’ll pass on an explanation.”

“We are men of God!”

I was halfway up the last table. He was near. But where?

“Very well.” I stopped. “You mocked me with a riddle. Well, I solved it.” I straightened. “You were the first of your brethren to succumb to the plague, but you survived. And now you’re the last. You’re new to riddles, I’d guess. No sphinx at any rate. Next, you compared me to Alexander. Well, I am he, and you are my Gordian knot, and though I cannot untie you—”

With that, I slashed the foot off one of the corpse-monks. It flicked off along with the leg of the chair he was sitting on, the pair tipping in tandem. I moved on to the next one and cut off an arm, licking through bone, shattering a wine bottle. Stepping toward the far wall, I slid Yolanda between the ribs of another monk. I stepped and stabbed, slashed and stepped, keeping the double doorway always in view.

I kicked a skeleton over then backhand chopped another. Yolanda sheered through flesh as though nothing were there.

A shadow bolted past—

I tore on after, snatching him by the scruff of his neck, yanking, stepping, and hurling him arse over tea kettle into the riot of piled chairs. A smash and cascade, an avalanche. Struggling, whining, he flailed, kicking, drowning for the blocked doors but entangled like a rabbit in a huntsman’s snare.




Chapter 9.

...her mourning to be genuine in the loss of her two sons. I have known liars; oft times it seems I am acquainted with none but, and she is obviously one. Despite this, she is plainly distraught, though her grief did at first bear an element of gleeful hysteria which she was initially unable...
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STRANGE. TO SIP TEA, spattered in gore, in the dead hours of night alongside a man I had recently threatened to kill. Brother Tomas slurped his barley tea with grey lips, palpating delicately along the brim of his cup like an elephant’s wrinkled trunk. The carnage of the great hall was one thing, death, horror, rotting corpses, the devil’s delight compared to Brother Tomas’s flaccid, glistening lips.

His cell was close, ten by ten at best. Mountains of books surrounded us, some piled near high as I was tall. A small fire crackled in the hearth.

“...and so Brother Justinian was the last to pass into darkness,” Brother Tomas finished.

“A sad tale.” I wrung my hands. “But, what of the man I seek? A man capable of single-handedly killing seven warriors.” I ran my thumb smoothly across my throat. “And murdering three children, to boot.” 

“Is it not enough to murder men?” Brother Tomas bemoaned the heavens. “Men have sinned. Yes-yes. And shall sin. But children?” He crossed himself. “Was there ever such a man as this?”

“The answer to your question is yes. Yes, and in droves. Piles. Legions. Yes, and one sits before you. Wears your robes. Crowds your streets. Your land. Your home.”

His spoon clinked as he hastily stirred his tea. “Your view of mankind is prodigiously dim, Sir Luther.”

“On the contrary, it’s one of the few things I view with the utmost clarity.”

“Bleak, then.”

I paused, considered, nodded. “I’ll grant you that.” I poured a lick of wine into my tea, stirred it with my finger. “Please, brother, was there ever a man of such description here?”

His rheumy eyes regarded me, leaking like a hound’s. “No.”

“And you’ve been here how long?”

“Near my whole life.”

“What’s that, then?” I took a sip. “Fifty? Sixty years?”

“Twenty-one.”

“Jesus—” I spluttered, choked, settled. “Sorry.” I wiped myself off.

“It has taken its toll,” Brother Tomas conceded. “It was enough that I could minister to my brothers, bear them through their last days, shrive them, wash them, dine with them night after night after—”

“Uh—” I raised a hand but then just let it go.

“Heh, heh.” He blushed like a shy girl. “I ... digging holes ... ground frozen ... was lonely.”

“There are men who collect the dead.”

“Nay.” He thumped the arm of his chair, eyes blazing, fierce for an instant, and then like the wind it was gone. “My brothers shall be laid to rest each within their own graves, upon these hallowed grounds, afforded proper Christian burials. Headstones, so that I might visit them, talk to them, pray for them.” His hand quivered, tea spilling over the rim of his cup. “They shan’t be cast into plague-fire and forgotten.”

“Fair enough.” I ladled parsnip soup into a bowl, handed it to him, did the same for myself. “Warm soup,” I took a mouthful, chewed, “makes one hell of a difference.”

“Yes-yes.” He hefted his bowl. “To ... to justice, justice and warm soup!”

“No.” I raised my spoon. “There’ll be no justice in this affair. I’ll toast to heeling the bastard. Running him down. Seeing he gets what’s coming to him. Nothing more.” I glanced up, paused, shrugged. “And to warm soup.”

“Hear! Hear!”

I raised my bowl to his, and we clacked them together, his horrid face beaming. It was still awful. So awful. He looked like a man whose skin was made too big, his face practically sliding off his skull, his story of plague survival etched plain in withered desiccation. All the teeth on the right side of his mouth had fallen out, leaving only slick black gums. He took a palpating sip, wine dribbling down his chin.

I puked inside my mouth.

“You put me in a mind of, oh, who’s the one from the Iliad?” Giggling softly to himself, Brother Tomas took another sip of the wine. His fourth cup. He closed his eyes, swaying slightly, a grin upon his lips. He was in a good place, probably the first time in a long while.

“Achilles?”

“No, the other one.” He pointed. “Heh-heh. With the ship. The sheep. The Cyclops.” Only he slurred, ‘shyclopsh.’

“Odysseus,” I said.

“Yes-yes!” He pointed emphatically with his spoon. “Homer? You’ve read him? You can read?”

“A bit.”

“Oh, bless me, a learned man to sup with.” Brother Tomas clapped his hands in fervent delight. “A gift from God you are.”

“That is a first for me.”

“A fitting analogy, no?” His feet were bouncing. “You’re far from home, are you not? A stranger in a strange land, amidst its myriad travails, threats, perils.”

“What are you?” I rolled my eyes. “A college student composing a thesis?”

“Well, I admit it’s not perfect, but you wear a wedding ring upon your finger.” He settled back, wheezing. “You have a family somewhere, I presume? A wife? And your accent? Angland? Perhaps you travel back to her?”

“No.” I was no Odysseus. He wouldn’t be sitting here in the middle of the night with some shit-house-crazy monk. He’d have stolen into Dunmire and snatched Stephan right out from under Lord Raachwald’s blind left eye. Would have blinded the right for good measure, too. “I’m no hero. Not on some stupid quest.”

“He was going home.”

“Huh?” I looked up.

“He was going home. Returning from war.”

“Your point?”

“It wasn’t stupid. Returning home is not a stupid quest. It is perhaps the most meaningful.”

I grunted, took another mouthful of soup.

“And you? Hah!” He slapped his thigh. “I thought all knights ignorant brutes.”

“The best are.”

“Yet, it was my thinking that reading and writing were considered ... unknightly.”

“Oh, certainly. Unknightly. Unmanly. Unconscionable,” I explained. “Merely a part of my training.”

“Training? I had thought knights trained only at dashing each other’s brains out with implements of war.”

“Oh, we do. But there are other fields of expertise.” I counted on my fingers. “Hunting. Hawking. Torture. Plunder. Debauchery.” I held up that one finger. “Particularly debauchery, it’s the very foundation on which the whole institution is built.”

“But, what of the code of chivalry?” The monk crossed himself. “The pontiff’s Truce of God? The Peace of God?”

“Bells. Whistles.” I waved a hand as if dismissing a serf. “Something for the storybooks. For church. For places of light. And light has no place in knighthood. Your Peace of God? Your Truce? Mindless church babble scripted to placate the masses. Show that they’re doing something to protect the ones who feed them, clothe them, support them.” I took a sip of wine. “Plague’s done its killing, but knights have borne their fair share. You been outside these walls lately?”

“But,” his voice went quiet, “you don’t seem like them...”

“Disappointing folk is one of my strengths.”

“But plunder? Debauchery?”

“Trust me.” I smiled and then didn’t.

“Trust a man who admits he’s untrustworthy? I thought you despised men who spoke in riddles?”

“Frequently and furiously, and I’m many things, but no hypocrite. I can swing a sword and skewer with lance, but my fortune was never meant to be forged solely by my arm. Wish it were. So much easier, so much simpler to just go where your lord points. Kill who he bids kill. My father...” I paused. “My father is a hard man. A cruel man, some would say. Most. But my father is a man who sees the truth in people. Cuts to the quick. Fast. Sharp. Clean. And he saw the truth in me.”

Brother Tomas’s spoon froze halfway to his mouth. “What truth?”

I cradled the warm bowl between my hands. “That I am not a good knight. That I would never be a good knight.”

“But you are a knight. And I believe—”

“Yes, but a knight is just a word. A word that elevates us above the common folk. You know.”

“Pardon?”

“You’re nobly born. Or if you’re not, your father’s a rich man, or well off, yeah?” Brother Tomas twitched a reluctant nod. “You live in a large building with a solid roof over your head. You eat three meals a day. Have an education. The room where you work has walls that block the wind, the rain, the cold of winter.”

“Copying texts is not so easy.”

“Sure. But it’s not digging ditches.” I glanced out the window at the snow. “What makes us better than them but an accident of birth?”

Brother Tomas swallowed. “A strange notion coming from a knight.”

“I told you, I’m not a good one. People can fight without me. Pray without you.” I raised a conspiratorial hand to my mouth. “Just don’t tell them that.”

“So, what necessitated your learning to read?”

“My Uncle Charles. He was justiciar in my father’s court. A wise old bastard. A right funny one, too.” Jesus, I missed him. “But he was second born. And had the misfortune of having a barren wife. Lacking an heir, my father named me his ward and apprentice, in effect. A tedious business, justice.”

“Yes-yes, but vital.” Brother Tomas nodded emphatically. “Often the sole recourse of the weak and downtrodden.”

“Yeah, no.” I shook my head slowly. “Justice is important because it’s one of the lord’s chief incomes.” I rubbed my fingers together. “Seizures. Fines. Forfeitures. Very lucrative.”

“J-Justice is not a trade.” Brother Tomas’s lips trembled.

“Truly? Who makes out in trade?”

Brother Tomas shrugged. “Trade of what?”

“Trade of anything,” I said.

“Surely the poor...?”

“Sure. To some degree. The rich to a greater. But the ones who truly make out are the ones who created the system. The ones who make the laws. Levy taxes. And who’s that?”

“The lords.”

“Yeah. And who makes out in the courts?”

“It cannot only be about money.”

“True. That’d be suicidal. The poor would catch on eventually and revolt. And there’s a shit-ton more of them than us.”

Brother Tomas fumbled his tea, dropping his spoon.

“Your mistake is thinking of justice as a conflict between two parties. There’re three. The accuser. The accused. And the court. And the court always gets its pound of flesh. Bet on it. Whoever wins, the lord collects a fine. Seizes a house. Requisitions the wrongdoer’s best cow. And sometimes, when a blue moon shines, he just basks in the reflected glory of having done what was truly right.” I sat back, holding my hands out open. “So that next time, he can dip his beak in a little deeper, a little longer, and sneak an extra taste.”

Brother Tomas’s face had fallen. “That sounds...”

“Awful, yeah, I know.” I shrugged. “But not compared to the paperwork. And justice is mostly that. Warrants. Writs. Affidavits.” Those, I didn’t miss. “My uncle taught me to be fair. To never trust the clerks serving beneath me. To read and understand everything myself. So I learned.”

“Very good.” Pushing himself upright with hands on knees, Brother Tomas stood, teetering there for a moment. “I — whoa.” He caught his balance on his chair. “I shall show you now. We shall stride the great hall and gaze upon the visage of each of my brothers so that you might ascertain whether your fiend has met his end.” He burped, swayed, and immediately sat back down. “Oof.”

“Easy.” I waved him off. “Relax. You knew everyone, yeah?”

“That...” His head was swimming. “Excuse me. Yes. I have. I do. Know each man.” He hiccoughed, covering his mouth belatedly. “A thousand pardons. Knew.”

“And you said none fit the description.”

“No, Sir Krait. Err... Yes, Luther. Sir.”

“Then I see no point in rifling the dead.” I kicked my feet up on a stack of bibles. The snow was still raging, but the sky had lightened.

“You ... trust me?” Brother Tomas’s face peeled back in a toothsome grin. A horrid sight. “Never such a man. Not here. One hundred and forty-seven men...” His jubilant smile withered, black gums consumed behind grey lips. “We came to die, to die as we had lived, as one. A community of brothers. So many. So sick. So fast. Like a black wave, it struck us, swallowing us whole. I, the first to succumb, as you guessed. But...” his voice cracked, tears spilling down his cheeks.

“Could you ladle me some more soup?” I held my bowl out.

“Eh?” He looked up, “Yes, of course,” and ladled in some more. “Forgive me.” He wiped his eyes.

“No sweat.” I took the bowl. “What of the Dominican monastery?”

“I ... I never knew any from the Dominican Abbey, and if there were such a man, he’s dead now. Most likely. They were hit as hard by the plague as us, and earlier on. The abbey was razed that same week.”

“A quarantine measure?”

“I don’t know.”

“Townsfolk or lords?”

Brother Tomas shrugged. “Does it matter who? Or why?”

“It’d matter to me if I were one of them. But I’m not. Now, what of the Teutonic Knights?” Brother Tomas sputtered. “You alright?” He waved me off. “I’m told they’ve a priory here. A hospital, as well.” The Teutonic Knights were a brotherhood of knight-monks sworn to fight the pagan menace in the north. “A monk trained in the arts of war would stand a better chance against armed men.”

“But against seven?” Brother Tomas’s face went from ashen to white. “How much better?”

“A little.” Jesus, it sounded ridiculous to me, too.

“Now, your murderer,” Brother Tomas clutched at the crucifix at his neck, “how is it you know he was a man of God? Truly know?”

“I don’t. I have only a lady’s word.”

“And you trust this lady?”

“No. Not even a little.”
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I QUIT THE MONASTERY to the sound of cannon fire booming far off to the east. Across the river. I headed south on Mill Street. A quick jaunt. Mummer’s Isle, stark against the grey morning sky, rose before me from the churning depths of the Morgrave River. The Isle rose some seventy or eighty feet from the rapids until equal with the level of the streets, then continued another eight or nine hundred beyond, a fist of gnarled stone.

Gulls swirled above, wheeling, screaming.

Five castles clung to its sparse cliffs, but only three visible from my vantage.

Lord Raachwald’s keep, Old-Oath, sat high upon a cliff, walls peeking above the rim. Lord Hochmund’s Gold-Tooth lay south along the Isle. I could just see one of its shining towers cresting the Isle’s jagged ridge. And perched atop the Isle’s peak, Coldspire leered down bleak as Odin’s crow, commanding the land and sea for twenty leagues in all directions.

I spent the morning scouting the Isle from its west side, trying to suss out a lay of the land. In the early afternoon, I took the North Bridge across the Morgrave, into the eastern half of the city. Towards the cannon fire. The bridge was a shambles. Broken weapons lay scattered amongst bits of armor and spalled brick and frozen blood. Men had died here. Recently. Scraggly tinker folk hustled past, gleaning scraps of fallen metal.

Off the North Bridge, I headed south to check out the eastern lay of Mummer’s Isle. From there, I could see not only Coldspire but also Solemn Rock of the Taschgarts and Azure-Mist of the Brulerins. The same problems present on the western side were here as well: steep cliffs, raging river, a guarded bridge. The Brulerin Bridge.

I wondered the whole way back why Lord Raachwald had refused me passage onto his shitty rock. He had the right. The power. And although he hated me, and with good reason, his son had been murdered. Why loose a bloodhound on a trail in one breath, only to chain it the next?

The Borderlands were as desolate under light of day as they’d been at night. Maybe more so. Whole neighborhoods had been razed from the river all the way to the city wall. A quarter mile of scorched timber, scorched earth, flooded foundations. Gang sigils covered the walls of those houses still standing. I recognized some. The black unicorn of the Four Horsemen and the double sword of Hughes’s Razors. Others, I didn’t. Motleyed claws and crows and dragons and cocks and everything in between all slathered in paint across one another in some contest of artistic one-upmanship.

Something skittered across my path.

Asylum. It was anything but.

The Bastard Bridge spanned to the western side of Mummer’s Isle. A sturdy-looking structure, the straight span had certain touches I could only describe as Romanesque. They reminded me of aqueducts I’d seen in and around Cordoba, structures over a thousand years old, still working, still flowing water, still servicing the lords of that grand city. Except for the five corpses dangling from beneath it, that is. Cordoba’s aqueducts hadn’t had those.

With only two bridges onto the Isle from the city or a climb up sheer rock, Mummer’s Isle itself was a daunting defensive structure alone. Impregnable. Add the five keeps, ballista, cannon, and enough armed men to man them, and it was really impregnable. For an army at least.

Where an army met a wall of armor, perhaps a single man might find a chink wide enough to slip a slender dirk through.

The river raged below, white water shooting through a sluiceway. The grey cliffs beyond looked sheer from my vantage, but an able man might be able to climb them if he knew where to begin. If he were willing to brave the pounding rapids and succeed, an able man, with no shortage of courage, might scale a sheer rise of a thousand feet. Slowly. Meticulously. And topping that, it’d need be accomplished under cover of darkness, in the numbing March cold, fingers bleeding raw from rock and salt, nails digging into cracks, back-breaking, arms screaming. Yeah, a brave man just might scale that stone and pierce the security. But there was just no way in hell it was going to be me.

I continued south along the parapet.

My big plan?

I strolled right up to the Bastard Bridge guard post, little more than a lean-to. Both guards wore the livery of House Hochmund, a red fox on an orange field, and bore short spears and shields. Good mail. Short blades hung from their hips.

Not a sizable defense considering the reputation of the Borderlands.

But across the span, I noticed a guard-shack on the far side, smoke drizzling up from its chimney. The rest of the guards would be in there, watching, waiting.

A stout guard, a short wide fellow, hugged himself against the cold. When he noticed me, he shook it off, trying to cut an at least semi-intimidating figure. He failed. Miserably. Tough to act the hard case when your nose is red, your face streaked with snot, and you’re shivering like a newborn calf.

Grit crunched underfoot as I made my way toward them.

Both were at attention now.

“Greetings,” I said.

The first guard, the stout chap, watched me, wary. His partner, tall and thin, stood behind, smoking a pipe, watching me from below drooped eyelids. Both were youngish, which made this the shit job of the outfit.

“That’s far enough.” The stout guard raised a hand. I stopped just shy of a turnpike set across the bridge’s mouth. “You ain’t no church-man, are you?”

I glanced below, at the dangling corpses, crosses of blue across their chests. The Lord Bishop’s men. “I hope not.”

“State yer business, then.” He hugged himself against the cold.

“Ought to pace a bit,” I offered. “Better than standing in one place. Freezing your arse off.”

“Freeze my arse off no matter what,” the stout guard grumbled. “Come on now, what’s it you want?”

“To speak to Lord Hochmund.”

“And I want a hot fireplace and tankard of ale.”

“Might be able to help you with one of those.”

“No one’s allowed on the Isle,” the stout guard waved a hand, “and Lord Hochmund ain’t taking no messages.”

“Yeah? Why not?”

“Cause he ain’t.”

“Fair enough, but I’m a comrade of his. From way back.”

The stout guard frowned. He was considering the possible truth of my statement, factoring in my monk-spattered garb and general dishevelment, and weighing it all against the effort and repercussions of running across the bridge to bother his sergeant. “Sure.”

Very politic.

I grumbled internally at the prick but managed to choke it back. I’d have done the same if our roles were reversed, only I’d have been a sight more rude. “Yeah. I’m a little worse for wear, but it’s true. I even saved his life once.”

It was true that I knew Lord Eustace Hochmund. ‘Comrade’ might have been a bit strong, but I had, in fact, saved his life. In a whorehouse, though, not the battlefield. We were waiting for ladies of the night to free up — not a classy establishment, obviously, but on the road, one must persevere — eating a hurried dinner, road fare, when he choked on something. A gob of chicken? Pork? Something. So I pounded his back, slapped him in the face, shook him, yelled. Finally, I punched him in the gut as hard as I could. Which worked.

“Oh yeah?” He glanced at his partner, who shrugged and blew a short-lived smoke ring. “Where?”

“At the battle of Belle’s Ball.” Belle’s Ball was the name of the whorehouse.

“Never heard of it.”

“Your loss.” I meant it sincerely.

“Lord Hochmund don’t like no beggars,” the stout guard said, “and he don’t like me telling him about no beggars.”

“I’m no beggar.” I flipped him a penny. He caught it. “Keep it. And could you tell him? Please.”

“Hmmm...?” He studied the coin, turning it over. “You know who else don’t like me bothering him?”

“Who?”

“Everyone else up my chain of command.”

“And how many’s that?” 

His face scrunched up as he thought. “Right now?” He counted on his fingers, slowly working it out. “Four. Sometimes three. Today it’s four.”

“You said you wanted ale. Well, I don’t have ale. What I do have is wine.” I took a wineskin I’d ‘borrowed’ from Brother Tomas, held it up, jiggled it a bit. “Not to mention that shiny penny. Now, look. You’re freezing. Why not take a walk? I promise not to storm the Isle. And I’m sure your partner and the fellows in the guard-shack can handle me if I change my mind.”

“You see that fucking path?” He scowled over his shoulder at the footpath up. A heart-attack special. It switch-backed left then right, back and forth, up across the entire rock-face, hundreds of vertical feet, until it ended in a cliff.

“You’re young,” I scoffed. “And you’ll be warmer. Less bored. And you’ll have company.” I waggled the wineskin. “Wine in your belly, a nice wintry walk? Not so bad. All you’re missing’s a sweetheart.” I could almost hear his mouth watering, staring at the wine, his cold feet begging for movement, for a moment in that heated shack. “Maybe your sergeant lets you hang around in that cozy shelter while he goes off?” Highly unlikely, but...

He gazed off across the chasm, forlorn, eyes filled with mournful longing for that shack, that shitty little shack with that shitty little chimney, and that shitty little trickle of smoke weeping out. Probably his life’s dream to just sit in there all day and do nothing.

“What’d you say your name was?” He eyeballed the wine.

“Didn’t. Just tell him about Belle’s Ball. Fella who saved him.”

He grumbled to himself.

“One last chance...” I dangled the wine.

It took but an instant for him to reach out, snatch it, turn. He thumped his partner on the shoulder, “Be right back,” and marched on across the bridge, disappearing into the guard-shack. He wasn’t inside it a moment before he was slogging head down up the pathway.

I’d dealt with Lord Eustace Hochmund here and there since I was a squire to my uncle. And my uncle never failed to tell me the same thing each time we dealt with him.

“I’ve three serpents in hand,” he’d whispered to me as he brandished three short threads gathered from the hem of his shirt. “Two are poisonous.” He separated them. “One harmless. You know the first to be poisonous, the second harmless.” He brandished one then the other. “Now, the third. It appears identical to the harmless one but, in truth, is as deadly as the first.” He fixed me with a glare. “So, my lad, which is most deadly?”

“The third,” I answered without pause.

“Nay. Understand this,” he held up a finger, “the first and the third are equally deadly. The added danger lies not within the third serpent itself but within you. It is a weakness of your perception. Your character. ‘Tis a weakness within you for not recognizing his inherent danger.” He rolled the pieces of string between his fingers, let them fall. “Lord Hochmund is the third serpent.” Even now I wonder if he told me each time to remind me or to remind himself.

I waited for what I figured an hour before the stout guard returned, huffing, sweating, a menacing glare in his eyes. He tossed the wineskin on the ground before me. Empty. Rude. There he stood for a moment, catching his breath, swaying. His partner leaned against the turnpike, still smoking, still watching, still unimpressed.

“Well?” I asked.

“Said he didn’t know nothing about no Belle’s Ball.”

“He’s lying,” I commented.

“So what?” The guard’s gaze flitted to Yolanda’s hilt, poking above my shoulder. “He’s a bloody lord. And he also told me to tell you something else.”

“Yeah? What?”

“He told me to tell you to ‘piss off.’”




Chapter 11.

...to speak to her handmaiden, but I cannot ascertain her whereabouts.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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IT’D BEEN A WASTE OF a day, and I didn’t have any to burn. Neither did my brother. I hadn’t got onto the Isle, and I’d found neither Karl nor sign of him. Backtracking east along the Dunmire Road had proved fruitless. Karl couldn’t read or write, but he’s fairly blunt with regards to communication. No decapitated horses hanging from trees or Thor’s hammers scrawled across the broad sides of barns. He’d be in the city by now, searching for me, looking through taverns. There were more than a few.

I jawed up Nils as I passed back in through the gates. He hadn’t seen any pagan murderers skulk through and wished me well. And I him.

I had it in my head I’d make for the Jewish Quarter and meet with Abraham Ben-Ari, my boss. In part. It hadn’t been his shipment of wool I’d lost, per say, but I’d been hired on his word, and he had a stake in it, so it was a close thing. I made it to the gates of the Quarter and stopped. A contingent of the Lord Bishop’s men were stationed there. Thirty men. Heavily armed. I took it as a sign, a sign that said ‘fuck it and head home,’ or what passed for it.

So that’s what I did.

My stomach was rumbling, my mouth dry, feet throbbing by the time I got back to the Stone Ruin Ten. The sun had set though I’d not seen her all day, sheathed behind cold grey. I ate. I drank. I staggered upstairs to shut my eyes for an hour or two. Clear my head. Then I’d resume pounding it against the cobblestone streets, trying to unearth some way onto that blasted Isle. How the hell to do it, though? I could try Lord Hochmund again. Sure, the bastard owed me, but he obviously didn’t care, and there was no twisting his pudgy arm. Not from my side of the bridge.

So what? Steal a boat? Brave the rapids? Snag a grappling hook and attempt the climb? East or west approach? Jesus.

I pushed open the door to my room, took a long pull of ale, froze.

My short blade was in hand reflexively.

Someone’d been in. I could tell. Ask me to explain it, I couldn’t. Maybe a smell? A lingering scent? A dark suspicion beyond conscious thought? Winter twilight had long come and gone, replaced by the flicker of plague fire from far beyond, blossoms of orange frost glistening across the feathered glass. I could barely see, but what I did, confirmed my suspicion. On my bed lay a note, neatly folded, a dab of pressed wax holding it shut. I closed the door, snatched up the letter, held it up to the window. Nothing written on the outside. No seal in the wax. Naturally.

I slit open the seal, unfolded it. In the gloom, the writing was almost legible, tight, spidery, concise. Two lines. Maybe ... an address? Too dark to read. I turned at a light knock on my door. I hid the note away, gripped my blade. “Hello?”

“Lonely?” came a husky voice.

I cracked open the door. It was her. Lorelai. Hair spilled across one bare shoulder, the bodice of her dress loosened up top, strings dangling, snowy white chemise peeking out. Quite a sight.

“I’m always lonely.” I tucked the blade behind my back.

She drank, or sucked rather, from a small wineskin, tipping it back, gaze fixed hard on me the whole while. Not demure. Nothing subtle or ladylike. She was drinking hard, drinking with purpose, drinking to get drunk fast or make damn sure she stayed that way. 

“What’re you drinking?”

“They hurt?” She reached forward, running a fingertip gently along the parade of stitches marching across my forehead.

“Not right now.”

“Gonna invite me in?” She gave me that look. Intoxicating. Made you feel like you were someone, something, even when you knew you were nothing. Better than wine. Better than whiskey. Better than anything. I wondered if she had that look for every man. Wondered what it cost her. And if it cost a lot.

I said nothing, though, just stepped aside, sheathed the blade, heart pounding all of a sudden.

Pushing off the wall, she stood up straight, swaying, found her balance, and slipped a length of red-gold hair from her face. She brushed past me inside.

I nodded at her wineskin. “May I?”

“You asking for a taste of this?” She lowered the wine, wiped her mouth. “Or something else?”

“What do you think?”

Her eyes were but twin points of wavering light, flame reflecting, glistening amidst their depths.

“Been waiting long?”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Maybe?” I held out a hand for the wine.

She knocked back another mouthful. “You a real knight?”

“Sure.”

“Hmm...? Never met one before.” She circled me. “Up close. Personal.”

“Can’t say the same.”

“Got a sword?”

I nodded toward Yolanda, leaning against the bed. “Ain’t she a beaut?”

“Ain’t what I mean.” She quit circling and slid up against me, a question in her eyes as she reached down, hand bold, fearless, caressing me below. “Should I call you, Sir?”

“Don’t care what you call me.” I swallowed. “Name’s ... Luther.”

“I know.”

“I’ll give you an hour to stop that,” my ears buzzing, “or I’m calling the watch.”

“Why do you think I’m here, Sir Luther?”

“Maybe you heard I’m worth the wait?”

“You the exception to the rule, then?”

“What rule’s that?” My head was foggy.

“The rule that most men ain’t,” she whispered in my ear, her breath warm.

“Hadn’t known.”

“Cause you’re a man.”

“Seems fair accurate,” I slid my hand around her waist, “in retrospect,” drawing her in, “considering.”

Crushed against me, she raised a finger to her lips. Good lips. “Shhhh...”

“You ladies play that one close.”

“Ain’t no lady.” Her hand sliding inside the waist of my trousers now, squirming down, grasping firm.

“I might die of thirst...” I nodded at her wine.

“Would anybody care?” She pulled it out of reach.

“No,” I answered.

Her hair smelled of spring and rosewater, the rest of her, wine and desire. She relented, offering the wineskin up. I fumbled it to my lips, killed it. Wine. Good wine. I tossed it, inhaled her, ran my fingers through her golden tangle. She unbuttoned my shirt, one by one, deft fingers working. I shivered but was no longer cold. She finished the last button.

“You haven’t been doing this too long.” I kissed her.

“Hmmmm...” she let loose a throaty sigh, my shirt sliding off my arm, her letting it, “am I doing something wrong?”

“Everything.” Gliding my hand up her leg, beneath her dress, feeling along that soft bare expanse, warmer and closer. Closing her eyes, she inhaled long and slow. I felt her, stroking liquid silk, strumming gently with fingertips, smooth and circular. Her breath fast, faster, rolling her hips slowly against my rhythm. I kissed her neck, her lips. She kissed me back, hard, fierce, her tongue sliding against mine.

She stiffened, stifling a moan, nails digging into my chest as she melted into me, just breathing in and out, in and out, in and out...“Just a moment.”

“I’m already done.”

She straightened back. “Like hell, you are.” She thumped me with one hand, pushed me back a step, pulling her slumping bodice back up her naked shoulder. “We ain’t even started.” She took hold of me again and dragged me toward the bed. “It’s cold.”

“The bed’s heated.” I offered minimal resistance.

She smirked that wicked half-smirk.

Near stumbling, she towed me until we both collapsed onto the bed. I pulled her bodice open with a sharp two-fisted tug, pouring her free. “Mother of God...”

I descended, kissing bare flesh.

“The door,” she moaned as she shimmied free of her chemise.

“Sure...” I was on my feet and out of my pants in two steps and trips and as many hops, kicking them off as they clung to one boot, stomping across them as I crossed the room. I kicked the door shut, my boots off, dropped the burglar bar, turned.

Breathless, I froze, catching a glimpse of her against the shimmer of plague fire. She shoved the halo of crumpled linen down from her hips. I stared. Swallowed. Thanked God for that plague fire burning, for the light that it cast, for smooth flesh and hourglass curves glowing ethereal. She turned towards me, face lost in shadow. She ran her hands up through her long hair, pulling it up, back, letting it melt liquid through her fingers like coils of shimmering flame, one by one, coil by coil, falling. And there she stood, bare flesh bathed in the rippling glow of the incinerating dead.

“Well, come on, if you’re coming,” she whispered.




Chapter 12.

...thrice-damned Gallows Lord said it would have been unseemly for them to remain hanging. I agreed though it stung me so to agree with such a man as he...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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HARSH WHITE LIGHT BLARED in through the window, burning my brain, my eyes. It was late morning. Shit. Lorelai was gone. The pillow and linen still smelled of her. A good smell. I laid back, taking it in, forgetting for a moment, forgetting everything. Until I heard something outside. The sound of reality, cannon fire, again.

I rolled over and out of bed, staggered to the window, opened it. It was coming from the northeast. The Quarter, maybe? From across the river, certainly. I hadn’t meant to sleep, not that long. Hadn’t meant for a few things to happen. But who does? My undergarments were strewn across the floor in a twirled mess. I pulled them on as I scanned the floor, feet freezing, dancing, as I searched for socks. Trousers. Half under the bed I found the letter. One word was written across the top. ‘Coldspire.’ Below were an address and a time, ‘39 Crowley Street, Noon,’ written in a concise hand I’d have guessed was a woman’s. But what the hell did I know?

I knew I needed a drink.

* * * *
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I SLIPPED INTO THE common room past a crowd of men dicing at hazard, rolling the bones against the wall, a simultaneous cheer and jeer inevitable as each pair skittered to a halt. 

I took a seat at the bar. Waited. Schultz was wiping down tankards, filling them, handing them off then receiving them back like he did nothing else in life, an automaton sentenced to some sort of never-ending Sisyphean punishment.

The thin gild of merriment was still in full swing. Beneath it lay desperation, seething, rotten, pervasive. It was within the mad lilt of the jongleur’s forced laughter, the ragged strum of the minstrel’s bleeding fingers raking across lyre strings, the desperate slurp of ale and wine as men raced to death on their own terms, and it was within the deathly silence that exploded in a suffocating blast anytime anyone coughed or sneezed, all glances latching onto him, her, waiting, watching, wondering, until the music and singing cued back up louder and harder and more desperate than before.

The note said noon. So I had time. Figured I’d eat, drink. Might wish I had later. Sleeping and eating, vital. You don’t realize it until you’re half starving and your eyelids are lead, and you’re stumbling around, slurring words, fantasizing hard about sleep like it’s a woman, the woman.

Schultz nodded to me, slung a towel over his shoulder, finally taking a moment.

“Good morning, Herr Luther.”

“Morning.”

“I am appreciating your efforts the other night. With Herr Bert.”

“Who?”

“Yah, the big fella.” Schultz held a hand up high. “He is coming in on occasion. Always drunk. Always getting drunker. Walking a razor’s edge. I am never knowing which way he is going to plummet, only that he will.” He wiped the back of his neck with his towel. “Usually, he is not so bad. But when he is tipping the wrong way, you see? A man of most mercurial character. Frau Cora is being alright, too.”

“Oh, yeah?” I tapped my fingers on the bar. “Good.”

“The boys wanted to thank you, too.” Schultz thumbed over his shoulder at a couple of grizzled toughs lounging in the corner, watch-dogging the room. “You saved them from having to deal with him.”

“You’re welcome.” I pulled a penny out and set it on the bar. “So are the boys. Didn’t really have much choice. My armor?”

“Is not being yet ready.” He finished filling a tankard and sent it my way. “I am sorry. On the house, along with breakfast.”

I hefted the tankard. “Thanks.” Took a sip.

Girard came roaring past and disappeared into the kitchen.

“Cease your running!” Schultz hollered after him, raising a hand to cuff him long after he’d gone. “That boy. My Lord. He is wishing to be everywhere at once and doesn’t wish to be anywhere in between. Ever.”

“Know who was in my room last night?” I glanced up.

Schultz stiffened, caught off guard, took to polishing again, calmly. “It is none of my business who you are entertaining in your room, Herr Luther.”

“Damn straight.” I looked him dead in the eye. “Though, might be a proprietor’s business knowing who’s in people’s rooms when they ain’t.”

He said nothing, wiped, grunted.

“I’m asking,” I said.

He shrugged. “One of the good women?”

“Ain’t a guessing game.”

“I had heard you and Frau Lorelai...”

“Before that.”

He paused. “I am no thief.” His eyes over my shoulder, a warning glance to one of the boys. “And I am not consorting with them, either.”

“Not saying you are or do.”

“If something is missing...?” One of the serving wenches set a bowl of porridge in front of me, smiled, dipped.

“Nothing missing.” I nodded to the woman. “Just wondering if you knew.” And if you did, would you tell me?

“It is a large building, with many rooms. I am not knowing all the goings-on in here, not by half, and I am not wishing to know. It makes life smoother. You are understanding?”

“Yeah. I know all about that. Smooth living.”

“Yah sure.”

“Heard cannon fire again this morning,” I said.

“Yah,” his eyes wary now, “a rare morning it is when we are not being graced by it.” He hocked into the spittoon under the bar. “Plague has not killed enough. Men must take a hand. Always.”

“Lord Bishop’s not doing so well keeping the peace?”

“Keeping the peace would be presuming there was being peace somewhere to be kept.” Schultz shook his head. “That is not being an apt description of Asylum.” He slid closer down the bar. “There is being plenty of killing both sides, and the Lord Bishop and his men have had their fair share. You ask around.”

“Who’s winning?”

“I could not tell you.” Schultz leaned over the bar. “What I can tell you is who is not. Me. And everyone else who is standing with two feet on level ground.”

“Where’s the line drawn?”

“The river, more or less.” Schultz pointed off. “Fighting every day. Morning mostly, with the cannons. I am not knowing why. Maybe they have stonemasons chiseling cannon balls all night, and the fine lords cannot be waiting to use them come sunup. Anyways. Men go marching and stomping across the North Bridge one way and then retreating back the other. All broken and bloodied. The hospital is getting stretched thin, I am told.”

“Whose side they on, the Teutonics?” The Teutonic Knighthood was part of the church but were beholden officially only to the Pope. “They backing the Lord Bishop?”

“I am not knowing. They are just keeping the bridge open, I am told.” When I raised an eyebrow, he explained. “Things are tightening now and people are starving. Even more would be starving should that bridge be closed, and all because a bunch of noblemen cannot be making peace. And so we suffer.” He glared at me. “Like ticks on a dog, sucking us dry.”

“Yeah, that’s us,” I said. “So how’d the church come into power? Last time I came through Svaldrake, Volkendorf was the boss.”

“A couple years past the English king ‘liberated’ us. At least that is the word that was being used.”

“Liberate. Conquer.” I took a mouthful of porridge.

“Well, the good king was being on one of his cavalcades, tearing up all of France. And then he turned northeast to Svaldrake.” Schultz throttled his bar towel. “He needed a good port, I suppose. Lucky for him we have one.” Schultz pounded back a slug of ale. “Not so lucky for us. He was laying siege to us for near a month. The city was hurting much, but we held out. Volkendorf and his Isle men led the defense. Every man, woman, and child doing their part, fighting, dying. A proud time.”

“Didn’t take, though, did it?”

“Well, we were performing a sight better than the liberating king and his besiegers, I’ll tell you that. Out there in their camp, starving. An army of scarecrows, ghouls, wraiths.”

“So what happened?”

“Someone opened the West Gates.” He spoke through gritted teeth. “And this traitor allowed the son of a bitch king and his murdering horde in.”

“Who opened it?”

“Now that is being the question, yah?” His hands were shaking. “No one is knowing. Or, everyone is. You just ask them. Every lord, every merchant, every pig farmer is having his own belief, his own theory, and each one more fractured than the next. It is all boiling down to one thing...”

“You traded five lords for one king.”

“Yah,” he spat. “It was making little difference to me who rules. I never cared. Except, one of my sons was killed, and my wife, she...” He went quiet, frowning. “So this English king, I am not remembering his name.”

“Edward.”

“Yah, that is it.” He spat again. “He took Asylum in one night. A night of burning and plunder, and when dawn’s light shone, there were more of the king’s men inside the walls than out and more of them than us. What could one do?”

“Swear fealty to the new king?”

“Yah.” He pounded his fist on the bar. “The Five Houses, though? Our great lord and his vassals? The one’s pledged to fight? With tails tucked between legs, they all scurried onto Mummer’s Isle. Dogs.”

“Stalemate?”

“Yah. To this day.”

“They come to terms?”

“In a manner of speaking. The English King Edward did, anyways. He continued on home and left us one of his grafs — pardon, earls, in charge. I am not remembering his name, either. Well, he was not lasting over-long. Someone shoved a hot poker down his throat.”

“Ouch.”

“Yah, I cannot think of a worse ouch.”

“Next time he’s passing through, ask King Edward how his father went out,” I said. “Same hot poker. But took a more southerly approach. That’s what they say, anyways.”

Schultz whistled through his teeth.

“Did the king appoint another earl?”

“Yah. To a similar result. This time it was being a war-pick through his eye and out the back of his skull. Nothing left between.”

“Volkendorf and the other families didn’t take kindly to losing the city,” I said.

“So it would be seeming. Now since then, they are all stuck on their island, fuming.”

“Except Lord Raachwald. He still has his lands. Dunmire.”

“Lord Raachwald is strong.” Schultz nodded to himself. “Not like the others. He fought to take back what was his.” Schultz swelled with pride. “It was he that took back the eastern half of Asylum, I am told. The others ... the others are remaining on their Isle, plotting and sharpening daggers in the dark.”

“Any different from the usual?”

“Yah, usually they are sharpening them to use on each other.”

“Small lords.” I shook my head, as though they were different than big lords, or medium lords, or pig farmers, or any other combination of two or more conscious men in possession of sticks or stones and within striking distance of one another.

“They are being big enough for around here,” Schultz said. “Two earls they killed, but then King Edward tried a different tactic. He granted the city and the lands to the church. He made the local bishop a Lord Bishop. He must have been surmising that perhaps those killing the earls might balk at the killing of a bishop.” Schultz set up some more tankards. “He does not know Asylum.”

I nodded, my gaze and attention torn away as Lorelai strode past, looking like she hadn’t had much sleep last night. She hadn’t.

“Marry me?” I called out in her wake.

She continued on, ignoring me.

“She’s already married, Herr Luther,” warned Schultz. “She is wearing that ring on her finger that is saying so.”

“Didn’t notice the ring.”

“Men are not noticing much when she is about.”

“Yeah...” I stared after her as she sauntered over to another fellow seated across the room, a fellow with a great black beard. She ran her fingers through it, laughing at something he said. I hated him immediately. I stood up in her path when she came back around. “My lady.” I bowed. “You are a vision.”

She returned my bow with a curtsy, grasping her skirts in either hand and dipping, head down, playing the blushing maid. “But, oh, my sir knight, this is improper, for you see?” Her left hand was extended before her, her wedding ring a tiny loop of silver.

I took her hand, kissed it. “Divorce him.”

“On what grounds?”

“Tell him he has a wicked wench for a wife.”

“Why do you think he married me, Sir Lord?” She touched a finger to her lower lip.

“Can’t fathom a single reason.”

She smiled as though I were charming, grabbed two tankards of ale, turned to leave.

I leaned in, whispered, “Know who was in my room last night?” Over her shoulder, I noticed Blackbeard noticing me, his glare a dark storm on the horizon.

She drew back in mock surprise. “Hath thou forgotten so soon?”

I laid a hand on her shoulder. “I’m likely to forget a lot. But not that. I’m talking before.”

All mirth drained from her. “No.”

“If you did, would you tell me?”

“Who the fuck are you?” She pushed me back with the heel of her palm. 

Ah, my famous charm. “I must be someone.”

“Why?” she hissed beneath her breath. “Cause I didn’t charge you?”

“I wondered at that.”

“Maybe it was thanks for Bert. Not many men take an interest in the health and well-being of whores. Especially the old ones.”

“I’m not many men.”

“Oh, well aren’t you just Sir-Fucking-Lancelot?” She tore out of my grasp, marched away.

I smiled, nodded. I was. Am. You catch less diseases if you take an interest in a whore’s health, but truth be told, glaring at Blackbeard across the room, glaring daggers back, at that moment, I was more concerned with my own.




Chapter 13.

...and Lady Raachwald has added no new information to my investigation. She possesses the eyes of an animal hunted near to exhaustion...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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THE CLEVERLY NAMED North Bridge rose up ahead, an artifact of the Roman Empire, Asylum’s most impressive architectural feat barring Saint Hagan’s Cathedral. The bridge arched up in a great rainbow curve over the fetid Morgrave, soaring to its midpoint, maybe seventy or eighty feet above the water, its keystone the size of my erstwhile wagon. Crowley Street lay across its expanse, toward the cannon fire. Naturally.

Crossing it wasn’t going to be easy, not like yesterday.

Across the chasm, on the far side, a contingent of soldiers in bright orange tabards stood at attention, long spears shouldered. I squinted. Something that looked like a wheel was their sigil. Their captain, by his bearing, began stalking amongst them, pointing, shouting, his words lost to the wind and distance. His men jumped to obey, hurriedly forming a shiltron. Shoulder to shoulder, shields up, they clogged the far side of the bridge like a porcupine-quilled dam, the thicket of spear shafts leveled, still, steel points glinting in the morning sun.

There was a commotion as I neared the bridge. A mob had congregated, jostling about, shoving forward, trying to set foot on it. Hollering, rabble-rousing, shaking fists, the usual. A contingent of city guards stood in a tenuous line trying to hold them back. And failing. The line fast deformed from straight to convex, a bubble set to burst, failure a mouse fart away.

I entered the milling fray, cutting through, knifing my way in, forcing past body after body, shouldering through screaming hags and bellowing churls, nearing the front as one of the city guards raised himself above the mob.

Jesus. It was Nils.

“Oy, you daft fucker! Move!” someone hollered. “We’ve business across yon river!”

“Turn back!” Nils stood with hands held out before him, raising and lowering them in some ill attempt to soothe and quell. “Listen!” His voice barely audible above the din. “There’s fighting across the bridge! Heavy! And they’re waiting for ya! Teeth bared! Right over yonder!” He pointed, but the shiltron at the far end lay hidden behind the bridge’s arch. “Now back up!”

“There’s always fighting on the east side!” someone called.

“We’re starving!”

“They’ve grain in the east!” another called. “Food!”

“Aren’t you listening?” Nils lost his balance, nearly fell, righted himself. What the hell was he standing on? “They’re holding the east end of the bridge! A spear-line! Won’t let no one cross!”

“We’re dying!” a woman wailed along with the child she carried. “How we supposed to eat?”

“Move back!” Nils’s face turned red. “Please! Whoa—!”

Nils disappeared as the mob lurched forward, expanding, breaking the line, and I was borne along with it. Men and women pushed and jostled, growling like wolves, savages, shoving others out of the way as they fought onto the bridge, surging up the arched path, folk screaming from the ground, knocked prone in the stampede, their neighbors trampling them in their zeal.

I surged along, afraid to stop. Hell, there was no stopping. I tripped over a screeching woman splayed across the ground, kicking her in the head, fell to a knee and then rose. She rose, too, latched onto me like a leech, nails digging into my neck. I hauled her up, along, staggering, heaving, dragging her kicking and wailing. Her face streamed blood, mouth working oddly, speaking gibberish the whole while. I surged to the left, taking elbows and shoulders from all sides and throwing them back, smashing, ramming, fighting my way toward the bridge’s side.

“Come on!”

The leech lady elbowed me in the balls. Tripped me. I coughed, staggered to the edge, hucked her against the parapet, shielding her with my body as best I could. For some reason, some archaic reflex, vestigial honor brought erroneously to the fore. I caught sight of Nils lurching through the surge just ahead. He hoisted himself scrabbling onto the parapet alongside another guard, took a long breath, steadied himself.

The crowd jostled me and the leech lady, pushing us along the parapet until I was under Nils. “Hey!” I swatted his foot, trying to hold my position, and he jerked his billhook up, butt end aimed at me.

“Can you help me with this?” I barked as the leech lady tore loose screaming.

“My baby!” She strained back to enter the fray.

“Jesus Christ!” I almost let her. Instead, I lunged, grabbed hold, hauled her back. A body slammed into me, knocking me breathless. Another followed instantly. I could barely stand and hold her back.

“My baby!”

“Watch your head.” Nils hooked the crescent blade of his billhook over the outside edge of the parapet then jumped down fearlessly into the roiling mass, upstream from me. Grunting, he pushed the billhook out at an angle from the wall, forming a protective triangle around me and the leech lady. He braced with his arms and legs, the surge sliding along the haft of the billhook. “Just... Rrrrg... Keep hold.”

“Yeah.” I held the woman up as best I could, her kicking and screaming and swooning and doing all sorts of useless shit.

Nils had his shoulder down, feet set, and bodies were sliding past but still crushing in. I glanced up at the other guard, Nil’s partner, the Fool, still upright on the parapet.

“Give him a hand, you ass!” I hollered.

The Fool’s eyes bugged out, incredulous. Then he nodded, clambered tepidly down and set his shoulder into the haft of the billhook, bracing it behind Nils. I could breathe again. Nils stood next to me, teeth gritting, head down as he took blow after blow after blow.

“You seen her kid?” Nils grunted.

“No,” I managed.

“Damn.”

“Be over in a minute,” I hissed. “Find him then.”

A war-horn roared behind, echo reverberating off the chasm walls and mill buildings, the streaming mass of human flesh frozen for an instant, every head swiveled back.

“Teutonics.” Nils craned his neck. “Cavalry.”

“Bloody hell.” I could hear it, the clomp and chomp of iron-shod devil across cobblestone. Unmistakable. Unlovely. Unlovely because it means you’re about to die unless you’re the one making it. With shod hooves, a ton under them and a steel-encased madman mounting its back, wielding twenty feet of wood tipped in sharpened steel? Avatars of the old gods. The gods of war. Ares. Mars. Thor. What have you.

The crowd suddenly lessened, abating, passed, and I could stand upright. Breathe. Blood flowed freely down Nils’s head, but he climbed back up the parapet, shielding his eyes from the sun glare, scanning the carnage. I held the fair maid, now unconscious, under the arms for a moment then passed her off to the Fool. “Here.”

“Wha—?” He juggled her in his arms like she was on fire, him trying to get a grip, her slump sliding like a loose sack of potatoes.

“Jesus Christ,” I grumbled, not that I’d done any better.

A contingent of knights on horseback clomped into view, towering like monsters, slowly, inexorably, six Teutonics. A black crucifix on white coat-of-plate armor covered a skin of mail over their chests, legs augmented by steel greaves, plate armor lobstering their joints. Great helms adorned each, all large men, the one at the fore a veritable giant. His huge red warhorse sneered and whinnied, sloughing white drool, its huge black eye blood simple with constrained rage, its shod hooves clip-clopping along like great iron clubs.

“Krait!” Nils leapt off the parapet.

“Wait!” I yelled but was at his side in an instant, helping him roll a corpse off a broken doll — no, not a doll. A young boy, limp, bloodied, broken. Nils bent to pick him up as the knights continued toward us.

I turned, stepped in front of them, hands raised. “Whoa!”

The lead knight raised a hand, pulling his mount to a stop. Which was good. Not wholly expected, but good. I took a step back as its hoof flicked out at me, its mad eyes burning haughty, hungry, its teeth chomping as it tried to bite my face. “Whoa, you devil, hold!” the rider commanded, his hollow metal voice echoing from some far off land. The horse obeyed, though it simmered, snorted, trembled, a steam kettle fit to burst.

Nils had the child in his arms and was scurrying aside. Other bodies were on the ground, those conscious trying to drag themselves. They had the right idea.

“Guard!” the knight boomed. “Is the child dead?”

“Uh—” Nils froze.

“No,” I answered. “He’s hurt. Breathing. Bad, though, I think.”

“Bear him to the hospital.” The knight tore on the reins, fighting as his mount went berserk, bucking, rearing. “Whoa! Easy, you fucker. Easy.” He tore again on the reins, clobbering it across the skull, and the destrier quelled. “I’ll see to him after.”

Nils nodded. The leech lady was wailing at his shoulder, flailing for the boy. Nils plunked him into her harpy grasp then took her by the shoulders, guiding her off the bridge, half holding her up.

The knight raised the steel mask, revealing a face wracked by war, by carnage. The left half was a twisted mass of scissored scar, like strips of dried beef, teeth sharp, visible all the way to the back. No eyelid. He glared down at me, the visage of the devil himself. “Something amiss?”

I swallowed.

His eyes lit on Yolanda, slung across my back. Registered. His lance lowered until aimed at my throat. Twenty-feet long, and he held it out as firm and level as I might a spoon.

“Watch it.” I swatted the lance tip away. “And yeah, something’s amiss. There’s a shiltron blocking the bridge’s far end.”

“Why do you think we have come?” He slavered in barely suppressed glee like he was a kid and I’d told him Christmas morning lay just across the span. “Whose is it?”

“Don’t know. Men. About thirty. Tabarded in orange. Something like a wheel for a device.” Karl would have known. He knew all that heraldry shit.

“Sir Carmichael. Yes, you would be just stupid enough,” he grumbled to himself. “I thank you, sir knight.” He half bowed in his saddle. “Now, if you would please step aside? We’ve God’s own work to do.” A wicked grin split up the unmarred side of his face, flickering tongues of madness lighting the corners of his eyes. Glee. Lunacy. Steed and rider of one mind. One body. One malnourished soul. He dropped his visor.

I stumbled back as another monster tried to bite me.

“On me!” As one, the six started forward, slowly, hooves clomping on stone and bodies of the fallen alike.

“Wait!” I shot my hands up. Idiot.

The lead knight reigned in again. “What?”

I pointed up the rise of the bridge. “There are about two hundred men, women, and children stuck on the far end.”

“Then they had best move, eh?”

“Through a shiltron?”

“Touching. To worry not only for their safety but barricade yourself between to save them?” He sat back. “A man of God.”

“Huh? Yeah — no.” I shook my head emphatically. “You’ll never break that shiltron unless you get up to speed. And you won’t if you’re bogged down smashing through a mob.”

“And what is it to you that we succeed?”

“Purely mercenary.”

“Then fear not,” he sneered. “We shall.”

“The shiltron—”

“I am fair to certain they shall deign to move when the moment is upon them.” His five compatriots seemed antsy, the thicket of lances wavering against the blue sky, mounts snorting and spitting.

Standing between a shiltron and cavalry charge with the sole escape a leap into a raging river? The king shit of bad choices.

One of the Teutonics banged his shield against his lance, and the other four followed suit. I covered my ears. It stopped as suddenly as it started. The lead knight, the giant, raised his lance to signal the charge but didn’t. “You have the time it takes to recite ten repetitions of the Paternoster. Then we come. Best not be caught between.”

A hard truth.

I turned and bolted up the rise of the bridge then over it. At the far end, a bulwark of scattered corpse lay splayed out on the ground, red holes gaping in chests, arms, legs. The soldiers in orange stood their ground, lined up two deep, spears leveled forward in an impassible thicket. The mob pressed forward, those at the forefront resisting, fighting, failing, screaming black bloody murder.

“Move back!” I hollered. “Back!” And no one cared, no one listened, no one reacted. I grabbed a man from behind, turned him, hurled him back up the bridge. “Go!” Then a woman. Both met me with sneers. “Run, you fuckers! Cavalry’s coming! Teutonics—”

“Fuck off!” hollered the bastard.

Shit. I turned, hollered again. “Everyone off to the sides! Move.”

The crowd was peppering the shiltron with rock and insult.

“Forward!” cried the captain.

The shiltron advanced, folk at the forefront screaming in horror as leveled spears jabbed, advanced, killed. Two paces, they moved, two red-screaming paces. “Hold!” A berm lay underfoot, the dead and dying.

The war-horn sounded as the Teutonic Knights crested the apex of the bridge, pinions fluttering, whapping, snapping at the end of their lances. Only their black outlines were visible against a crack of sunlight piercing the clouds. One of the most rousing damned views of impending doom I’d ever beheld.

The crowd as one turned.

The monstrous knight sounded his war-horn again.

“You’re in it now, you shits.” I clambered up onto the parapet, keenly aware of the precipice. Floes of black ice chunked past, some sixty feet below.

“Forward!” The huge knight started forward at a trot. In unison, his five followed in tight formation, wedged-shaped, knees touching the flanks of the mounts ahead.

“Get out of the way!” I hollered through two hands. “Back up the bridge!” Which in retrospect may not have seemed like the best idea. One way offered spears attached to killers and the other? Longer spears attached to killers seated on monstrous steeds. And those killers had picked up speed now, were moving down the arch, momentum gaining, lances lowering.

The crowd severed ragged down the middle, a crush of bodies surging outwards. Folk screeched like babies. A woman clambered onto the parapet and fell over, a man grabbing for her plummeting as well. More poured over as the mob reacted as a spooked beast.

I danced aside as folk plummeted like lemmings.

“Charge!”

The destriers clomped at full gallop, hooves sparking across stone, pounding, knights angled forward in their saddles, all one together, a massive crashing battering ram.

But the shiltron still held. The men pulled together, their spears set into the ground by their back foot, aimed, quavering slightly, the captain barking, “Hold the line!” over the din of screams, “Hold!”

A shiltron of long spear could defeat a horse-charge, but only if they stared down the monstrosities, met death eye to eye, and held. A grim business and one wavered, just one. Understandable. Understandable but unforgivable. And like the great plague, the one’s weakness swept contagious across the rest. Others wavered. Faltered.

Then as one, they broke.

Those at the edges dove aside. They lived. Those in the middle turned and ran, scattering, paper dolls set against a maelstrom gale. The charge disregarded them as men, as things of substance, of flesh, of skin, of bone. They were nothing before the impetus of tons of galloping flesh and steel, inertia carrying them forth.

Through their bloody wasteland wake, I tore, pounding across cobblestone by the horse-phalanx’s concerted turn, slipping through the ruined shiltron, past the stunned, hurdling the broken, the bleeding, the dying, the dead.




Chapter 14.

...he would not recognize it. Adamantly, he refuses to disinter his son’s remains. He states simply that the wounds were consistent with the two Volkendorf lads...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain
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CROWLEY STREET RAN north to south, parallel to the river. Number 39 was a three-story edifice of beaten rock and weathered stone. It sat there creaking, soft and lyrical, teeter totting minutely like some miser, ancient and warped and felled by some stroke or great palsy, forced now to slump on the brink until the end days, crumbling away to nothing.

No one had lived the house for some time, certainly no stone mason. A roof tile tumbled from somewhere on high, shattering on the street as I meandered past the front. The side alleys each continued on about forty feet, ending in a rather abrupt eighty-foot plummet. 

Below, the water churned white, bottlenecked gushing by the foot of Mummer’s Isle.

Above, on the far side, Coldspire sat upon the peak of the warped rock, another thousand feet up, black against the sky, a pinion fluttering from its highest tower, the obelisk rising from within its midst a dagger aimed at the Lord. I shielded my eyes against the glare; a light seemed to flicker from one of the windows. A trick of the eye?

I started at a noise—

A wagon trundled past in the street, piled high with corpses, drawn by a skeletal mule, plodding on, hooves of lead, head sagging nearly kissing to the ground. No one leading it. How long had it been plodding on, drawing along its morbid cargo, creeping by degree?

Jesus. This bloody city.

The side door was made of sturdy oak, still hale despite its withered facade. And it was locked. If I had an axe I could have had it down in a minute. Maybe two. But it’d be loud.

On tiptoe, I peeked through a shuttered window. Dark inside. Dreary. I didn’t have an axe, but what I did have was Yolanda. Sword’s a damn useful weapon. The blade’s obvious, but there’s more to her than that. The pommel’s a fine close-quarter’s dental extraction device, and the quillons, the pointy things that stick out from the hilt and keep your hands from getting chopped when someone tries to slice your head off, are nearly as deadly as the blade. You strike a knight wearing a helm with the blade, and his ears’ll ring. Strike him with the quillons, giving it your best? He might not hear anything ever again.

Short-blading Yolanda, gripping her two-handed by the blade, I used her quillons as a hammer, quick tapping the shutter slats, short little hammer blows, knocking three out quick and neat. Bang, bang, bang. I paused and waited, heard nothing, reached inside, unlatching them. I sheathed Yolanda, put the butcher’s blade delicately between my teeth and climbed through the window head first, got stuck halfway and had to buck and kick like a spastic horse to finally fall in.

Hopefully, no one was watching.

Mildew, the hearth room reeked of it. A web of cracks marred the plastered wall. Everything was wet. A hole in the ceiling let in a spiral of light. I closed the shutters, latched them, tried to fit the old slats in as best I could, got in two, gave up on the third. I kept the butcher’s blade in hand throughout.

The stairwell to the second floor sagged like the back of an old miner. The banister moved freely. Water dripping from on high, never-ending. The house seemed to rock with the wind, wood supports creaking, promising collapse at some future date. Precarious, a word that came to mind.

Since I wasn’t brave enough to add any sort of load to the upper floors, most especially my own, I searched the ground floor.

It occurred to me, and not for the first time that there was a fair chance someone had left me that note to draw me into an ambush. Lord Raachwald? He had his reasons for hating me. Or the Lady Narcissa? Had she led me by the nose to the Stone Ruin Ten and then on to here? Rotten, abandoned, secluded, a fine place for disappearing someone.

And then what about her murderous monk? The story I’d discounted from the outset? The giant Teutonic of the North Bridge massacre was as close to her killer-monk’s description as any man I’d ever met, a large man, the visage of the devil, and a Teutonic monk-knight to boot. The killing edge of a knight coupled with the austere mental discipline of a monk? A man I wanted no part of. But could even he have single-handedly killed seven armed men? Was such a thing even possible? I thought not, but if anyone were capable...

The kitchen offered a lovely view of the cliff face of Mummer’s Isle, but not through a window. Through a torrential split where the ceiling met the wall. The whole of the cliff underneath the house must’ve eroded away. The floor and lower parts of the walls opened downward, hinged like the lower jaw of some huge skull. To step into the kitchen was to hazard a grade whose severity increased with each step until you were staring straight down into the river.

I chose not to set foot within.

I checked the cellar door instead. My fingertips had just lit on the doorknob when I heard the front door rattle. Sharp. Quick. I turned. Wasn’t the wind. Back in the hearth room, a shadow slid along beneath the crack of the front door, feet, two pairs. A shadow skirting down the alley told of a third.

I eased open the cellar door and peered down a set of stairs spiraling away into darkness. I could stand here and fight, surprise them. Maybe. Or I could take the stairs and possibly trap myself. Not the king-shit of bad choices from the bridge, but—

Muted voices chattered outside the window I’d broken in through.

Slipping into darkness, I noticed a lock on the door’s cellar side, which was odd. The door was stout. Reinforced. Iron bars covered its inside. The passageway seemed to have been hewn through the rock. Straight through. Straight down. Damp cool kissed me softly. I eased the door shut, wincing at each minuscule squeak, latched it, slid the burglar bar into place.

It was near pitch black on the stone steps, nothing but a blade of sunlight stabbing through from beneath the door. It didn’t illuminate far. Right hand pressed against the wall, step by step, I descended into total darkness, forcing myself against instinct to take my time. Breathe slow. A broken ankle here would not be good. Yolanda, sheathed and in hand, I used as a blind man a cane, tapping down and forth, searching for the next step before setting foot on it.

The hair on my neck rose as a crash reverberated from upstairs. They were inside the house. I kept moving slowly, surely, down, down, down. Fighting panic. They were hammering on the cellar door when I reached bottom. But I could see, suddenly, barely. The stairs ended in a passageway, sunlight at its end but a pinprick from here. I could hear rushing water. The floor was wet. I bolted down the passageway, splashing, another crash reverberating from behind, above. They’d broken the cellar door. I ran now, unabashed toward the light and skidded to a halt at the end, barred by an iron gate.

“Locked.” I grabbed the bars, shook them. They didn’t magically open. “Shit.”

I turned toward the echoes of footsteps. Coming. The three men, three at least, pounded down the stairs a hell of a lot faster than I had. Back to the bars. They were thicker than my wrist and set a few inches apart. I shook them again, pushed them, pulled them. “God-damn.” Not a creak. The gate was secured to the outside of the passage somehow, out of reach. And the lock? Jesus. Big as my fist.

The river roared outside.

“Whoa!” I started at a shadow materializing beyond the bars, the silhouette of the Virgin Mary suddenly before me, studying me, her face hidden behind a mask of shadow, surrounded by a nimbus of light.

“Sir Luther...?” whispered the Virgin Mary.

I could barely hear her above the river-song.

I gripped the bars, thick, strong, permanent. “Yeah.”

Behind, the cluff of heavy boots, the clatter of weapons, the dirge of inevitability.

She craned her neck, wide brown eyes straining past me, crosshatched behind a veil of black lace. “Acquaintances?”

“I can assure you they are not.”

“Turn around.”

“I’d rather you open this—”

“I cannot.”

“Well,” I deflated, turning toward fate, “that is extremely disheartening.” Shing. Yolanda sang free. There was nowhere to hide here. No time to waste. “It’s been a pleasure, my lady.” I started back towards the staircase. That was the move. Darker there. Waylay the three within it. Have what light there was to my back. The glare. Blind them. Somewhat. And if I had to retreat? I’d have space, some, before I didn’t. And if I could somehow slip by them? Gain the stairs, the high ground? Me, the eternal optimist. Hell, maybe they’d all be blind cripples, too.

“Wait,” the Virgin Mary hissed.

I froze, listening to the boot steps, each one a step closer, eating my ground, shortening my span. Crucible, a word that came to mind.

“Take ten paces back.”

I’d counted out the ten before she’d finished.

“To your left. Quickly now. A hidden door. There. Yes. Now, push.”

“Can’t see it.” I dropped my shoulder into the wall, pushed, nothing moved. Futile. I turned toward the Virgin Mary, but she was gone. And me? Trapped. The good Lady Narcissa. Compliments of. “Bloody hell.”

The boots were pounding, almost to the bottom of the steps.

The wall beneath my palm jumped, a short jump. Rock scraped on rock. “Rrrg... Help me,” came the Virgin Mary’s muffled voice, “push.”

I dropped my shoulder into the wall, and it scraped open a fraction, then more and more, my feet slipping in the wet as I struggled for purchase. “Rrrrg...” I got my head through. Then shoulders. “Come on.” Waist. Finally my legs. I threw my shoulder into it from the other side, forcing it shut. It went smoother that way. Rock scraped as the stomping of boots grew near, and then the door was shut.

I dared not breathe.

The Virgin Mary touched my shoulder, twitched her head, bade me move. Iron bar in hand, she set one end into a divot cut into the floor. Teeth gritting in the half-light, hissing, she laid the other end against the door, into another divot, ever so delicately, bracing it shut.

I finally dared a breath.

The men were arguing now. Steel rang on steel as someone smashed the bars with something heavy. “Bloody bastard.”

They started arguing. I couldn’t make out what they were saying. Who they were.

The Virgin Mary beckoned me to follow. I did so without hesitation. The men were still chopping at the bars, grunting, feuding, failing. We hurried down a small tunnel out to the river.

“Come.” The Virgin Mary pulled back the hood of her cloak, along with her veil. Mourning attire. She was young, younger than me, certainly, perhaps twenty. Her piercing brown eyes were huge in her face. Sunken, sallow, her cheekbones were prominent. She hadn’t eaten in some time. A near-walking corpse, but she moved yet with an elfin grace, a birdlike vitality. “Please. We’d best go.”

I gripped Yolanda’s hilt. “Can they get through?”

Steel against iron chimed out from behind.

“No.” Her voice was certain.

“The iron’s thick, but the lock?”

“It’s not locked.”

“You’re not making me feel any better.”

“Listen,” she hissed, “it’s not locked because there is no lock. It’s not a door. It’s forged to look like a fortified gate. The only way through it is the passage we took. The bar’s set, and it’s hidden.”

“Alright...” But I kept hold of Yolanda.

“Shhh.” She raised a finger to her lips but in her hand’s place was a wrought iron hook. The stink of decay. Putrefaction. Rust. She pointed down a side tunnel, bored straight into the wall. “This way.”




Chapter 15.

...pernicious rumors of the boy’s parentage are a knot impossible to grasp let alone unravel...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain
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GASPING. HUFFING. “JESUS... How many more... Are there?” I collapsed against the wall, slid scraping down to cold stone. The steps were infinite. To my left, blessed wall. To my right? An abyss rimmed by stairs spiraling away down to nothing.

The Virgin Mary paused above me, lantern in hand swaying, casting devil shades careening to and fro. “We’re nearly there.”

“What’s your name?” I propped my head against my palm.

“Mary.”

I nodded, sniffed, stifling a grim smirk.

“What is it?” Her eyes narrowed.

“Nothing,” I waved a hand, “just, back in the tunnel. At the gate. Thought I was seeing things. You with your hood all lit up from behind, the reflection of sunlight off the water, a radiant halo. For a moment, I thought you were the Virgin Mary come to...” I closed my eyes, felt my heart slow. “Forget it.”

“Who were those men?”

I cracked an eye. “Was hoping you might know. Who else knows about this passage?”

“As far as I know? Only Lady Narcissa. It was she who revealed it to me.”

Shit. They came from my end then. Trailed me from the inn, most likely. But, other than Lady Narcissa and Lord Raachwald, who knew I was even here?

“Are you just going to sit there?” she asked.

I cracked an eye. “That a viable option?”

Mary simply crossed her arms, frowning down at me, a look I was accustomed to, not from her, per say, but from women in general. Her attire had seen better days, the ends of her sleeves frayed, the edges of her black gown soiled and in tatters. Her light brown hair edged out in uneven swathes. Shorn haphazardly. Fashion? No. Some sort of shaming punishment, more likely. For what? By whom? She cleared her throat. “I was given to understand that you were under task to apprehend a murderer, were you not?”

“Hmmm. Maybe he’ll just stroll by,” I suggested, walking my fingers up the stairs. “Confess. Promise I’ll apprehend him forthwith.” I placed a hand to my heart. “Knight’s honor.”

“Have you not a brother in straits?”

“Thanks to your lady friend, I do.”

Mary visibly steamed at that. “Get up, you lout.”

“You certainly are a lady, aren’t you?” I pointedly deigned not to move.

She stiffened, eyes aglow.

“Tone of your voice.” I counted on my fingers. “Set of your jaw. Furrow to your brow. The hack-job haircut and pauper’s rags can’t mask it. Expect the world to jump on command. And stay jumped til you give leave.”

“Curious.” She straightened. “That same quality in a man is deemed admirable, is it not? An air of command, I should think it’s referred to.” The muscles at the corner of her jaw twitched. “And yes, I am a lady, if you must know.”

“So what’s your stake in all this?” I changed tacks, gauging her reaction.

“I was...” Lady Mary worried her hooked hand into the hewn rock wall, her face twisting into a scowl as she scratched along, bits of stone falling. Terrifying, a word that came to mind. “I am Lady Narcissa’s lady-in-waiting.”

“A devoted maid, then?” I scraped a flake of nitre off the wall just to fit in. “She treat you well?”

“What business is it of yours?”

“She did not seem a peach, is all.”

“Well, perhaps it’s just you.” 

“You think?”

She fingered the tip of her hook then started scratching again. Scritch... Scritch... “I was ... am deeply devoted to her. And I shall continue to be so for as long as I draw breath.”

“Might not be too long,” I muttered at my boots. The stench of corruption wafted toward me morbid-fresh with every move of that hooked stump. “Narcissa’s the last of her line, yeah?” I added.

“Lady Narcissa,” she corrected. “And yes, if you must know.”

“Tell me about her. All this shit you’re wading through on her behalf. Deep and dark. Suppose she must be some sort of saint?”

“No. She was no saint, is no saint. But there is duty, and there is honor, and there is loyalty, even amongst those of us of the lesser sex.”

“I never said—” It hit me then. “You were there that night, weren’t you?” I snapped my fingers. “Lady Narcissa said you raised the hue and cry. Jesus Christ. The handmaid.” I paused, salivating. How had I missed that? “You saw it happen then? The killer. The monk. Everything.”

“No,” she recoiled as though struck. “I ... I don’t know what in heaven’s breadth it was, but...”

“Lady Narcissa lied then?”

“I...” Lady Mary started drifting like a ghost up the stairs. “Perhaps you were mistaken.”

I clambered to my feet and gave chase, practically hearing the gears turning in her head as I double-stepped after. “No, she was lying. And I—”

“Enough.” She halted, turned, brandishing the lantern, light blaring, in my eyes.

“Enough what?” I blocked the blare. “I need to know the truth. Of what happened. Of why she lied. My brother and I are chained to truth like an anchor, and your good lady tossed it overboard. Links are playing out fast. And it’s a long cold journey down.”

“You were drunk, injured. No doubt you misheard.”

“I am no servant,” I growled, resisting the urge to seize her by the throat and hurl her into the abyss. “Just cause you’re using your big girl voice doesn’t mean I’m going to stop asking questions.” Had Lady Narcissa lied? Or told the truth? Or some grade in between? Gauging someone’s motivation? Often the most onerous task in all of investigating. Everyone lies, the guilty, the innocent. The victim. And sometimes the guilty spew truth. It’s a blank puzzle of scattered pieces, some missing, never to be found, but still, you must form it into something cohesive if not whole. “For whom do you wear the mourning clothes?”

Lady Mary raised her chin. She didn’t like me. That spoke well of her.

“Who died?” I pressed.

“Who didn’t?”

“Jesus, just tell me the truth. Is it so hard?”

“And if you have it, shall you then find this killer?”

“Maybe,” I admitted.

“Then someone shall soon wear this same garb on your behalf.”

“Unlikely, but thanks. Now, what did you see?”

“I saw a glimpse, only. But I’m not certain what.”

“What the hell are you saying?”

“I’m saying that whatever killed Lucien, my husband.” She paused, composing herself. “Whatever killed him and the others was...” She retreated up. “It was dark, so very, very dark.”

“How many were there?” I hounded along at her heels.

“One.” She continued to a landing. A door lay beyond.

“Only one?” I grimaced. It couldn’t be. “You’re absolutely certain?”

“Yes.” Her voice was adamant. “Of that alone, I am.”

Lady Narcissa and Lord Raachwald both had said that Lady Mary had been there, and talking to her, I believed her. A gut instinct, a feeling. And she believed it was only one. Or she was one hell of a liar.

A ring of keys jangled as Lady Mary unlocked the door. Jagged teeth rasping past rusted tumblers followed by a loud snap as the mechanism turned. A cold wind squealed as she forced open the door and disappeared through.

I followed.

Coldspire’s great hall had been laid to waste. Across it, the front door had been burst in, shattered asunder. A drift of snow had snaked in and lay glistening. Broken weapons scattered about on the floor. Shards of glimmering steel spotted to rust. In the wall set high above, a long face described in polygonal jags of stained glass stared down, the portrait of an angelic man dressed in black scale mail, a black raven, wings spread, soared across his chest. Longsword held overhead, he stood poised to strike.

“Lord Volkendorf?” I nodded up.

“Yes.” Lady Mary looked paler up here, sicker, filtered through the scintillating lights from above. “The portrait affords him more justice than ever he afforded anyone.”

“Quite the dashing figure.”

“Yes, his better days, long past.” Lady Mary dismissed him, looking away, pointing across the great hall. “This ... this is where they fought.” Four doors led into the great hall. A weapons rack lay broken against one wall. “And they loved to fight. Yes. They all loved to fight.” She trembled. “You all love to fight.”

We don’t all love to fight. We all love to win, but I said nothing, for she finally was. The numbing cold had already seeped into my feet, up my legs, promising to work its way north. I stomped in place on the hard stone.

“We believed Coldspire under siege,” Lady Mary said as I scanned the room. A series of shields ringed three of the four walls, set high, an evolution of heraldic devices, all differing versions, incrementally changing from one to the next, but all of a raven on a solid field. The field was blue at the beginning, purple towards the end. Purple, a color usually reserved for kings. Lord Volkendorf had aspirations. Lady Mary continued throughout, “Something was hammering at the front gate. It awakened us from a dead sleep. A battering ram, my husband had said, donning his mail.” She shivered from the cold or the memory. I knew not which. “And then something rending the portcullis open. The iron bars screeched like an eagle.” She shuddered. “Awful. We could hear it throughout the keep. Above the gale. And then the hammering again, the hammering as it — as he broke through the gate.”

Still listening, I began to walk the room, starting at the center and spiraling outward. Shattered swords. Broken rings of riveted mail scattered about. They scraped underfoot, rustling like fallen leaves. Interspersed amongst it all lay little bits of rock. Odd... I knelt, picked up a handful of pieces. Some were small jagged pebbles, others as large as chess pieces. I studied one of the larger ones. “Hmm...” Just a rock.

Peering around, I scoured the floor for the source. The flagstones were smooth and worn with age and showed no gashes. And the walls? Nothing. The ceiling, then. Craning my neck, I looked up, squinting, eyes adjusting to the light. The ceiling vaulted high, supported far above by massive timber posts and lintels. Nothing again. At least I was consistent.

I tucked a few rocks into my coin purse and moved on.

Chairs lay everywhere. Scattered. Three great tables were overturned, one smashed in half. It would have taken some doing. Remnants of iron-banded oak hung creaking from the wrecked skeleton of a front door. Slivers of wood as long as my arm littered the ground, inside and out.

I stepped through the doorway, outside, ducking into the mounting wind. The courtyard was covered in waist-deep snow. The black obelisk I’d seen from afar rose from amidst the drifts, a spear jabbing the eye of the sky. Its sides were smooth, unjointed. It looked ancient.

Wending past the foot of the obelisk, I followed a meandering path to the front gate. A formidable barrier, once upon a time. Just like the keep’s front door, it’d been smashed in, torn out, ripped and twisted.

The portcullis, too, had met a similar fate. Stout defenses, the front door, the front gate, the portcullis, all broken asunder. A battering ram? No.

“Anyone of the lords have cannon?” I drew my cloak about me, a vain attempt at warding off the cold. I scanned the bare parts of the ground. Nothing of note beyond the wreckage. “Lord Raachwald?”

Lady Mary shook her head. “Instruments of the devil he calls them.”

“Well, he would know.” I trudged back in the front door, out of the wind, blowing into my cupped hands. “Any of the others?”

“The Brulerin boy possesses four, at least,” Lady Mary said. “You hear him every morning, no doubt. Lord Hochmund and the Taschgarts possess them as well. One apiece, last I had heard.”

“Hochmund’s always liked playing with new toys.”

“You’re acquainted with him?” She fingered the tip of her hook. In suspicion? Confirmation? Disgust, certainly. She didn’t like him; that was plain. Another point in her favor.

“Don’t know.” I ran my palm along the jamb of the front door, inspecting each individual stone. “You’d have to ask him.” Some were loose. Most, in fact. The massive jolt that had shattered the door had dislodged them. Could one man have done that? No. And in a month could one man have broken that outside gate? The iron portcullis? Twisted it back like that? “Did you hear cannon that night?”

“No.”

“Lightning? Thunder?”

“It was a winter storm. Snow. Gale winds.”

“The smashes you heard, though?” I pressed.

“I have heard cannon. This sounded like a ... a battering ram.”

I sighed. I’d seen no evidence of cannon, anyways. No giant stone balls lying around, at any rate. No scorch marks. No powder burns. No lingering gunpowder stench. It would have fit better. But it didn’t. So, a battering ram? Used by one man? No. Ridiculous. Perhaps a squad of men with a battering ram breached the gates and then ... sent one inside to combat seven veteran warriors? I’ve served under commanders who no doubt would have considered that strategy the apex of military brilliance, but it was unlikely. Bloody hell. “Who do you think did it?”

She started, surprised probably that I’d asked her opinion, but she recovered instantly. “Initially? I thought it an army at the gates. Now?” She nodded to herself. “Witchcraft. Sorcery. Black magic. It must have been. To witness it, the killer was cursed with — with a demon’s strength.” Her eyes lit up. “Like something born of the pit.”

Again she’d referred to the killer as ‘it.’ “And what did he look like?”

“It was dark,” she hesitated, “and I heard his footsteps, great clanking footsteps, but nothing more. I did not see it, did not want to see it.

“One of the men yelled at its approach,” her eyes wide, “Colrick, maybe, I cannot be certain. He swore by Odin it wore the cowl of a monk. As it crossed the courtyard, they shot it through the murder holes. Crossbows. Close. They did nothing.” She shook her head as though denying her own truth. “And when it entered? When it broke through? It wore no cowl. It was ... it was its head. Or,” she paused, swallowed, recovered, “or its helm, yes, a wide helm, a great helm, it had to be. But Colrick had said cowl first. And that stuck in my mind. Monks... Later.”

“Could you see anything of his features?”

Lady Mary shook her head.

“Of course not.” I frowned. “What of his armor?”

“It ... it must have been coat-of-plate. That is still the most formidable, yes?”

“Yeah.” There’d been advances as of late, steel plates riveted together to form one chest plate, but I was hesitant to say anything, stanching the flow of memory, information, or warping it.

“Then that is what he wore.”

“A knight then?”

“I...”

“Armor as formidable as you describe could only be afforded by a knight. A wealthy knight.”

“There are no wealthy knights in Asylum.”

“He wore no tabard?”

She gave a look as though I were daft.

“Doesn’t hurt to ask.”

She wasn’t sold that it was a knight, that was plain. Hell, as far as I could tell, she wasn’t even sold it was a man. And she had more to say, but she didn’t want to seem mad. I’d seen it before, could see it in her eyes. She didn’t trust me, and I didn’t blame her for that. Not for any of it.

“And then the battle...” I prompted.

“Yes. The battle.” Her voice lowered. “The knight broke through. A monstrosity. He had to duck to enter.”

The top of the door was at least seven and a half feet high. Shades of the Teutonic giant from the bridge flitted through my mind. Then Haefgrim. Two men. Two giants. But neither was that tall.

“And my husband, Lucien. Lucien of Troyes. Have you heard of him?”

“Of course,” I lied, throwing a bone to a starving dog, “a man with a name.”

Lady Mary smiled faintly at that, finding ephemeral warmth in a cold memory. “He was Volkendorf’s castellan and sword master. Did you know? That was why Lord Raachwald sent his boy here, as a ward, to learn sword-craft from my husband.”

Lord Raachwald had claimed different, but I kept my mouth shut, only nodding.

“It,” she caught herself, “he hammered at the door, while Lucien and his men waited within, prepared. When the door shattered, Lucien,” Lady Mary took a moment, drawing herself up, “he stepped forth into the breach and challenged the knight to single combat. Without a word, it strode forth. Without a weapon. He was a giant, yes, but, unarmed?” She shook her head slowly. “I recall thinking it would be over so quickly.”

“What of the others?”

“They surrounded him.”

I glanced around the hall, getting a feel for the combat. Great hall was a misnomer. Coldspire itself commanded an imposing view, had a single, highly defensible approach, but its footprint was limited, and thus everything within it was, too. Truncated. Tight. Built up instead of out. The melee had been a very intimate affair, indeed.

“Lucien greeted him with steel.” She was reliving the moment now, acting it out in her mind. “Struck him a blow to the neck that would have felled any man, any, armor or no. I recall relaxing the moment his blade bit, knowing it was over. The men, too, felt it. They exploded, roaring like wild beasts.”

“And then?”

“The blow shattered Lucien’s blade. Castle-forged steel. Lucien might have struck him with a ... a dandelion.” She clutched at her throat, tense, rigid, incredulous. A month later and she was still. “Shattered, it just...”

“Did the blow stagger him?”

“It did nothing.” She shook her head. “I could feel the shock they all felt. And then I looked, truly looked, and I saw...” Lady Mary swallowed, continued, “Lucien was a tall man, taller than you. He was but a child next to it. A child. And the knight did not stop. As one, the men attacked, and the knight did not die. He was struck so many times, but his armor was strong, impenetrable. At each blow, I thought ‘this time,’ as orange sparks cascaded through the night. So beautiful. The fall of molten stars. Yes. But one after the other they fell. All of them. Lucien struck first. He fell last.

“Remember that, would you?” Lady Mary smiled wistfully. Lost. Forlorn. “He died trying to protect that, that sot.” She frowned up at the stained-glass lord. “Over his broken form, Lucien stood. Even I knew Volkendorf was lost. Good lord, his head,” her eyes clamped shut, “but yet he drew breath, slow, labored, rasping.” Her voice reached a fever pitch. “There was nothing left, but he stood there despite, my husband, my life, my love, and it simply snatched him up like I might a child and broke him like...”

“I’m sorry,” I offered lamely.

“And I did nothing.” One length of unshorn hair fluttered across her mouth. She brushed it aside. “I wanted to run, to run for the children, to save them from this ... this horror, this thing, but my strength it...” She bowed her head “My legs were gone. Simply gone. And so I knelt, and I closed my eyes, and I prayed.”

“And the Lady Narcissa?”

“She?” Her eyes suddenly clear. “She was by my side, praying as well. Throughout.”

* * * *
[image: image]


“JESUS.” I COVERED MY nose and mouth with my handkerchief. The stench was thick, cloying, horrid. Encased in a stone tomb, his effigy half carved into the lid, Lord Volkendorf lay before me in all his sordid glory. “This was once a man.” I pulled back the rest of the burial shroud, white linen soiled brown and black. A mail shirt graced the shoulders of his carcass, a great rent torn open from neck to navel. What could do that? Tear steel like cloth? I could almost hear the riveted links popping, one by one in song, arcing through the air like glistening fish struggling upstream as they poured upon the stone, one after the other. An axe or a war pick. Wielded by a strong man. The strongest man. 

Lady Mary turned away.

“The lantern, please?” I breathed through my mouth.

She handed it to me.

I passed it over the carcass, peering in, studying, committing the remains to memory, committing the horror. One of Lord Volkendorf’s legs was missing. And only most of his skull. A helm had been propped in its place. His skull... Jesus, if I crushed a hen’s egg in my fist, yolk squeezing through clenched fingers, it would give some inkling to the wounds he’d sustained. Shards of bone lay within the helm, cast like reading stones. I could make out an eye socket, a cheekbone, teeth, but there wasn’t enough bone to form a complete skull. Not by half. The bones of his neck simply stopped abruptly above his collar bones, both of which were broken, as were most of his ribs beneath. “What happened to his leg?”

Her gaze wilted away. “Grave robbers?”

“Grave robbers?” I reached in and drew a silver pendant from Lord Volkendorf’s sunken chest. “What’s the market for legs these days?”

Lady Mary studied her shoes.

“Better than silver, I guess.” Gold glittered from the fingers of his right hand. “Gold too.” I lifted the pendant, a bauble in the shape of a raven, its wings spread as it twirled on the end of a fine chain. “Here.” I held it out.

Lady Mary recoiled from it like a vampire from a crucifix.

“He was a shit, yeah?” I jiggled it.

She shook her head, slow, adamant.

“Suit yourself.” I shrugged, reached in to put it back, but palmed it instead. And the gold rings? Only one way to protect against grave robbers, so I snatched them, too. I ran a hand through my hair. Jesus. His corpse? His injuries? Catastrophic. A cannonball could have done it, but hadn’t. A ballista? Some great siege weapon? Ares? Thor? “Were you drinking that night?”

“No. I ... I drank later. After. I-I’ve hardly stopped since.”

“I know the feeling,” I said. “What are you drinking tonight?”

She froze, cheeks coloring slightly, then gave in and reached into her cloak. She withdrew a stoppered leather flask, took a pull, offered it.

I tipped it back, closing my eyes, body sighing. “Thanks.” I handed it back.

“I wasn’t lying,” Lady Mary said, “and I wasn’t drunk. I know how it sounds. I do, but, you must believe me.”

“I believe you, but I need more.” I crossed my arms. “What happened to his leg?”

“How should I know? And what does it matter?”

“You claimed the killer was unarmed.”

“He was,” she said. “Lord Raachwald and his men...”

“Desecrated the body?” I demanded. “He told me parts were missing. Where are they? Where’s your husband’s for that matter?”

“Lord Raachwald brought him to the plague pits. All of them. One by one, he just cast them in, and,” her fist clutching at the edge of her cloak, “forced me to watch.”

“Lady Mary,” I took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes, “you have something to say. Know this, please, whatever it is, I will believe you. Trust me in that if nothing else.”

“Trust you...?” she laughed as though it were some garish joke. “It, the knight, tore them limb from limb with its bare hands.” She snatched a quick sip. “Is that what you wanted to know?”

Impossible. But she wasn’t lying. She believed it. I could see it. Feel it. So what? Had she been drunk? Addled? Fevered? Something. Or was it true? The knight, or whatever the hell it was, had torn Lord Volkendorf limb from limb. He and his six men.

“It’s true,” she insisted.

I raised an open hand. “I believe you.” But it meant little what I believed. I’d seen things drunk I didn’t believe come sobriety. And I’d seen things sober I’d never have believed drunk. For the next part, I’d have preferred to be drunk. “Give me another sip of that, would you? Then take me to the others.”

Lady Mary picked her way through the necropolis, her iron hook tip tinking on stone. I followed close, past dark tunnels yawning, past sarcophagi, long and cold and grey. Winds moaned. Faces worn smooth by age, pitted by decay, stared at us from the past. Lord Volkendorf’s father, his grandfather, others. We strode back through time. 

“How’d you lose your hand?” I asked.

“I did not lose it. It was taken from me.”

“By who?”

“Lord Raachwald.”

“Trial by fire?”

“No.” She bashed her hook hand against the wall. “He simply cut it off. Then he...” She didn’t expound. I didn’t ask her to. “He said he wanted the truth.”

“And did you give it to him?”

“What reason would I have had to withhold it?” Lady Mary just stared as we came to the end of the tunnel, a final sarcophagus sitting on a dais of stone. “But it didn’t matter.” No effigy graced this tomb. No faces. No names. No dates. It was smooth, blank, unmarred. “Here. They were laid to rest together. Lady Narcissa did it herself.”

“She loved them?” I asked carefully.

“More than anything.”

“And what of her husband? Did she love him?”

“No.”

Taking a measured breath, I made the sign of the cross, more because Stephan was my brother and would have frowned had I not. Were he here. I set the iron-crow between lid and lip and raised the mallet. A few strokes and presses and the lid slid back, revealing its goods, though goods was a poor choice of word.

Delicately, I drew back the burial shrouds. Two desiccated bodies lay beneath, twisted and small. They’d been dressed in mail shirts, tabarded lovingly in dark silk, a silver raven in flight across their chests. Scabbarded short swords lay upon them as well. Little knights. Unlike their father’s body, these two were complete, which made it all the more terrible. Lush, golden hair spilled out from decomposing heads, beautiful hair attached to dried withered flesh. A length of linen cloth had been wrapped like scarves around each of their necks.

I could see my own children’s faces over theirs. I closed my eyes, rubbed them, waited for it to pass. It didn’t.

“That’s Gilbert.” Lady Mary rubbed her throat. “The big one’s Michael.”

I gently slid a finger under the linen swathe round Gilbert’s neck.

“Must you?”

“Forgive me,” I said to Lady Mary as much as to Gilbert as I drew the linen down. I did the same for his brother.

Both their throats had been slit to the bone. A razor? A dagger? It mattered little. Blade marks notched the front of their neck bones, a single deep cut each, precise, determined, confident. Their wounds had been stitched back together with cord, but the flesh had shrunk, tightened, puckering and pulling, leaving a child’s rendering of a ragged monster mouth open across their throats. Up and down and up. I covered their necks again with the swathes because looking at them made me sick in a way that Lord Volkendorf, with all his horrific wounds and deformations, never would. Lord Volkendorf would never visit me in the dark. These two boys, though, there would be nights I’d need drink their faces away. No doubt about that. Strange, the things we’re certain of, the things we’ve no doubt about, the few things, always such horrible things.

“Eh?” I leaned close over Gilbert, squinting, studying his face in the light. “What the...?” At the inside of his left eye, there was a puncture wound, small, round. The desiccation of skin had pulled it away, revealing it. There was a similar wound to his brother’s right eye.

“What is it?” Lady Mary asked.

“I don’t know.” I swallowed, blinking away the faces of my own boys, both of a similar age. I’d not seen them in over a year, long ago, far away. “They were murdered after the men?”

“Yes.”

“And Raachwald’s boy, Cain? Him, too?”

“My three little scoundrels.” Her voice cracked. “That ... that’s what I called them. They wanted to confront the intruder, join the men, the battle.” She nearly choked. “Dear Lord, I had to convince them I needed someone to protect me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t look at me like that.” She recoiled from the coffin. “Damn me. I locked them in their room. Abandoned them, returned to the great hall, the battle. I wanted to ... I had thought the intruder had— Oh, lord. I heard it. I heard it walking away. I swear it.”

“And after?” I asked quietly.

“I...” She nearly melted across the floor. “I raised the hue and cry.” Her voice was a whisper. “I went to Lord Raachwald,” she stared at her hook hand, “for help, God save me. I went to Old-Oath.”

“And Lady Narcissa through all this?”

“She ... she was ill. She was indisposed.”

* * * *
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THE SUN WAS BEGINNING its descent as I stared out the window of the boys’ room, facing north across the city to the sea. Taking a firm handhold on the sill, I peered out, looking straight down a thousand feet, perhaps more, into the raging confluence of the river as it rejoined itself from its parting around the Isle. Vertigo. A man could have a short but very pointed conversation with himself on that whistling trip.

The bedroom ceiling was high with a cross-beam chandelier hanging down. The door’s lock had been hacked clean of the door by an axe. The door was otherwise intact. A deck of tarot cards was stacked neatly alongside a chess board and retinue of wooden knights, all set on a small table. Blunted training blades leaned against the wall. The one great bed was made. The cold hearth in the room had been swept clean of ashes. The room, too, had been cleaned, except for a great stain on the floor, a great misshapen cancer of black beneath the chandelier.

“Here?” I asked.

“Yes.” She gazed out the window. “Butchered and hanged like ... like meat.”

I studied the chandelier. It fit with the wounds to the bodies. Strung up by their feet. Throats slit. Drained of blood. Collected? But what about the puncture wounds? “You saw them?”

“A blessing, no.” Lady Mary shook her head. “I only saw them after. After they were taken down. Lady Narcissa was having time with them, her time, binding them, dressing them. I ... I offered my help. She simply closed the door. Lord Raachwald took me away after that. Back to Old-Oath.”

“And Raachwald’s boy?” I asked. “He suffered the same?”

“Yes.”

“But you didn’t see the Volkendorf boys until later. When did you see Cain?”

“No, it was his father who found him. Them. He broke the door in, cut them all down. He had Cain removed immediately.” She paused, looked up at me. “I ... I never saw him.” She crossed herself. “They — one of Lord Raachwald’s men — said he had suffered the same.”

“Strange that it was Lord Raachwald and not Lady Narcissa who found the bodies,” I commented. “You had gone to raise the hue and cry. And while she, too, had survived the attack, she deigned not to check on the welfare of her own children? How long did it take you to return?”

“She was indisposed, I said.”

“You had.” I strode to the west window. “Forgive me. Cain’s buried down there, then?” Lord Raachwald’s keep sat hundreds of feet lower on the cliff side, along a flat expanse overlooking the west side of Asylum. “Any of Raachwald’s men still in there?”

“They all fled to Dunmire after the plague struck,” Lady Mary said.

Good. I could hike down there in less than an hour, work my way into its crypts, examine Cain’s corpse. It shouldn’t be difficult.

“Yes.” She averted her gaze. “Poor boy, nothing like his father. A lovely boy. Lovely. He did not deserve ... he did not deserve any of it.”

“What of Lady Raachwald?”

“My personal interactions with either of the Raachwalds has been limited to...” She held up her hooked stump. “I’ve never spoken to her. I hear she’s a mouse. I have seen her at court on occasion yet never heard her speak. Some wonder whether she even possesses a voice.”

“Did she grieve?”

“I don’t know.” The wind whipped her hair back in uneven tendrils. “She is his fifth wife. Fifth or sixth? Hmmm. I don’t know. His previous wife was barren, they say. She disappeared. The fate of many. Lord Raachwald and Lady Raachwald were wed a short time later. For a time, they tried to conceive a child after his eldest two were killed.” She shook her head. “They had difficulties it was said, but then she finally conceived and bore a son. Cain.” She seemed to consider something. “It was a matter of some speculation as to whether Lord Raachwald was the true father, or even whether Lady Raachwald was the true mother.”

“That’s a neat trick.”

“I never lend rumors much credence.” She took a long breath. “There’s slander about all the lords. It is the nature of Mummer’s Isle, of the world, but for a time it was spoken of.”

“You’re certain that Lord Raachwald opened this door?”

“Yes. He and his man, Haefgrim. With an axe.”

The door puzzled me. The murderer who had smashed through a portcullis and two oak barriers next leaves this one not only wholly intact but also saw fit to lock it afterward? The killing of the men and boys were different, obviously and totally. Was it the work of two killers? It seemed so. Or was it one killer with separate motives? The boys seemed part of some ... ritual. With the men, it seemed blood-simple slaughter.

Motives were tricky. This could all be smoke, haze, by Lord Raachwald, to cover a grab for Coldspire. That made the most sense. Murdering his own son, though? Seeds of ice he’d need for that.

Something else bothered me, though. Jesus, my half-ass theory was already falling apart. I looked out over the courtyard. “Why isn’t Raachwald here already? It’s empty. Hell, why aren’t all the lords scrambling for the front door?”

“Because Lord Raachwald has her.” Lady Mary shook her head. “For any to take Coldspire, they must possess legitimacy in the eyes of all the others. There are strict rules or formalities, I suppose, you could say, to ascendancy. To legitimacy. If Lady Narcissa had been killed in the attack, it would have been a powder keg sparked. The other lords would have killed each other, all, without a doubt. Lady Narcissa is the key.”

I nodded. Lord Raachwald already had her. That solidified his position. All he had to do now was marry her. “So, kill Lord Volkendorf. Kill the heirs. Take the wife. Marry her to achieve legitimacy. Produce an heir. That his play?”

“I could not say.”

“Wouldn’t want to be Lady Raachwald right now.” But, if all that were true, why would he have bid me do this work? And again, why not just kill me that first night?

“Look.” Lady Mary pointed.

I followed her outstretched arm down to Old-Oath.

“Jesus Christ.”

A retinue of men appeared, clambering up from the cliff side trail. We were far, but I could see Lord Raachwald leading them. He sat astride a horse, his white hair whipping in the wind, the giant Haefgrim riding by his side. The rest came afoot, trudging in single file, lugging goods, weapons, equipment. My brother Stephan came last, hands trussed before him, towed along by a chain round his neck as he stutter-stepped behind that yellow-eyed grinning bastard. The retinue, some forty, all told, disappeared within the edifice’s open maw, down its throat, and into its belly. I didn’t see Lady Narcissa.

“Lady Mary, do you believe Lord Raachwald capable of killing his own son in a bid to seize Coldspire?” I asked. “His own flesh and blood, is he that cold?”

“You’re all that cold,” Lady Mary answered without hesitation.




Chapter 16.

...to Old Inglestahd, still quite hale in his elder years, still sharp mentally, still a formidable adversary. He is the sole lieutenant that is not wholly, body, mind, and soul, Lord Raachwald’s creature...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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A SQUAT RAZORBACK OF a fortress, Old-Oath loomed ahead, bristling with tusks of jagged stone, spike-tips jutting up from the snow-filled moat, arrow-loop eyes watching on with slitted interest. The walls were only fifteen-feet high but possessed an aura of solidity, of thickness, of invulnerability. Dark stone. Ancient. Rune-worked. If ever there was a fortress that shouted, “Go away...”

Yet here I stood, nonetheless, before Lord Raachwald’s very gates, disguised in the tabard of his ancestral enemy, to bid him exhume the body of his murdered son. I expected it to go fantastically. But why the hell was he here? The Lady Narcissa was in his grasp. Coldspire’s key. And Dunmire was as good a base of operations as Old-Oath. Better, considering plague rampaged still.

I trod across the drawbridge, under a portcullis, and into the barbican’s open maw. Murder holes above inquired silently as to which I preferred: boiling water or oil? I stopped shy of a second portcullis. Jesus Christ. A man had been crucified across it. Heart in my throat for an instant, I thought it was Stephan. It wasn’t. The poor bastard had been blood-eagled, his back hacked ragged with an axe, chop by bloody chop, lungs torn out through the holes, hanging limp as soiled dishrags. Eyeless sockets stared down.

Drip...

Drip...

Drip...

Behind the corpse, a shadow emerged, stark black against the glare of sunlight beyond.

“A rare breed of crow, you are.” The shadow aimed a crossbow through the iron bars. “Thought you was all killed.”

“Well, it appears, my good sir, you were misinformed.” The stink of fresh death hung low, thick, but there was something else, too. Fire? I saw no charring on the wooden posts, no spalling of the rock. Strange. An old fire? I nodded at the carcass. “Hmmm.” Streaks of soot smudged his ruined form. “What’d he do?”

“It’s what he didn’t.” The guard leered through the bars. “What d’ya want?”

“To parley with the Gallows Lord.”

Squinting, he leaned back from the iron cage and pulled a lever. The portcullis behind me dropped, crashing to the stone. Somehow, I didn’t shit my pants, but it was a near thing, that’s for damn sure. 

The guard patted the carcass on the shoulder. “Don’t you go nowhere.”

* * * *
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“You—” Lord Raachwald stalked towards me, hell blazing in his eye.

I took an involuntary step back, fighting the urge to draw Yolanda, but Old-Oath’s great hall was packed with Lord Raachwald’s men. A death sentence if I drew.

“You raze my keep.” He kept on coming.

“Whoa,” I froze, “what—?”

I never even felt his mailed fist — I just crumpled.

Next, I was laid out breathless across stone. Gasping. Ears ringing. The gnarly old lord straddled over me, three of the towering bastards wavering, faces torqued in wolf-malice radiating like three-fold moonshine. “Steal what is rightfully mine.” He drew a black axe from his belt and clamped a vise-like hand to the back of my neck. “Murder my men.” He pulled me close, slavering in a long stream. “Your brother, I’ll blood-eagle the fucker before you.” He wiped his chin with the back of his hand. “Tear your eyelids off.” Madness constricted his humanity to a pinprick in his lone golden eye. “Force you to watch.”

Raze his keep?

Oh shit... 

Karl.

“Rrrrrrg.” I struggled up. “Lord Raach—”

SLAM! This time, I felt it, his mailed fist across my face, stars ringing, stitches popping open across my forehead. Lolling back, dazed, blood rolling warm down my face, I stared up at skulls, a silent audience festering across the walls, sneering down, pupils of rusted iron nailed through each socket.

“Cease your chatter.” Looking at me as though I were shit smeared across the sole of his boot, Lord Raachwald snatched at the Volkendorf tabard across my chest. “A crude jape, eh, clever boy? You think me the fool?” Axe raised, knee crushing my chest, Lord Raachwald curled down over me like a hoary old buzzard hunkering to feast. “What’s your game?”

“Rrrrrg,” I spat blood, “no game.”

“How did you gain access to my Isle? Which one?”

“Which one what?” I gasped.

“Which lord sanctioned you? Whose man are you?” That axe pressed against my throat. “Or was it the bishop?”

“I’m yours still,” I grunted, “and no one knows I’m here.” I tugged at my tabard. “Discretion, see?” How long my disguise would last, given present circumstances, I dared not mention. “Nothing but an expatriate Volkendorf guard looking for work.” I raised both hands. “I know nothing about a fire. Nor any abduction or murder. I swear it.”

“And what is your word to me?”

“Not much,” I pressed a hand to my torn stitches, “admittedly.”

Lord Raachwald’s pinpoint pupil expanded as reason eked through madness, but he manfully bore through it. “You claim ignorance? Another jape. I witnessed it myself. Your brother and your man. You were a justiciar once, aye?” I nodded. “What sentence would you levy against such crimes?”

“For what? Arson? Kidnapping? Murder? Hanging.”

“Hrrrrm...” He rubbed his stubbly chin. “A loyal one you are.”

“But no hypocrite. And I’m here. That ain’t nothing. And I’ve made progress.”

“Progress?” Lord Raachwald straightened, that axe blade drawing a whisker back from my neck. I took a deep breath, swallowed. “Speak. Speak swiftly.”

“It wasn’t a monk that killed Cain.”

“By the bloody spear,” Lord Raachwald’s spat. “You know nothing.”

Possibly he was not impressed with my revelation. 

“I wouldn’t say nothing, my Lord.”

“I just did.” His men thronged him now. Haefgrim, the giant, leaned a massive two-handed falchion across his shoulder. The Grinner, his yellow eyes watching, Aaron’s axe in hand, fingers fluttering in ravenous expectation. The fierce old codger, Old Inglestahd, lips pursed, thick arms crossed. Others crowded the hall, hard-looking men, cold-looking men. Swaths of black char covered them head to foot. “Sot?” Lord Raachwald’s gaze shifted to his jester. “Did I not just say so?”

“Eh, milord?” Sot cupped his ear. “What?” The wobbly jester, a sad-sack jumble of a man, his face stung half-red by a wine stain, jingled his motley hat in a nod and forced a wet fart. No one laughed. Not even a little. “Apologies, milord, may have overachieved on that one.”

Lord Raachwald also failed to see any humor.

“Perhaps,” Sot slurred, “yon crow is deaf?” He was as drunk as I was envious of his drunkenness. Trundling over to me, he placed a finger to his double chin then tapped the head of his wooden scepter. “Perhaps a knock about the squash might cure him of such an ailment? Eh? Jar something loose.” He reared back, winding up to strike, tottering cross-eyed, tongue between his lips. “Shall I administer a dose, milord?”

“Lord Raachwald, honor our bargain,” I hissed as low as I could. Sot jingled around me. I kept an eye his way. A dose from that scepter in the right spot’d be a cure for just about everything.

“Our fruitless bargain...” Lord Raachwald stalked close. “Nay. Fruitless would mean a stalemate. Fruitless would mean I had started and ended with the same. Nay. Not fruitless. You have slashed and burned my orchard. Salted my earth. Poisoned my well.”

“No.”

“Then why come?” His canine teeth bared sharp.

“I came for my brother, and I came for your son.” The moment I said it, I knew it for truth. As did he. I read it in his face. Surprise. Shock. Astonishment. That he believed it as well. And though it was perhaps not conscious thought in that instant, he relented, stepping back, lowering that damned axe.

“Tee-hee!” Sot danced in anticipation, a tumescent toad fit to pop. “All this natter of fruits.” Sot leaned over, grabbing my feet and examining my crotch. “Ah, milord, fruits would be a compliment. Methinks these but a wizzled twig and pair of shriveled nuts.” Disconcerting, a word that came to mind.

I yanked a foot in and kicked the other out, scissoring, twisting the jester off balance, then lashed back out, heel to face, my heavy boot smashing his yapping mouth, yellow teeth shattering like teacups cast against stone. He reeled back, clutching his jaw, spitting teeth.

I rose, dusted myself off, offered him a wink. “Say something funny.”

With crimson bubbling from his crooked maw, Sot glared, eyes narrowed to twin beams of hatred.

“A mighty crow,” someone called from amongst the court, “versus the rotund jester. A potent blow landed! And yet the fool still draws breath.”

The court mumbled a nervous laugh.

“Be glad to hazard another.” I got another half-hearted laugh.

It died straight away when Lord Raachwald turned. “Leave us.”

Weapons clanking, his men as one bowed, turned, exited. Swiftly. A mousy lady garbed in rustic furs stood in the corner, hands muffled in a mink wrap, cool eyes watching. Lady Raachwald? Had to be. She studied me from underneath half-closed lids, a mask of disinterest on her face. Revilement? Curiosity? A mix of both? She nodded once to her husband, turned and left, followed by Sot, limping in jangling half-steps out the door, scepter dragging behind.

Only Old Inglestahd, the Grinner, and Haefgrim remained. With helm upon his head, Haefgrim looked like a demon. Without it, he looked worse. Black eyes stared flat, blank, emotionless. Scars crisscrossed his bald head. Burns. Cuts. Was it a pattern? Intentional? And falchions. More axe than sword, more butcher’s cleaver than axe. Its thick blade was wide at the killing end, adding weight to the stroke, damage to the strike. A weapon of war. If an axe and sword rutted and spawned offspring, the falchion it would be.

The door slammed shut.

“Tell me what you know.” Lord Raachwald’s gaze flickered to that falchion for the briefest of instants, his meaning clear.

“First, I need to know what you know.” I drew myself up. “I saw Volkendorf’s body. The damage. What could have caused that?”

Lord Raachwald fingered his jaw. “Did I not claim black sorcery from the first?” he asked. “There could be nothing else. Now you.”

I nodded. “It’s a power grab.”

“By who?” Lord Raachwald demanded.

“One of the Five Houses. All the lords, in some way, benefitted from the deaths. If for nothing more than being one step closer to Coldspire.” I raised both hands. “I don’t know who, and I don’t know how,” I added quickly, “but I’m getting there.”

“You claim everyone benefitted?” Lord Raachwald thumbed the edge of his axe.

“I do.” I straightened, swallowed, nodded, then barrel-assed on. “And I’d say that you benefitted most.” I forced myself to slow my breath. “That’s truth, the hard kind. Coldspire is nearly yours now, yeah?”

Haefgrim took a step forward, but Lord Raachwald froze him with the raise of a hand.

“But, whatever benefits you garnered were mitigated by the loss of your son.” I was treading thin ice, sharks cruising beneath. “I’m sorry for that.” In that moment, I had difficulty envisioning him killing his son. Lady Mary claimed him capable, but none of it made sense now. It would have been a mad gamble, severing his own line in the hope of starting a new one with Lady Narcissa. And why? To cover his tracks? “Lord Raachwald, I’ll need to see Cain’s body.”

Lord Raachwald winced as though struck. “My boy sleeps.” A strange thing to see of this powerful man, unsure of himself. “I’ll ... I’ll not have him disturbed.” He fixed me with his dead eye. “I ... perhaps I can offer something, though.” He swallowed. “There is a man, Sir Myron Chalstain. Once an Isle man. Long ago.” Lord Raachwald looked out the window. “The man has a knack, is an able hunter of men. He engaged in a hunt for the killer. Or attempted to.”

“And what’d he find?” I asked.

“I do not know.”

Was this the man Nils had mentioned?

“I nearly cast him into the river,” he explained, “but I restrained myself.”

Magnanimously, no doubt. “And did he cease hunting?”

“No. A difficult man to dissuade from task. I’ll grant him that.”

“Where can I find him?”

“They say he has gone missing.” It was him.

“Then what good is he to me?”

“The man was a keen observer.” Lord Raachwald ground his teeth together, suppressing some urge, most likely related to punching me in the face again. “Orderly. Precise. Fastidious to a fault. He chronicled everything in a ledger. Always. If you could find him, or his ledger, it might offer insight.”

“Alright,” I said, “but why threaten him? Why not just accept his aid?”

“Look out that window, Krait.” Lord Raachwald pointed with the black axe.

I glanced out the window, taking in the daunting heights of Coldspire above, its black monolith rising. I imagined I could still see Lady Mary standing in the boys’ window, alone up there, staring down, surrounded by ghosts.

“All that you see and beyond was once the domain of the Raachwalds. Years, decades, centuries, past. All once my great-grandfather’s and his father’s before him and on and on back past the Martels, the Merovingians. Back before the Christian God, before the heathen ones, to a time of the Old Ones.” His hand closed into a fist. “It was to be mine, and it was taken, but I shall have it back.” Stalking the room, he found himself back at the dais. “Chalstain is the Lord Bishop’s man. If I were to allow him access to the hunt, allow him to mete out justice, it would offer legitimacy to that damned Vulture’s rule.”

As if to punctuate that, cannon fire erupted somewhere far off.

“That is why we fight.” Lord Raachwald sat upon his throne.

“I will find the killer,” I said.

“Will you? Will you, indeed?” Lord Raachwald leaned forward. “Even when your brother dances the hangman’s jig? Eyes bulging? Tongue lolling long and black? Shit dripping down his leg? Even then?”

“Ahem...” I cleared my throat. “I suppose we are at something of an impasse then, my lord. You have my brother and threaten him with death, whilst I hold the only tools to finding your son’s killer.”

“You possess nothing so far as I see.”

“You’ve had a month to crack this and failed. You need me. I need my brother. An accord must be brokered.”

“I could find other impetus to motivate you...”

“No. You can kill me. Or you can unleash me. But it’s one or the other. There’s no middle ground,” I said. “It’s true, also, that my brother’s crimes are his own. He’d be the first to admit them. Wouldn’t shy from the punishment, either. He’d embrace it.”

“True...” Lord Raachwald grunted reluctant assent. “He made nary a peep as I put the question to him. No protests, no begging, no debasing himself. Merely a swallow then a nod.”

“His crimes are his own.” I swallowed my rising gorge. “But there is the panacea to our standoff. Stephan’s no murderer. He’d take no part in it.”

“And your man?” Lord Raachwald’s voice rising. “I suppose he is no murderer as well?”

“No. He’s a most excellent murderer.”

“Strange. The man I have under lock and fetter is no murderer, yet the one running free, the one no doubt savaging a noblewoman this very instant, is. How often have I heard similar sentiments from family of the condemned?”

“Have I lied to you yet?” I asked.

“Yet...”

“You’ve spoken with Stephan,” I said. “You asked him if I was involved, yeah?”

“Aye.”

“And what do you think of him?” I asked. “Of his word?”

“You would trust my assessment?” Lord Raachwald’s good eye narrowed.

“You seem a hard man. A cold man. A cruel man. But I think you’re no liar.”

“Whilst your sigil is the serpent. And I think your forked tongue predisposed to the spewing of lies.”

“You’re not wrong. But a forked tongue’ll sometimes spew truth, even as a stopped clock strikes true twice a day. But enough of me. I’m a liar. I admit it. Now tell me of my brother. Do you believe him a liar?”

Lord Raachwald’s stone lips pressed together, threatening to crack, to fissure, to split. “Nay.”

“Then you understand something of his character.” I paused. “And so you must take him at his word.”

“I have.”

I froze. Shit. I’d thought I had him, but I was missing something. Clearly.

“He confessed.”

“Under torture, men will confess to anything,” I countered.

“He was under no torture.”

“Fucking idiot.” My brother, the saint.

“He absolved you of any wrongdoing, claiming you surely would have taken part had you known, but that you were not party to the crimes.”

“What happened, exactly?”

Lord Raachwald studied my face, trying to read the guilt within. God knew there was plenty enough to go around. “What happened was your man snuck into my keep at Dunmire, set a barn ablaze, which took the stables and barracks before razing my keep. He broke your brother free and in the process murdered two of my men. The two then abducted Lady Narcissa. Your man was successful in the endeavor. Your brother was not.”

“And when is Stephan to be tried?”

“Tried?” Lord Raachwald barked. “He confessed.”

“Stephan is clergy,” I was scrabbling for something, anything, “he should be tried in an ecclesiastical court. By the church.”

Lord Raachwald turned in question to Old Inglestahd.

“Aye.” Old Inglestahd offered a quick nod in answer to the unasked question. “T’is the law, my lord, if what he claims be truth.”

“Cede my powers to the church?” Lord Raachwald glared at him dead in the eye for a few very uncomfortable, very long moments. Old Inglestahd felt it, I could see, but he bore the brunt and did not waver. “He confessed. He shall suffer the axe or the noose.”

“He confessed in your court, my lord.” I turned to Old Inglestahd. “But was he offered what was his right by law?”

“Nay,” answered Old Inglestahd.

Lord Raachwald’s hands flexed open and closed.

“Then mete out punishment according to the church, and I’ll consider it justice,” I said. Ecclesiastical courts didn’t carry death penalties. Stephan would live if Lord Raachwald accepted. A big ‘if.’ “Bring in a priest. Any priest. It need not be one of the Lord Bishop’s men. Let him pass sentence.”

Lord Raachwald buried his axe into the arm of his throne. “He. Is. Mine.”

“You’d flout the law within your own halls?” I spat. “Old-Oath is this keep’s name, is it not? Does a lord not swear an oath to mete out justice and punishment within the confines of the law?” I turned to Old Inglestahd. His eyes warned me I might have trod too far. Fuck it.

“Do you know where your brother now resides?” Lord Raachwald worked his axe free. “Old-Oath’s dungeons have teeth. Bitter. Cold. Teeth. Alone, he hunkers in palpable darkness. Its assault is immediate.

“It strikes the moment the cell door slams and the guard disappears, that blessed lantern with him, cradle of light, of life, wraith shadows streaking long across walls. The last image he shall see. Yet, he shall close his eyes and see his family, fields of autumn, his first love, despite the skitter of nail on stone, the harbinger of rats come to feast. Your brother, though, he is a strong man. The darkness shall not break him.”

Lord Raachwald circled me.

“The cold comes next, a doom creeping like disease. A caress deepening with each stroke, lightly at first, and then deeper. Shivering, he embraces himself, stomping and pacing in effort to maintain warmth until he is so spent he can nary move, so weak he cannot stand, so tired he collapses against stone, only to have it suck the last vestiges of heat from his soul. The cold may kill him, but it shan’t break him, either.

“It is the final assault, the desolation, that breaks all men. Every man thinks himself the hero of his own tale, but bristling with lice and sores and rat bites? The soft parts of his body gnawed away, the flesh fostering corruption, decay? A reeking mess? Who is this man who jabbers and cries and whimpers, hovering over a bucket, wincing as he pisses like a woman? He is a stranger unto his own self. He can be no hero. And so the desolation has stripped him of who he is, who he was, who we would be. And what does that now make him?”

Lord Raachwald waited for an answer.

I had none to offer.

“No longer a man? Not yet a corpse? A twilight thing of the in-between. A thing of decay. And even should he someday be released? I say released because he cannot escape. For he is marked and shall bear with him that desolation the remainder of his days, upon stooped shoulder, bent back, hobbled knee. Derision and pity from those he once loved. Frustration, humiliation, indignation whilst lying next to his wife, unable to achieve even a measure of consummation.” Lord Raachwald laid the head of his axe across my shoulder. “Your brother has yet even to bend, let alone break. My question to you is, do you wish him to?”

I swallowed. “Yes.”

“Then our bargain stands.” He lifted the axe. “Bring me the murderer’s head, and you shall have what you wish. Ecclesiastical justice.”

I nodded.

“Your man,” he said. “He is no priest.”

“No,” I managed.

“Then you shall bring me his head alongside the killer’s.”

“Done.” If Lord Raachwald was shocked at my swift acquiescence, he didn’t show it. “And I wish to see Stephan.”

“Are you a student of history, Krait?” Lord Raachwald gazed out over the city, to the forest beyond. “Do you know the story of my people? The story of the Romans who encroached upon our land? The story of the Hellwood?”

“Yeah. The Romans came. The Romans went. Significantly fewer wenting.”

“It was my forefathers who engaged them.” Lord Raachwald pointed up. Atop the wall, crowning the cacophony of skulls, a golden eagle perched. It was a Roman legion’s standard, hundreds of years old, gleaming still. “The twenty-fifth legion. It was my ancestors, my forefathers, who slaughtered them, forcing them back. The entirety of the Roman war machine halted, embattled, broken. As his men lay slaughtered about him in droves, the Roman Commander Tiberius begged considerations of my ancestors.” Lord Raachwald shook his head slowly. “The Romans, the sole boon of their storied existence was the chronicling of their own demise.”

“I wish to see my brother.”

A sly look. “You wish considerations, Krait?” Lord Raachwald reached under his cloak and tossed something toward me, bouncing haphazard across the floor. “Then consider this.” 

It was Stephan’s right hand.




Chapter 17.

...is a force of nature, but it is Slade that inflicts upon me the night terrors. I wonder oft whether he is, indeed, even human.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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“STEPHAN...” I PEERED through the cell window. My stomach was sick, and it wasn’t the reek of eons-old piss and shit and unwashed humanity. “It’s Luther.” I could see nothing in the gloom. I shuddered. To remain down here, blind in the freezing damp, for who knows how long, would break me, and break me quickly. I knew it. Stephan, though? No. Not quickly, anyhow.

The lantern cast a dim cone of orange that muted the dark, caressing it rather than banishing it. I forced my face against the bars, straining for a glimpse, straining to where the light could only whisper, to a scarecrow strewn across the floor, stuffing kicked out.

A rat skittered across stone.

“Stephan, it’s Luther.”

“Hello ... brother.” Chains clinked as the scarecrow slid to the pulsating verge of meager twilight. “How... How’s your head?” 

I touched the gash across my forehead. “It’s fine,” I lied. “You patched me up good. And your hand?” Your stump? I didn’t say.

“Bad.” Stephan hacked a wet cough, a pneumonia cough, a death-rattle cough. “It’s corrupted.”

“Can’t fix it?” I already knew the answer. Stephan had a gift from God for fixing wounds. I’d seen him do wonders with nothing more than a needle and thread and some prayer, but this was beyond him, beyond anybody. “How bad?”

“Does it matter?” Stephan asked. “Brother, just do what you claim to do best.” Encrusted in grime and soot, Stephan clutched his maimed arm to his body, shivering. ‘Do what you claim to do best.’ Code. I’d often bragged of it, my ability to outrun trouble, to run fast, to run far, to run long. ‘Get the hell out of here,’ that’s what he meant. But what he hadn’t said, what he’d only implied, was, ‘Abandon me,’ and I’d never done that, not to him, anyways.

“No.” I throttled the bars.

He started coughing, hacking, and I realized he was laughing.

“Jesus,” I growled. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

“I ... they could be listening.”

Craning my neck, I glanced down the hall, cell after cell disappearing into the long quiet, and saw no one. “They’re gone.” I tore the cloak off my back and stuffed it through the bars, tossing it as best I could. “Can you reach it?”

A thin, translucent arm reached trembling into the light. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“Fuck you.” I nearly screamed it, but held back, teeth grinding.

“Ten years ago I wouldn’t have had to explain it,” Stephan said.

“Ten years ago I was a fool.”

“You were a hero.”

“And you were a child.”

“A child can see life with a clarity adults have sullied into opacity. Into blindness. You were a hero. My hero. You always did right, everything, without hesitation, without reservation, without consideration of consequence, of cost, of anything. Only just right. No matter how difficult the path, and there were difficult paths, brother. You were my hero for that.”

“And now?”

Stephan strained for my cloak with his one hand, snatched it, drew it around his shoulders. I could see his breath mist. He looked so small, so diminished, so frail.

“And yet still here you stand,” Stephan said, “trying to save me.”

“You don’t understand. You never understand.”

“I chose to come with you, didn’t I?” His voice lowered. “I left them behind. Our family. I left them all behind.”

“You’re my brother.”

“So are Willie and George. Would you be standing here for either of them?”

“For William?” I swallowed, saying nothing, thinking for a moment about my eldest brother. “No. And George? I don’t know. My thoughts on the bonds of blood have become convoluted these past years.”

“I’m sorry for putting you in this position,” Stephan said, “for what it’s worth.”

“Dogshit, that’s what’s worth. You never think. That’s your problem.”

“No. I think about every facet of every problem, constantly, assiduously. Perhaps I give no heed to the consequences, but there is a difference.”

“Jesus. No heed to the consequences? In Paris, they tried to burn you as a fucking heretic.”

“For helping treat a dying man. And I was right to do so.”

“And the church was wrong?”

“Yes.”

“The church is never wrong.”

Stephan scoffed. “I was right then. I was right now.”

“You’re so fucking stupid. The people in power, the church, the lords, the king. Whoever. Whatever. They’re not wrong. They’re never wrong. You’re wrong. You’re. Always. Wrong. Especially when you’re right. So you keep your head down. You keep that stupid fucking tongue tucked between your teeth, and you bite down hard when you want to apprise them of their shortcomings. Then you swallow it. You swallow it, and you live another day. That’s how you get on in this world.”

“Forgive me, brother, but if things were truly your way, nothing would ever change.”

“Good. Change is bad. Change is bloody. Change is death.”

“I’m willing to be one of those who die for it.”

“Well, I’m not. And I’m not letting you die, either. Not for some headstrong small-lord. Not for the church. Not for anything.”

“That’s your choice, brother.”

“Great. I accept your apology.”

“I didn’t apologize. I asked forgiveness for putting you in this predicament. Not for what I’ve done.”

“To be clear about what you’re not asking forgiveness for, was it the kidnapping? The arson? Or the murder?”

“I won’t lie to save my life.”

“But you will to sling your neck through a noose?”

“And who says I’m lying?” Stephan asked.

“Me. I do. Jesus. You wouldn’t lie to save your own skin. You wouldn’t kill to save it, either. You’re no murderer. And you wouldn’t burn down a castle, not with people in it. You don’t have it in you. Hell, you’re only still alive because of me and Karl.” I shrugged. “Well, mostly Karl.”

“I ... I aided in the venture.”

“You mean Karl killed the two men, yeah? And razed Dunmire.”

“I helped,” he insisted.

“Did you kill anyone?”

“I was party to it even if I did not wield a blade.”

“Jesus.”

“Can you not see?”

“No, I can’t, so explain it to me. Use small words.”

“She needed help.” He kept his voice low. It was easy. He could barely breathe. “She just seemed so ... so sad.”

“The Lady Narcissa?” I grunted.

“Yes.”

“Sad?”

“Yes.”

“She seemed like a cast-iron bitch to me.”

“Well. You and I have always had different ways with women.”

“Yeah,” I conceded. “You’ve a light touch.”

“And yours is lead.”

“I prefer to call it gold.”

“Well, heavy, then, at any rate.”

“Fair enough,” I conceded.

“Ponderous, even. Onerous.”

“Yeah. Heavy. I got it.”

“She came to me that night, the night I went for help.” I did all this to help you, but he didn’t say that. Jesus. He couldn’t even be a proper bastard. “The horse was dead, the wagon broken, and I thought you were dying.” He paused. “What of the others?”

“Dead. They’re all dead.”

Stephan muttered prayer then continued. “Lord Raachwald’s men waylaid me on the road. They were lying in ambush. How they knew I was coming? I don’t know. I told them I was a nobleman, ordained, that I would be worth coin ransomed. Family, the church, either. I begged them for help, something, anything. They took me to Dunmire.” He scratched at his ankle. “Lady Narcissa came to me while I languished in chains. She begged me for help. Told me she could save my life and that she could save yours. I told her I didn’t care about my life, but I did about yours, about Karl’s, about—”

“And as a prisoner, chained in some dungeon, what help could you possibly offer?”

“Offer? Me?” Stephan shook his head. “None of my own, but I could offer yours. I could offer Karl’s.”

“And what right did you have to offer it?”

“You’re my brother. And Karl is Karl.”

“So you helped save her?”

“No, it was she who saved me, or tried to at least. She’s the one who snuck me out. She stole the keys and led me out through that black maze.”

“After you agreed to help her?”

“After I agreed to help her.” He nodded. “Yes.”

“Then what?”

“Dunmire was burning, but she had horses ready. We escaped in the confusion, well, almost. Karl met us on the road, somehow. I don’t know how. It’s still not clear. Lord Raachwald caught wise and set men and dogs hot on our heels, a storm of arrows. My horse dropped beneath me, shot dead. Karl was hit, and she—”

“Ended up with him,” I finished his sentence.

“At my bidding.”

“And Karl agreed?”

“There was no time to argue. I simply turned around, hands raised and started back towards Lord Raachwald’s men, an effort to delay them.”

“Or target practice?”

“Heh,” he chuffed a laugh. “Yes, I suppose, something like that, anyway. Not my most well-thought-out plan, I admit, and Karl had no choice in the matter. He did what I bade him, begged him. He rode off with her, cursing me the whole way.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Lou.”

“Fuck off!” I said. “You’re lucky to be alive. Raachwald abducted her. You didn’t. And you didn’t kill any of his men, and you didn’t burn Dunmire.”

“Raachwald doesn’t see it that way.”

“His view of reality does not ride the prevailing winds.” I shook my head. “I’m going to bust you out of here.” I ran a hand up the door, along the jamb — solid construction — then the lock. Old, but stoutly made as well. I crouched, glancing for an instant at the door at the end of the hall, then held the lantern up to the keyhole.

“You think the guards’ll just sit by?”

I tried to peer inside, get a feel for the mechanism. It was too dark, and I needed a set of picks, a tool, something, anything. The handle of the lantern—

“There’s only one way to get me out.”

“The hell there is.” I worked the wire handle free, bent it. “I’ll break in there and knock you out. Drag your sorry arse—”

“How? Smuggle me out? Carry me? I can barely limp. And where? Through Old-Oath? And then what, after you somehow manage to murder the gaolers? And the rest of them? What then? What about when I wake up and start crawling back?”

“I’ll hit you in the head again.”

“A fine plan.”

“I’m starting to like it more and more.” I smacked the bars with an open hand. “You’re going to let some backwater small-lord pass judgment on you after he imprisons you? Wrongfully.”

“I’m past helping, Lou.”

“Like hell.”

“I am to be beheaded.”

“No. From him, that’d be a kindness. But you know what? They call him the Gallows Lord, Stephan. But he’s not even going to live up to his name and hang you like a common thief. You know what he’s going to do? What he does. He’s going to hack the bones from your back and blood-eagle you.”

“It’s...” he paused, the silence heavy, “it’s the same outcome.”

“Like hell it is.”

“You can’t help me. That’s why I confessed.”

“No. I fixed it, little brother. Like I always do. He’s going to allow the church to carry out your sentencing.”

Stephan was silent.

“You’ll need to prove you’re a priest. Read a passage from the Bible or baptize a heathen or something. And then you’ll get ten Paternosters and Hail Marys.” I slapped my palms together, rubbed them. “And then you’re done.”

“You truly believe it’ll be that simple?”

I paused. It did seem too good to be true.

“Just help her, protect her,” Stephan implored. “I gave her my word you would. That’s all I have, all I ask.”

“Why should I?”

“Because she needs it, Luther.”

“So what? Everyone needs it.”

“So do it.”

“Jesus. Are you in love with her?”

“If I said yes, would you do it?”

“What the hell do you think I’m doing?”

“You’re trying to find a way to break me out.”

“Exactly.” I brandished the bent wire.

“You’re not doing what I’m asking you to do.”

“I’m trying to save your life.”

“I don’t care about my life.”

“Oh, here we go. Stephan Lollard, martyr-extraordinaire.”

“Listen to me! Do what you must, find who killed her children, but protect her, too.”

“Did she cast some spell over you?”

“No. She’s alone, afraid. Her children are dead. Her husband is dead. Everyone she knows is dead. She has nothing, no one.”

“Well, boo-fucking-hoo. Everywhere you look people are alone. Destitute. Dying. I’ve seen a thousand in this city today alone.”

“That’s the plague’s doing, and there’s nothing you can do for it, no help you can offer, but you can do something for her.”

“What makes her any better? What makes her warrant help? Protection? At least she has that fine ermine cloak to keep her warm.”

“She’s trapped. Raachwald needs her. She was his prisoner.”

I did a double take. “She admitted that?”

“Yes. She was as much a prisoner as I am now. More so,” Stephan said. “Help her, Lou. Just do it, and I’ll die in peace.”

“Men like us don’t die in peace.” We die in pieces I almost said, but it wasn’t as clever as I thought, not by half, and it made me feel sicker than I already did. I swallowed, picturing him blood-eagled out in Lord Raachwald’s great hall or crucified across that portcullis. Eyes gouged out. Dripping. Freezing. I’d kill him myself before I’d let that happen.

“I’ve seen men die.”

“And you’re not afraid?”

“Of course I’m afraid. I’m afraid my knees will shake and give out, afraid I’ll piss myself. Afraid I’ll die looking the coward, weak. Afraid father will hear of it one day and not even react, or he will, and it’ll just confirm every suspicion he’s ever borne about me.” He coughed. “Just do it. Help her.”

I almost screamed, but I choked it back. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know. With Karl.”

“With Karl, you assume?”

“Yes, I assume.” He waved a hand. “Now, have you uncovered anything about the murders?”

“No, nothing.”

“Nothing? Lady Narcissa told me her handmaid would help you.”

“Lady Mary,” I frowned, “she told me a story. An unbelievable story.”

“Is it unbelievable because you can’t believe it or because you refuse to?”

“I just assumed she was bat-shit crazy.”

“Did she seem bat-shit crazy?”

“Maybe I was just hoping she was.”

“But did she?”

“No, Jesus, she didn’t. Not even a little. But she posed more questions and gave no answers.”

“So find the answers.”

“I’m working on it. Ain’t easy when everyone’s lying. Lies and tall tales and side-talking. A fucking whirlwind of misinformation. Even she was lying to me.”

“Is that truly so rare?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Damned commonplace, in fact.” I pulled out a few of the rocks I’d gathered from the great hall at Coldspire. “I found these,” I said lamely, holding them up. “Another unanswered question.”

“I can’t see.”

“They’re just...” I shook my head in frustration. “Just rocks. Little chips of rock. The size of chess pieces. They were littered about Coldspire’s great hall. Where they fought. Where they died. Lord Volkendorf and his men. I couldn’t ferret out the source. And Lady Mary didn’t know.” I went on to tell him about the circumstances of that battle, the broken weapons and the bodies, and Lady Mary’s story along with her lie about Lady Narcissa’s whereabouts the night of the murder. First, she had claimed Lady Narcissa had been by her side throughout, and then later that she had been indisposed. Had the Lady Narcissa even been there that night? And if not, what did that mean? Jesus. Stephan said nothing, like he does. He just hunkered there wrapped in my cloak, listening, quietly absorbing, forming it all in his mind, examining it from all sides like some alchemist conducting an experiment.

“Could I have one of the stones?” Stephan asked.

“Sure.” I flicked a few in, rolling across the floor like seer bones.

Chains rasped across rock as he reached with his foot. “Got one. Two.” He was examining them by the dim light. “Hmmm...”

“Anything?” I asked.

“Well. They’re sharp-edged. Hard. They’ve some weight. They seem just rocks.”

“Yeah.” I deflated.

“You know she had to lie,” Stephan said. “She told me that.”

“She tell you why?”

“We didn’t have a great deal of time.”

“Probably didn’t trust you.”

“Yes, that too, I imagine.”

“Great. Raachwald may have lied, too, about his son’s death,” I said. “It’s possible Raachwald may have killed him himself. In some bid for Coldspire. I, ahem, alluded to that when I spoke with him.”

“How’d that play out?” Stephan asked.

“I’m still alive.”

“What’d you get off him?”

“The man’s a tough read.”

“He is that. But why kill his own boy? To what purpose?”

“There’s rumor the boy was a bastard.”

Stephan grunted, unconvinced.

“To erase doubt as to his own culpability?” I offered, still unsure. Funny how something can sound so solid in your head and so much like bullshit out loud.

“Hmmm? He’s old,” Stephan pondered. “His lineage? A huge risk, not to mention the act itself. Why murder his only heir?”

“Maybe cause he figured I was too busy?” I offered.

Stephan’s disapproval oozed like a fume.

“Alright,” I ceded, “not funny.”

“His sole heir, Luther. You know how mad lords are about securing the future, not even considering the father-son bond. Remember how inseparable father and Willie were — sorry, forget it.”

“Or — shit.” The idea struck me like lightning. “Maybe Cain’s still alive somewhere?” No one other than Lord Raachwald had actually seen his boy’s body. Lady Narcissa and Lady Mary hadn’t. I hadn’t. Lord Raachwald’s men had, maybe, but they wouldn’t talk. Not to me. “Raachwald hits Coldspire. Attacks. Kills the Volkendorf boys. Hides his own.” I nodded slowly. “It makes more sense.”

“Is it possible?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“I think you should go back to Abraham.”

“Back?” I scoffed.

“What? You have gone to Abraham, right? Please tell me you’ve gone.”

“Okay, I’ve gone,” I lied.

“You’ve been here, how long?” Stephan demanded.

“Two days.”

“Land of Goshen,” he gasped. “You have to tell him about the shipment. Explain what happened. Does he even know you’re in the city?”

“Jesus Christ. No. I’ve been too busy trying to save your arse to deal with botched wool shipments.”

“Forgive me,” Stephan said.

“Hell, Stephan, I don’t even know if he’s still alive. Plague’s still ripping out there. The Isle Men are trying to storm the Quarter. Bombarding it all day.”

“You need to go to him.”

“Sure, I’ll just ask them to hold off their siege for a minute or two.” I shook my head. “And do you really give a shit about a shipment of wool? Fuck it. Fuck Abraham. Fuck the Quarter. I need to find Karl and help your mistress.”

“Lady Narcissa mentioned the tavern you’re staying at? Well, Karl will be watching it, right? So, he’ll find you.”

I considered, gave in, nodded. “Yeah, I suppose.”

“And it’s more than just the wool shipment or the money. It’s our word. You need to see him. You need to talk to him.”

“I was hoping to avoid him.”

“For how long?”

“Thirty, maybe, forty years.”

“Just go. Tell him what happened. He won’t like it, but he’ll survive. He always does. We’ll have to owe him.”

“We already owe him.”

“Well, we’ll just have to owe him more.”

“Easy for you to say. You’ll be dead in a few days.”

“Dear Lord,” Stephan muttered beneath his breath. “And when you’re there, ask him about the Volkendorfs.”

“What about?”

“Ask about any of their business dealings he may know about. Who they dealt with. Borrowed from. When. Figures. Sums.”

“What do you know?” I asked.

“Lady Narcissa told me she and her husband were in debt.”

“How deep?”

“Deep enough that Coldspire was on the chopping block.”

“How?” I snorted. “No Jew’s going to muscle a lord out of his ancestral holdings, no matter how much he owes. And out of Coldspire? Never.”

“I don’t know.” Stephan hesitated. “It does seem a long shot, but that’s what Narcissa claimed. She said Lord Volkendorf had borrowed off nearly every stone. She had concerns but was unable to explain precisely. Maybe there’s more to it.”

“Shit.” I thought about it. “The Five Houses’ve been hammering the Quarter since I got here. The Lord Bishop’s protecting them. Hell. Maybe there is more. You believe her?”

“I do. She said Lord Volkendorf couldn’t read, so she managed the ledgers of his business dealings.”

“Made sure they weren’t getting screwed?”

“Oh, no, they were, hand over fist.” Chains rasped as he dragged himself closer. I could just make him out, just outside the barred-trapezoid of light my lantern cast through the window. An arm lit on the floor, in the light. An arm ending in a stump.

“Jesus,” I hissed. “He didn’t even bandage you—”

“Forget it. It’s nothing. Focus. Were they legal or not? The loans? I ... I don’t know. Maybe there’s something there. Bad blood? Bad enough to kill over? I can’t think, Lou. Maybe not. You have to check.”

“She maintained the ledgers,” I said. “Shouldn’t she know?”

“Ask her when you find her.”

“Yeah,” I said, still staring at his ragged stump. “So I have to find out who they were in hock to?”

“It might help.”

“It might, but you think Abraham’s just going to fork that info over on a silver platter?”

“No, you’ll just have to do what you truly do best.”

“And what’s that?”

“Be an asshole.”




Chapter 18.

...for the duty, no desire to intrude, no desire to confront old foes, to open old wounds. Likewise, I bore no desire to be hurled bodily from the high cliffs of Mummer’s Isle...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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WITH MY VOLKENDORF tabard rolled up under one arm, I stepped into Abraham’s lending house. A storm of activity roiled inside, men bustling about to and fro, carrying papers, pens, and parchment. Some customers stood in line, some leaned over desks, signing documents, while the bankers nodded approvingly.

“Shalom, Abraham,” I called as I stepped into line, staring in wonderment at Abraham’s desk, though calling it a desk was like calling the battle of Crecy a tiff. It was an expansive cut of wood nearly ten-feet long, divided into various sections carved out by the utility of its inhabitants. Glass beakers with strange bird-beak flutes rose and twisted around in one corner. In another lay a series of open books, gorgeously illuminated by both pen and gold leaf lettering and pictures, some beautiful, some gruesome. Abraham Ben-Ari sat in the south quadrant of his desk, surrounded amidst stacks of ledger and parchment.

Abraham raised his one hand as he peered at a thick ledger, his nose and glasses nearly buried into its crease, and casually tossed a “Shalom” my way. In the space of five breaths, four young men had bolted in and then out again, stopping for an instant only to drop a document on Abraham’s desk and ramble a quick explanation before disappearing out the back door.

I sauntered up to the counter dividing the relative peacefulness of the front quarter of the room from the chaos of the rest. Eyes were on me, guards, each one posted at either end of the counter. One was tall and lanky and bald. The other was of medium height with bushy locks. The Star of David was sewn onto their jackets like almost everyone else in the room. By law. And while Jews were forbidden to possess weapons, and I couldn’t see them, I knew they were strapped. They stared me down, unafraid, just shy of brazen, just shy of open challenge.

“Greetings.” I grinned at Baldy.

He chose not to return salutation.

“Uh, Abe?” I slapped the counter. “Can I get some service? A nice cut of pork, perhaps? Or a plate of mussels?”

Abraham glanced up, raising his hand, bidding me wait, then froze. “Oy vey.” For a long while, he just stared, finally nodding to Baldy, who opened a gate-door in the divider. Baldy stepped back, one hand hidden beneath his cloak. Locks, his mirror, stood at attention as well.

“Thanks.” I shouldered past Baldy, pulled the chair in front of Abraham’s desk out and sat. A cloak hung across the back of it, a yellow Star of David sewn onto it.

“Krait.” Abraham studied me.

“Abe,” I smiled. “How long has it been?”

Abraham didn’t say ‘not long enough,’ but I could read it on his face. “I had heard you might be back in the city.”

“Oh?” Jesus. So much for discretion.

“And I heard some troubling news.” He slashed a quick check in a ledger. “News about highwaymen and murder in the Hellwood.” He peered over his glasses at my gashed forehead, bandaged with a swathe cut from my crow tabard. “I could fix you a poultice?”

“It’s nothing.” I shrugged. “Just some rough and tumble.”

“People are people,” he sighed, “everywhere.”

“You ever hear of a place where people aren’t people, let me know.”

“I expected the wool shipment yesterday, today at the latest. I started to worry.”

“Fear not. I’m here to quell all your worrying.”

“All of it?” Behind Abraham, an iron door opened into a small vault. Two men worked in conjunction on the lock mechanism of the door.

“Well, most of it.”

“Talk.” Abraham moved aside a stack of papers using his left hand. His right arm ended just above the elbow. Stacks of paper piled like stepped ziggurats ranged across his desk. Rocks and paperweights sat upon each, one in particular most interesting, a crude effigy of a man carved in stone. Its eyes shone of polished coal, the glint in them almost alive. The piles went on for days. Apparently having only one arm didn’t hold Abraham back from work. “You have the shipment, then?”

“Uh, no.”

“Then how is that supposed to quell my worrying?”

“There’s no shipment anymore. So what’s there to worry about?”

“I’ve already received the shipment.” He pulled off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Yesterday.”

“Truly?” I pulled the starred cloak from the back of the chair the instant Abraham’s eyes closed and slid it under my own. I was making quite the collection. Volkendorf. Jew. The only sigil I didn’t have in my possession was a red serpent on field of black, which happened to be my own. “Then we’re square?”

“A man sauntered in yesterday claiming he’d found said shipment abandoned on the Stettin Road, near the old way station.”

“That doesn’t sound entirely accurate.”

Abraham sat back, face reddening.

“And you believed him?” I asked. “This good Samaritan?”

“I paid three times its worth.”

“Bad Samaritan, then.”

“He had it all right here, all marked, stamped. He even had the trade manifest, signed by you. May I ask why I had to pay three times the shipment’s worth to receive it?”

“Poor business acumen?”

“The shipment is where it needs to be. Fear not.”

“Oh, I wasn’t afraid.”

“At considerable cost.” Abraham kept writing.

“How do you know it wasn’t at considerable cost to me as well?”

“Because you’re still here, and you’re still quipping like a petulant child.”

“Well, I’m just more than a little surprised at you. Paying three times its worth.”

“It was one of Lord Raachwald’s men. He didn’t say it, but I know of him. Thin fellow. Yellow eyes.” Abraham stifled a shudder. “That man makes my skin crawl, something unnatural about him, but I paid him, which makes it good business acumen, considering I’m still physically able to conduct business.”

“Maybe you should have bought insurance?”

“You were the insurance.”

“Better insurance?”

“He took the horses and cart as well, I trust?”

“The horses died. One around Stettin. The other that night. Old Yellow-Eyes had the foresight, along with his lord, to bring their own. Fortuitous.”

Abraham wrestled another ledger in front of him and opened it, spine creaking, to a white page mark. “Ten crates of wool. Two horses. One wagon.” He dipped a pen in red ink and marked a column.

“Red ink?” I peered over the tome.

Abraham ran a finger along a column, made another mark.

“Is red ink good?”

“It signifies hemorrhaging.”

“That’d be a ‘no’ then.”

He set the pen down. “Is this a game to you? Because it’s my life, my family’s lives, my workers’ lives. And if I may ask an indelicate question?”

I nodded.

“Where is Hyram’s man?”

“Hyram?” I tapped my finger against my pursed lips.

“The man who hired you.” His jaw clenched nearly shut. “The man to whom I vouched for you. The man for whom I paid three times as much as they were worth to secure his goods. The man who pays you. Where is his man currently?”

“Oh, that Hyram.”

“Yes. That Hyram. And his man, Albert, I believe.” Abraham snatched a contract and squinted at it at arm’s length. “Yes. Albert Saint John.”

I shook my head. “He was anything but saintly, Abe.”

“Don’t call me, Abe, please.”

“Right. Anyways. I did him a favor.”

“Albert? Or Hyram?”

“Both.”

“Why am I assuming you did quite the opposite?”

“Well, old Albert never had much in common with any saints. Except now.”

“He’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Most saints are. Sort of a requirement, you see?”

Abraham took a long breath, let it out through pursed lips as he dipped a new pen in black ink. “When did he die?”

“Mid-February-ish.” I closed my eyes, trying to remember. “The fifteenth. Sixteenth or so.”

“And where did he die?”

“The road to Stettin.”

“Remind me not to go to Stettin.” Abraham started scribbling. “Is there any chance it was an accidental death? Or plague? Natural causes, perhaps?”

“Sure.”

He scanned the contract then wrote something in the same column.

“We’re in the black again?” I smiled. “That’s good.”

“A man died.”

“Old Albert had no family so no payout.”

“Memorial costs. Heriot, death taxes.”

“Ah. The Lord Bishop wants his cut.”

Abraham nodded as he finished writing. “Hyram will not take this lightly.”

“Lucky I’m still around.”

“Lucky for whom?”

“Me, mostly. Hyram, too, though. Tell him Albert was stealing. He’s not anymore.”

“You tell him.”

“You’re the middle-man. That’s our arrangement. The less I talk to people the better.”

“I cannot argue with that line of thought.”

“Tell him Albert was a rotten thief.”

“That’s what you always claim when things of this nature occur.”

“Well, I never catch the adroit thieves.”

“Your people might take it ill, your killing one of your own in the service of a Jew.”

“I didn’t do it for a Jew.”

“Hyram’s a Jew. I’m a Jew.”

“And here I thought Hyram and Abraham were good Irish names.”

Abraham’s eyebrows knitted together nearly into one. “You do realize thou shall not kill is a maxim universal to both Jew and Christian. You seem to flout it with alarming regularity.”

“As do most Christians. So I’m in good company. Or bad. Anyways. Christianity is very limiting. How’s a guard supposed to turn the other cheek? He wouldn’t be a guard for very long. And anyways, I don’t do the right thing simply on principle. Sets a bad precedent. People might start having expectations of me.”

“I have little fear of that occurring.”

“I’ll just have to buy an indulgence.”

“You have money, then?”

“Not much.” I raised my coin purse and jiggled it.

Abraham cocked his head. “Rocks?” His eyes lit upon the stone figure on his papers. Muttering beneath his breath, he reached forward, snatched it from its pile, and shoved it in a drawer.

“Mostly.” I reached into my coin purse, dug through the rocks and drew out the second of Lord Volkendorf’s golden rings. I’d had to bribe the Lord Bishop’s guards with the other ring, a nondescript one, to allow me through the Quarter’s gates, so I had the one left. It was gold, with the Volkendorf crest prominent on it. “Here.” I slid it across the table. “Recompense for the shipment.”

Abraham leaned forward, adjusting his glasses. Recognition blossomed in conjunction with horror, his face blanching as he thrust it back. “By the—” he hissed. “Put that away. If you were found here? With that?” He peered around the room. Business was transacting, and no one seemed to care. The two guards were still eyeing me. I expected that might not stop. “I asked about money. Do you have any?”

“A few coins. The yellow-eyed bastard who fleeced you robbed me.”

“Hyram had misgivings about hiring you. I vouched for you despite your reputation,” Abraham shook his head, “despite my better judgement, and I do not take the killing of a man lightly, as you seem to. I shall need to revisit our business arrangement.”

“Albert was stealing,” I repeated. “And I didn’t do it for Hyram, as I said.”

“He pays you.”

“Yes. Amongst many others, he pays me. To guard wares. And believe me, I’m no prude. A little wool from each crate’s always going to pad every trader’s profit. Can’t be helped. The cost of doing business.”

“So, you commit murder and advocate theft, just murder that is justified and theft within reason?”

“Sounds about right.”

“And you presume to judge others? The Greeks would accuse you of hubris.”

“Any around?” I glanced over my shoulder, didn’t see any, wiped my forehead. “Whew, that was close...”

He shook his head. “What other commandments have you broken?”

“Today? Jesus-fucking-Christ, Abe, not a single one. Look,” I shoved papers out of the way, leaned forward, “everyone’s going to shave a little. Albert was shaving a lot.”

“Oy Vey. So you killed him?”

“You want it that simply? Then yes. But I didn’t do it for Hyram. You think I give a shit about Hyram?”

“I am beginning to believe that you don’t care about anything. What an empty existence you must lead.”

“An empty existence, maybe, but not an empty belly. And a guard who lets the wares he’s hired to protect get stolen doesn’t often have a full belly. Are we done?”

“I lost a lot of money and a lot of credibility on this venture. I was forced to deal with Lord Raachwald,” Abraham swallowed, “a lord known not to suffer fools, or Jews, or anyone, gladly. And his predilection for murder is fairly well known.”

“That’s one way to put it,” I muttered.

“Hubris, Krait, I understand your deficiencies.” He shook his head. “But, Stephan, a cooler head, a level head. Where was he during this transaction? I cannot believe he advocated this.”

“You trust Stephan more than me?”

“I trust Karl more than you. I trusted the horses more than you, but yes, I trust Stephan as much as I can trust anyone, Christian or Jew. He’s the only reason I vouched for you. I thought him capable of keeping you in check.”

“A tall order, but surprise-surprise, Stephan’s the one that pulled the trigger.”

Abraham looked over his glasses. “Could you clarify that?”

“Stephan’s the one who confronted Albert.”

“I ask again. Stephan advocated the killing of this man?”

“Stephan confronted him, and things got heated. Stephan caught him in the act. Red-handed. Red, just like your ink. And no. You know Stephan. He doesn’t advocate the killing of anyone. For anything. He wanted Albert brought before the local lord and tried in a court of law.”

“And you interceded for the path of violence.” His lips pursed. “And you were once a bailiff. Tsk. Tsk.”

“I prefer justiciar.” I nearly punched him in the head when he made that ‘Tsk’ noise, but I restrained myself, heroically. “Bailiff sounds like a paper-pusher. No offense.”

“Semantics aside, have you not even a rudimentary understanding of the law?”

“That’s generally frowned upon in the justiciar business.”

“Stephan was correct. He should have been brought to court, tried,” Abraham said. “The court documents might have proven useful in recouping the loss.”

“Don’t look at me like that, Abe. We’re on the road, fifty leagues from anywhere that doesn’t use cow-shit for currency. Everyone’s rough. Everyone’s ragged. A man’s stealing. Gets caught. Red-handed. Lies.” I threw my hands up. “Things got heated. They tend to when you catch someone in the act. People get defensive. Then they get offensive. Stephan was level-headed, even, infuriatingly fair, but Albert wasn’t. And you know Stephan. When he knows he’s in the right? Yeah. A real pain in the arse. A pain in the arse who refuses to go strapped. So now I can sit back and watch Albert murder my brother, or I can do something.”

“And what exactly did you do?”

“Me? Well, nothing, actually. I could barely stand, let alone hold a sword. Bad food. Or good wine. A combination of both?” I shrugged, unsure. “It was Karl actually killed him. Quick. Like he does. No fuss. Albert didn’t suffer if that’s any consolation.”

“None whatsoever.” He jotted something down. “You claim it was Stephan that confronted him initially?”

“Yes.”

“I’d like to hear it from him.”

“Well, that ain’t going to happen.”

Abraham held my gaze, saw something, shook his head. “Oy gevalt. Forgive me. You said at considerable cost. My wroth clouded my judgement. I did not hear. Your brother? Is he alright? And Karl? The others? What happened with Lord Raachwald?”

“The others are all dead. Dead defending Hyram’s wool.” Well, actually, themselves, but it sounded better this way. “Karl was alive last I saw him.”

Abraham closed his eyes as though steeling himself. “And poor Stephan?”

I raised a hand. “He’s not dead. Raachwald’s got him in his dungeons. Languishing. First Dunmire. Now the Isle. Raachwald cut his hand off. He’s dying, Abe.”

“He’s back in the city?” Abraham murmured to himself, scrambling for a sheaf of parchment. “How much do you require?” His pen was poised.

“Require for what?”

He held the parchment up, a promissory note. “What is Lord Raachwald demanding for the ransom?”

“Fifty,” I said offhand.

“Fifty what?”

“Uh ... crowns.”

Abraham sucked in between his teeth, held it, then released, nodding to himself. “Fifty.” He scribbled the sum.

“Just like that?” I asked.

Abraham waved off the question.

“What if it were me being held and Stephan here?” I asked. “What would you offer then?”

“My condolences.”

“Yeah. Well. Jesus, you’re a prick.”

Abraham smacked his pen down. “You are lying.”

“What?”

“Honestly.” He slammed the book shut. “Trying to profit off your brother’s hardship is repellant even for you.”

“Yeah,” I shrugged, “I guess so.”

“Fah!” His finger was waggling in my face as though he were my grandmother scolding me for stealing cookies. “How I ever vouched for you is beyond me. I must have been sick, sick in the mind. Money. It’s always money with men like you.” He pointed at the door. “Please, leave and do not return.”

“Yeah. Alright. I lied. But about the sum. Not about Stephan. Not about his predicament. I need your help.”

“Not my problem.”

“He needs your help. Raachwald’s going to execute him if he’s not dead before.”

“Did he give a sum?” He stared into my eyes, trying to read them. “He must have given a sum.” I shook my head. He murmured something beneath his breath, and his face went white again. “What ... what is it he wants?”

“He wants the murderer of his son brought to him on a silver platter.”

“The murderer of his son?” Abraham sat back, wind stolen from him. “And he has chosen you for this?”

“As you said. I was a justiciar. So yeah. He chose me. Serendipity’s delight. For Stephan to have any chance at seeing the light of day, I have to do this. I have four days. We need your help.”

“But not coin?” Abraham pulled a handkerchief and polished his glasses.

“No.” I shook my head. “Information.”

“I would prefer coin.”

“So would I.”

He took a deep breath, his expression that of a man about to step onto a sheet of ice of unknown thickness. “Brokering information is a dangerous activity.”

“So’s rotting in Raachwald’s dungeon.”

Abraham hazarded a step out onto the ice. “What is it you require?”

“Do you know what happened?”

“No.” Abraham was taken aback. “Of course not. How would I? But always, you hear things, rumor, innuendo. Lord Raachwald’s son was murdered along with others.”

“Yeah. Lord Volkendorf and his boys. I just visited them.”

“The ring,” Abraham muttered to himself. “Yes. I had heard this. Everyone had heard, but the past month, with the plague and so many taken, such a ... a terrible thing. And these murders. What is it I can do to help you? To help Stephan?”

“I need to know about Lord Volkendorf.”

He murmured something beneath his breath. “What is it you need to know?”

“I need to know if he had any outstanding debts. I need to know how much and to whom. I need to know if the ownership of Coldspire was in jeopardy. I’m told it might have been. His business dealings, anything you can get me.”

“Records of that nature are generally confidential.”

“It’s for Stephan, Abe, not for me. And I know they’re generally confidential. But I need to know.”

“I never lent to the man.”

“He came here at some point. To this street. And talked to one of the moneylenders. Took out a loan. Probably many loans.”

“I’m not the only money house in the quarter.”

“But you are one of the biggest. One of the oldest. You know the others. You’re all part of the Hanseatic. You could ask a few questions. Quietly. The crow’s dead. It won’t ruffle his feathers.”

“It’s not him I’m worried about,” Abraham whispered. “I correspond with a number of men throughout the kingdoms, the empire, one as far as Novgorod in the east, Jerusalem in the Holy Land. Many men, widespread across the land, and I have heard stories of other cities. Of Strasbourg. Mainz. Esselheim. Massacres. Pograms. Holocausts. Have you heard these same stories?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“And these stories, they are true?”

“Some.” I nodded. “Most probably.”

“I had held out hope that they were confabulation, but in my heart, I knew them for truth. I had hoped the times of the past were simply that, but some of those men I was telling you about? They have ceased correspondence. I know not whether they are dead. Many wrote warning of the scapegoating transpiring, laying the blame upon my community for the widespread hardship, as though we were not suffering, too. It is as it always has been, as it always shall be, I fear. Tell me something, Krait.”

“What is it?”

“You travel much. Have you witnessed these atrocities?”

“Yeah.” I’d seen them too much.

“Always, there have been attacks against my people. It is part of who we are, I suppose.” He shook his head in despair. “It has happened throughout our history. It has happened everywhere, but those atrocities have never been so abundant, so frequent, so near.”

“I understand your concern.”

“I wonder truly if you do.”

“Plague’s outside, Abe. It could hit anyone. Everyone. I’ve walked through ghost cities. Not even a half-starved dog to chase rats. Bodies in the streets. Christian and Jew. All gone. Show me someone who hasn’t lost. Who isn’t lost.”

“The plague is Shaitan’s work. I speak of the work of men. I speak of things that might be averted.”

“Averted?”

“Your brother has always been good to me, Krait. A better Christian I have never known, truly, but if the death of Lord Volkendorf and his brood were somehow connected, however tenuously, to my people, it would prove our end. Your people would descend upon us with fire and vengeance.”

“Well, let’s hope there’s no connection then, however tenuous.”

“This is no jest,” Abraham hissed. “You must promise me, swear to me that you will use the utmost discretion. Swear it by whatever you hold most holy.”

“I swear on Stephan’s soul and the souls of my children.”

Abraham fidgeted for a moment. “Then I ... I shall ask your questions, discreetly, for Stephan’s sake, but I can promise you nothing. Come back later. Tonight. A few hours hence. Just, I beg of you, use the utmost caution. Times are bad for my people, Krait.”

“Times are bad for everybody’s people, Abe. You been outside lately?”

“Yes, and I have borne my share of loss, but as bad as times are for you and yours, they are always worse for me and mine.”




Chapter 19.

...not be deterred. Though Mummer’s Isle was now barred to me, my family’s under-passage included, I would not be dissuaded, would not cease my efforts, would not stop, no matter what they continued to...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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“I AM BEING SO VERY sorry, Herr Krait.” Schultz wrung his bar towel between meaty fists.

“It’s fair to say then,” I placed both hands on the bar, “that my room and meals’ll be on the house for the foreseeable future, yeah?” It seemed my mail shirt had gone missing. Schultz didn’t know how. Didn’t know when. Didn’t know who. It was just gone. He shrugged apologetically then set a bowl of unseasoned lentil soup in front of me.

I ate.

I had nothing going but to wait on Abraham, pray he dredged up a thread to pull. I’d track down the knight, Sir Myron Chalstain, after I met with Abraham, after I’d eaten, after I’d tipped back a drink, settled my soul. I was halfway through dinner at the Stone Ruin Ten by the time Lorelai finally appeared. I’d been hoping it’d be Karl who appeared, but it was tough to argue with her.

But she was hanging off the arm of that same black-bearded bastard, roaring his head off with laughter as she clutched her gut, nearly crying herself merry.

I gagged down another mouthful of the soup. It was warm, and there was plenty of it, which about summed up its good points. But I’ve had worse, and I’ve had none. So I wasn’t complaining.

The lovely pair staggered past, Blackbeard slapping some yokel on the back and saying something that made beer shoot out of his nose. All the maids and whores guffawed, all the men around, too. The yokel wiped his face and pounded the table, plates, and wares jumping, and ordered a round for the house. Blackbeard roared.

I was grumbling to my lentils when Schultz set a tankard down in front of me, filled sloshing to the brim with golden brown ale. Cold. Pungent. I took a moment to think about God in all his glory, corners of my jaw tingling as I salivated, taking a deep breath and inhaling. I licked my lips, savoring pre-coital bliss, and then conception as the smooth enameled tankard pressed cool against my lips as I tilted my head back, eyes closed, all the merriment in the tavern numbed to blurred silence, the golden brown wetting my lips and mouth then sliding down as smooth as Jesus Christ in velvet pants.

Setting the tankard down, I wiped my chin with the back of my hand. “Amen.”

Lorelai appeared next to me, leaning against the bar, smirking. Her hair was swept over to one side and hung down loose. Disheveled. Her pupils were dilated. She looked content. Drunk. She ran a hand through my hair then pinched my cheek, suppressing a giggle.

“Hey there.” Her smile lit up the room.

“Greetings, my lady.”

She pivoted on her stool, resting her elbows on the bar as she leaned back, legs splayed out wide before her. She rolled her head back, looking up at the ceiling then over her shoulder, finally settling her gaze on me. “Hey there.”

“Hey there, yourself.”

She nodded to Schultz, raised a hand, two fingers extended.

“You’re in a good place,” I said.

She shook her head and laughed. “Could think of a few better.”

“Same here.”

“How was your errand?” She took the pair of tankards Schultz set out and slid one my way. She sucked hers down, tilting it back, watching me over the tipped brim with those green eyes.

“Thanks.” I took my new brew in hand. “My errand?” I took a pull.

“You were headed to...” She pressed a finger against her lower lip and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“It went splendidly.”

“I waited for you.”

“Well, here I am.”

She leaned in close, hand brushing against the roughness of my cheek. Her other hand discreetly found my thigh beneath the bar; then it found something else, not so discreetly, just as the sound of boots clomping penetrated through my mounting haze of lust and booze.

Lorelai jumped to her feet and began fumbling with her hair, pushing it back, smoothing out her dress.

I shoveled the last spoonful of my lentils in, hand near my dagger. “How many?” I asked, mouth full, still chewing.

“Eight,” she whispered, a rictus frozen on her face. “The Lord Bishop’s man, a priest, Father Paul.”

“Well,” I took a hard pull, “I am overdue for confession.”

“Love to hear that tale.”

“Watch. His ears’ll start bleeding.”

Lorelai turned. “Hello. Father Paul, isn’t it?”

I turned. Smooth. Slow.

A tall stately priest stood ringed by armed men. “Yes.” Taking Lorelai’s hand in his, he bowed deep, low, gracefully. He might have been a courtier. His robes were immaculate white and moved like rippling liquid. His hair was a deep brown, grey just starting to play at his temples. His eyes were clear as blue sky. “A pleasure to meet you, milady. Please forgive the late-hour intrusion.”

“It’s never late here, Father,” I said.

“I’ve heard your sermons,” Lorelai interjected, blushing. She curtsied like a little girl. “They’re wonderfully moving, and I do believe you. You’ll fix this city.”

“Thank you for that, my lady,” he beamed, releasing her hand, “but it is we who shall fix it. Together.”

I almost puked in my mouth.

“Are you hungry, Father?” Lorelai thumbed over her shoulder. “I know it doesn’t look it, and times are tight, but I could scare up a dish worth eating.”

“Relax, he’s a priest.” Not that that often mattered.

“Regrettably, no, my dear lady,” Father Paul said, either not hearing me or ignoring. He was about as tall as me, slender, had a well-trimmed mustache and beard. “I am here on other business. More, ah, important business.” His eyes lit upon me. He bowed, not as low as he had for Lorelai, but lower than custom dictated. “Sir Luther Slythe Krait, I presume?”

“You presume right, Father.” Shit. So someone had told them who I was, where I was, when I was. I smiled, stood, put out a hand. “Pleased to meet you,” I lied.

Father Paul shook my hand firmly. “You must forgive me as well, but I humbly request you accompany me for an audience with His Eminence, the Lord Bishop.”

“I was about to hit the hay, father.”

He cleared his throat, smiled. “It is at His Eminence’s specific request, Sir Luther.”

“An audience?”

“Yes.”

“As honored guest?” I raised my eyebrows at Lorelai.

Father Paul continued smiling but having the good graces to loosen his collar with one finger while he did so. “Ah, something to that effect.” He was a terrible liar.

I glanced at the armed guards, fanned out, weapons sheathed, hands by them, clenching, unclenching. “Do I have a choice, father?”

“You always have a choice, my son.”

“Like asking which side of the blade I’d like to be cut with?”

“I am but a humble messenger,” Father Paul said.

“You arresting me?”

“Forgive me,” Father Paul said. “This is out of the ordinary, I know. You are not being arrested...”

“But?” I waited.

“But you are coming.” The squad’s captain stepped forward, past his men, past the priest. He was shorter than me but broader, solid looking. He spoke with a muted lisp, and I could see he had a slight hare-lip hidden beneath his mustache. His eyes were serious. The azure cross of Saint Hagan’s Cathedral was slathered across his armored chest.

“This is Captain Thorne.” Father Paul extended a hand. “Commander of the Lord Bishop’s men.”

“Might I inquire as to the reason for this, er, audience?” I looked to Father Paul. “That’s what you called it, yeah?”

“No, you may not.” Captain Thorne stepped aside, raising a hand toward the exit. “This way. Smartly now, sir.” His men parted before him like the Red Sea, leaving me a clear shot to the door. The gauntlet. The room had gone quiet. All eyes. Captain Thorne offered a stiff bow, his eyes never leaving mine. “Please.”

“Then, I humbly acquiesce to his Lord’s request.” I returned his bow like my dear mother taught me. Real gracious-like. “My lady.” I turned to Lorelai, took her hand in mine, holding it as I might a bird, little heart twittering within my fingers. I pecked it gently then let said bird fly yonder. “Another time.”




Chapter 20.

...be described as genial terms, but I parleyed nonetheless with Hughes, perfunctory leader of the Razors, a gang of thieves that infests Asylum’s western half. He was willing to parley in order to absolve his people of...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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THE MAN STOOD AS BEST he could considering his condition, beaten, broken, his right shoulder slumped at such a severe angle it had to be shattered. But he stood proud. Defiant. Nonetheless. A once orange tabard clung round his shoulders, now brown, red, black, in tatters. The device of a wheel was on it, near unrecognizable. Grimacing, he adjusted his hanging arm, drawing it across his abdomen with his good hand, shifting uncomfortably every few seconds, trying to hold back a grimace, doing a fair job. Better than I’d have done.

Captain Thorne’s escort had grown from eight to about forty, along with a crowd of two hundred or so, come to stand out on a blisteringly raw March night to watch the festivities. Folk do so love a good hanging, so long as it ain’t their own.

A gallows tree sprouted from the top of the hill, a great bent gnarly old thing with branches thicker than my waist clawing off up into the sky. Yggdrasil. The World Tree incarnate. Torches flickered in the strong breeze. A noose hung nearly to the ground.

Father Paul stood next to me, hands folded. “Apparently, Sir Carmichael took it upon himself to attack the Jewish Quarter this morning. When the Lord Bishop’s men fought off him and his men, Sir Carmichael decided to barricade the bridge.” He leaned toward me as he spoke, lips barely moving, nearly a ventriloquist act. “All in an effort to upset trade, foment strife, make His Eminence appear indecisive, weak. It garnered opposite results. Sir Carmichael now refuses to relinquish the names of his compatriots, his backers, though, undoubtedly it is through an affiliation with the Isle Men, Lord Raachwald, most likely. Sir Carmichael is an outsider, a sell-sword, you see?”

Nodding, I just watched Sir Carmichael standing there, pale, wavering in the cold. His eyes never abandoned that noose. Captain Thorne, by his side, placed a hand on his shoulder and whispered something in his ear. Sir Carmichael closed his eyes, listening, then nodded once, took a deep breath, opened his eyes. He seemed stronger then. Fuller. He let go of his broken arm, let it hang, and stood up straight. I couldn’t hear what he said, but could see him mouth the words, “My thanks.” 

One of the Lord Bishop’s men finished reading Sir Carmichael’s sentence. I couldn’t hear any of it. Father Paul was still jawing in my ear, “...a contingent of John Gaunt’s Teutonics broke them, slaughtered them all, except for Carmichael.”

Sidelong, I glanced at Father Paul.

His Eminence, the Lord Bishop of Asylum City, Judas Peter, sat upon the crown of Gallows Hill, holding court out of the arse end of an ornate wagon. Crooked and slumped he sat, heavy furs cast over his shoulders, his frame spare. His crozier, the staff of his office, stood upright before him. Behind and at attention two guards stood, armed, as tall and straight as His Eminence was not. He slurped and twitched a nod to Captain Thorne.

The hillside stretched down and away from the Lord Bishop, ending in a cemetery which stretched all the way to the walls surrounding Saint Hagan’s. Beyond, the cathedral rose monstrous.

“The sentence is death,” Captain Thorne belted out in a clarion call that pierced the wind, “to be carried out immediately.” He nodded to the hooded executioner, placed something in his hand, stepped back. “Have you any last words, Sir Carmichael?”

“Aye.” Sir Carmichael coughed. “Forgive me father, for ... for I have sinned.” He glanced up in question to the stone-faced captain. “T’was Lord Raachwald who hired me. He that set me to do the ... the work.” Sir Carmichael swallowed.

Captain Thorne offered a nod, an almost imperceptible twitch, and Sir Carmichael hobbled forward and eased himself down, laboriously, one knee at a time, to the hard earth. Before him stood a wooden block. A basket sat next to it. He took a deep breath and leaned forward, his Adam’s apple touching the bare hardness of the wood. Poised, eyes closed, he knelt there, waiting.

“The axe, not the noose?” I muttered.

“He confessed,” Father Paul said. “A small token of His Eminence’s generosity of spirit, I suppose you might say.”

“You might,” I grunted. “To me, generosity’d mean he walks out of here on two legs, head still attached.”

Father Paul crossed himself. “Indeed.”

“How’s the axe-man?” I’d witnessed executions gone awry. Far too many. Two chops. Five chops, once with a particularly thick-necked squire who’d lacked the proper resources to bribe his sanctioned killer. Poor lad. The last money you’ll spend but worth every penny.

“As good as you pay him to be.” Father Paul watched, eyes rapt. “I’m told you were on the bridge this morning.”

“Busy day.”

“Daring heroics, they say,” Father Paul commented.

“They say a lot.” I shrugged.

“May I ask what you were doing on the east side?”

“Business,” I answered.

“The Jewish Quarter, then, I presume?”

I raised an eyebrow.

“A busy bee you are. Might I ask how you circumvented the guards?”

“I bribed them,” I answered.

He nodded succinctly. “And what was your business there?”

“I’m just a caravan guard,” I grunted.

“They say you are conducting an investigation.”

Captain Thorne nodded succinctly to the executioner, who stepped forward, that monstrous, wide-bladed axe poised at his shoulder. Teeth bared, he snatched at his hood as a sudden gust almost tore it from his head. It passed after a moment. The crowd let out a mock-cheer. Adjusting his hood, the executioner grinned, offering a half bow. They ate it up. Captain Thorne leaned in, whispering something, “Get the fuck on with it,” most likely. Nodding, the executioner placed the wide axe head on the floor, spat in one palm and then clapped them both together, rubbing them.

The crowd cheered again, laughing this time. Guffawing.

Captain Thorne was seething.

“And what’s it to them?” I asked.

“I am merely trying to apprise you of the fact that the Lord Bishop is ignorant of neither your existence nor movements within Asylum. A warning, I suppose.” He raised a hand to the scene before us. “And example. The Lord Bishop does not molly-coddle with regards to justice, nor the meting out of justice, and if you are conducting an investigation, you would seem to be meting out justice, no?”

I shrugged, grunted, eloquently.

“You were a bailiff, yes?”

“Yeah.” Justiciar, but I didn’t want to quibble at present. “A long time ago.”

“Ahem.” Father Paul cleared his throat. “You would seem to be carrying out justice for the Lord Bishop’s enemies, then.”

“Lord Bishop afraid he won’t get his cut?”

“In a manner of speaking, no, and in another, yes.”

I smirked. Sourly.

Father Paul gave pause. “The money itself is inconsequential, you understand?” He raised a finger as though lecturing a classroom. “But it is a symbol, and symbols bear power, would you not agree?”

“Sure.”

“And the lord of any fief should, of course, receive any windfall associated with any justice dispensed within it. That is the law. And so, extrapolating from that, the very act of your dispensation of justice under his enemy’s aegis within this city, his city, is unacceptable. Treasonous, even. That is how he sees it. You must understand that.”

“Mummer’s Isle is under the Lord Bishop’s control?” I asked. “How about the whole east side?”

“Nominally, yes.” Father Paul cocked his head to the side. “In actuality?” He raised his hands. “As I said before, I am but a legate, a messenger in this particular instance, and I am offering you a warning. Arguing perceptions, real or imagined, with men in power, lords, this one, in particular, is not an activity that promises a healthy span.”

“Fair enough.”

“A man in power remains so because people believe him a strong leader, a strong man. Once that belief is fractured... Well, you understand?”

I glanced over at the Lord Bishop as his miter hat slumped over on his head, sliding across that liver-spotted orb, stopping just shy of plummeting by the grace of God alone. “Never seen one stronger.”

“Yes, well, I meant not physically, of course,” came Father Paul’s lame reply.

“I know what you meant.”

The executioner hefted axe to shoulder and adjusted his grip, taking his time, finding those grooves that spoke to his hands, telling him all was adjusted accordingly, precisely. His shoulders were loose. His fingers opened and closed on the haft, steam rolling out from his masked face, smooth, even, measured. Focused, a word that came to mind. That was good. For Sir Carmichael. At this point.

“What is it you want?” I asked.

“I’ll spare you the Samaritan speech.”

“Many thanks.”

“The Lord Bishop has an interest in finding someone.”

“Someone who?”

“Your predecessor, with regards to the murder you’re investigating. A Sir Myron Chalstain.”

“Is he missing?”

“Yes, in a manner of speaking.” He swallowed then glanced to either side of him. “He disappeared near a month past, not long after the Isle murders. It has been kept under wraps. No one was to know. A matter of propriety, you understand? The disappearance of the chief investigative officer of the Lord Bishop? A most unseemly business. We suspect Lord Raachwald. It’s common knowledge he threatened to hurl Sir Myron from the Bastard’s Bridge.” Father Paul rolled his crucifix between gloved fingers. “I should appreciate it greatly if you would be willing to share any information you might garner through your current investigation. The two crimes, in my mind, seem inextricably linked.”

“How do you know Chalstain’s disappearance was a crime?”

“Sir Myron was operating under great duress, that was clear, telling and clear. He met with numerous obstacles, roadblocks, and the Lord Bishop has moved on to other things it seems, things of higher import.”

“Like waging a street war?”

“Ugly, but yes. But men in power must do what they must to preserve order. And it was not he who struck the first blow. In any case, no one seems to be gaining any ground with regards to the locating of Sir Myron. No one seems to be doing much of anything, except, perhaps you. Perhaps you might find something useful? You have something of a reputation as a sleuth, I’m told.”

“Sleuth?”

He nodded, patiently.

“By who?” I asked.

“Whom.”

“What?”

“Never mind. By ‘They.’ The same ‘They’ who know everybody, and on top of that, I merely wished to warn you of the Lord Bishop. He will not take kindly to you serving Lord Raachwald in any capacity, least of all this. His Eminence takes it as a personal insult, in point of fact, so you will be starting off the game behind.”

“Same place I usually finish.”

“I pray not. I pray you accomplish your task, and I pray you do not lie to His Eminence. He is more aware than he seems.”

I glanced over at the Lord Bishop, practically snoring upright in his chair. “He’d have to be.”

“He is no fool, despite appearances. I beg you not treat him as such, or in so doing, you shall find yourself in Sir Carmichael’s company, and swiftly.”

The executioner swung the axe from over his head and down onto the chopping block, a precision cut, strong, connected, directed. The blade chunked into the wood, and Sir Carmichael’s head hit the bottom of the basket with a thunk, a thing of blessed-beauty considering the alternative. The crowd erupted in cheers. The executioner began taking bows.

The Lord Bishop’s mean little eyes were already awake and aware and upon me the instant Sir Carmichael’s head plopped into the basket. They locked on, terrier strong, watching, and did not waver. Greedy little eyes.

“Come. Best not keep His Eminence waiting.” Father Paul held out a hand to guide me. Together we strode up to the Lord Bishop, Captain Thorne marching up from the chopping block, the head-basket clutched in his hands, dripping from below. Father Paul continued beneath his breath, “His Eminence has grown testy in his many years. He is hard of hearing though loathe to admit it, so speak strongly, and allot him ample time to speak, to reply. Patience. He suffered a stroke last year and struggles yet with the reality of his disabilities. Also he...”

“What?”

“I shouldn’t be telling you this,” Father Paul crossed himself, “but they call him the Vulture. His countenance favors...” He waved a hand. “Forgive me. Forget I mentioned anything. I do not know if you are already aware of the moniker, but best you not refer to him as such. He does not relish it.”

“Right.”

Captain Thorne fell in behind us a few strides from the Vulture’s — shit — the Lord Bishop’s makeshift throne. I glanced into the basket. Sir Carmichael was still dead.

Father Paul knelt, grunting as his knees touched earth, and bade me do likewise, which I did. Captain Thorne bowed stiffly from the waist then brought the basket to His Eminence, tilting it for the old bird to inspect. His Eminence offered a half-glance then waved, rings glinting like far-off stars, dismissing Captain Thorne as though he were offering a vintage of wine not quite to his liking. His frown deepened as he studied me through rheumy eyes, glinting within the shadow of his ridiculous hat, rendered even more so by its precarious position, perched as though cliff side and contemplating suicide.

I chose to withhold comment. A rare moment of clarity.

The Vulture grimaced, and Father Paul cleared his throat, nudging me with an elbow. The wind blew cold. I swallowed, rose, approached.

Close up, the Lord Bishop did look like the weathered carrion bird that was his namesake, his furs over robes of office giving him a hunched appearance, like great wings folded behind. And with his scaly neck gawking forward, neck waddle loose and jiggling, wrinkled face hairless and grim, I could imagine him gnashing his teeth and worrying flesh from some long rotting corpse. The Lord Bishop sniffed, wiped his nose with his sleeve then reached out, palsied hand rising, episcopal ring prominent and shaking like a leaf in the wind.

“You may, heh,” he spoke as though half of his mouth were sewn shut, “make your obeisance.” 

Kneeling, I took his hand, that sallow, liver-spotted claw, vessels squiggling like tumescent worms beneath its surface, joints swollen near to burst, and I kissed it. Long. Hard. Enthusiastically. “Forgive me, father, for I have sinned.” The words hadn’t helped Sir Carmichael, but maybe they were due.

Behind, whetstone rang on steel as the executioner began sharpening his axe.

Shing...

Shing...

Shing...

“Arise, my son, Sir Luther Slythe, heh, Krait.” The Vulture’s voice was a strangled, wheezing cough. “Your name is not unknown to me.”

I remained on knee a moment then swallowed and stood. “Your Eminence.” Saint Hagan’s rose behind him like a mountain sculpted to the will of God, a halo of torch and stone.

The Vulture repositioned himself, leaning forward, hunger gleaming in his carrion-bird eyes. “I’m told you are snatching what is mine, snatching and then offering it to another.” He grimaced, showing brown teeth. “And that other is my nemesis. This I was told. It is conjecture. I give you leave to refute it. I give you leave to beg for your life. For, heh, that is law.”

“Your Eminence, I thought this a simple summons?”

The old man slammed a fist on the armrest of his chair. “Did you not look in the basket?” His face twitched and contorted as he fought to speak. “A Gypsy’s crystal, foretelling your future?” He cocked his head at such a horrible angle I feared it might topple off. It didn’t. Unfortunately. “Or I could have you hanged like a common thief, Krait. Not even offering you the honor of the axe. Captain Thorne,” his eyes moved past me, “perhaps he thinks me soft?”

Captain Thorne chose to withhold comment.

“Your Eminence,” I raised my hands, “forgive me. What you accuse me of is true. I’ll not deny it. I cannot. But my actions were performed under duress. Simply put, I was forced into this role. I desire no part of it.”

“Forced by who?”

“By Lord Raachwald and the Lady of Coldspire, Narcissa Volkendorf.”

“Raachwald.” The old man seethed at the name, squirming in his seat like a steam kettle set to burst. “The man’s an apostate, a pagan, a worshipper of things unclean.” He stretched his neck, vertebrae creaking like desiccated leather. “I am the rule in Asylum, and it falls to me to dispense justice within its borders.” He crossed himself, his eyes never leaving mine. “And yet you seek to do so without warrant issued by my own hand.”

“Again, apologies, your Eminence.” I dropped back to a penitent knee. “Forgive me. Your statement is accurate. I meant not to intrude or overstep bounds or impinge on your authority.”

“Despite this, heh, you have.”

“Lord Raachwald—”

“Lord?” He reared back. “Raachwald is no lord. Master of a few bricks, a few stones, crumbled mortar and biting wind. The lowborn rock.” The whole eastern half of the city, but I didn’t say that. “A stubborn one. Refusing to cede to his betters. Clinging to the old ways. Mummer’s Isle. A fitting name for a farce it is, indeed. Well, he can have it. But the rest, heh, the rest is mine. A poor choice to rule your thoughts and deeds, my son.”

“My deeds, your Eminence, only my deeds.”

The Vulture squinted. “Do I sense a smatter of treason? Have you the traitor’s heart, Krait? They say there are three in the lowest ring of hell. Brutus, Cassius, and ... another. Chewed upon by Lucifer himself. And they were traitors, traitors all.”

“Raachwald captured my brother and holds him imprisoned,” I explained. “I was forced to cede to his will. I owe him no loyalty. No fealty. There was no choice other than condemn my brother to torment and execution. Raachwald has maimed him already.”

“Maimed, you say?” The Vulture perked up at that, that pale tongue nestled like a yellow viper between those withered lips. “What, tell me, heh, what agonies has he wrought?”

“His right hand, your Eminence.” I swallowed. “He’s cut it off.”

“Bah!” He spat. “Hands.”

“My brother is dear to me. A most pious man, your Eminence.” I withheld mention of Stephan’s heresy trial in Paris. “A soul akin to your own.”

“You should have come to me.” He massaged the loose waddle of skin beneath his chin. “You should have come to me first. I could have aided you. I would have, heh, helped you.”

“Raachwald ambushed me in the Hellwood.” I tried not to stare at his neck. “I had no escape. No other option but cede to his demands. Stephan had been abducted by then. My actions, I take no pride in them. I have been stupid. Ignorant. A dichotomy of grossest afflictions.”

“A riddle you are, my son.” The Vulture settled back, breath wheezing. “Tell me, heh, why it is that Raachwald demands the services of one so ignorant and inept as you? Why entrust a quest of such importance to an admitted fool? Has Raachwald’s dyspeptic jester passed on? Perhaps you shall don the jangles and jape for him instead?”

“I fear it’s what I do now, your Eminence. I was trained as a justiciar for my father’s court. I hunted men. Heeled them. Brought them to justice. That is why Raachwald exploits me.”

“You dispensed justice, heh, at the behest of English lords? The English king?”

“Others as well.” I nodded. “Though, I’ve not done so for some years.”

“You are well known, then? As a hunter of men?”

“No. Not well known. Known within a select circle, perhaps. Mostly other justiciars. Bailiffs. Judges. Some would call on me for aid when met with an impasse. Dead ends. Or needed a fresh pair of eyes.”

“And yet Raachwald knew of you well enough to lie in wait and ensnare your brother?” He was a sharp old bird. “And bind you to his will. How could he know you were upon the road that very night? Have you considered that?”

“No... I hadn’t.” How indeed? I’d assumed it all coincidence. Bad luck. But, in retrospect, how could Lord Raachwald have known? Unless someone tipped him. Hyram or Abraham? Or perhaps Lord Raachwald had men watching the road every night? With the roads bad? Plague raging? No trade moving? No, Lord Raachwald knew we were on the road that night. Somehow. He knew we were coming. Knew I was coming. And he had been waiting. “We have history, Raachwald and I.”

“Heh, history?” Licking his dry lips, the Vulture squinted, his head quivering slightly. “Oh? Oh!” He sat back, waggling a finger, recognition sparking along with crippled delight. “Yes. That Krait.” A sly grin oozed wide. “I heard of you, long ago, a flutter on the wind, a spider tickling through my brain. Some ten years past, was it?” I nodded. “Yes, I remember. You are the Serpent Knight.”

“Yeah,” I fidgeted under his newfound appreciation, “that’s me.”

“Tell me,” he balled his fist in glee, “how did they die?”

“With great difficulty,” I answered truthfully.

“And yet Raachwald did not kill you?” His frown deepened. “He vowed to. Yes. Before his whole court, he swore a blood oath. The crimson hand oath, sacrificing his blood to some derelict god.” He squinted. “Were you not aware? We were not enemies then. But, heh, he broke his oath if what you say is true.” He stroked his jaw. “So, how is it you still have legs under you, my son? Lungs in your chest? Life within your body?”

“He desires his son’s killer found. And he has met a dead end. With all of his options exhausted, he hazards I’ll have better fortune. If I succeed, he wins his son Cain’s killer. If I fail? He’ll kill my brother. And no doubt take a run at me. He made no bones about that. But I think he means to milk the cow before he sends it to the butcher if you catch my drift?”

“Yes,” the Vulture slurped drool, “have you, heh, much to milk, Krait?”

“Uh...?” I fought to not recoil.

“And would you offer your milk to me?” The Vulture gazed past, as though upon some distant vista.

I cocked my head. “Are you asking me to work for you?” I hoped. “As an investigator?” I added for clarification.

“Perhaps.” His hat teetered further to the side of his bald head. It must have been tied in place, or God was just throwing miracles out the window. The Vulture hunkered on his perch. I half expected him to launch up into the night sky amidst a cascade of feathers. “You are a Jew-lover, is this not true?”

I froze. A loaded question. Jews, a divisive factor throughout history. You’re either for them or against them. The question was, what was the Lord Bishop? “Not precisely, your Eminence.”

The Vulture’s eyes gleamed. “You traffic with them, though, do you not?”

“The price of business,” I answered.

The Vulture’s claw hand throttled his crozier. “You conducted business on the east side of the river today.” He glared at Father Paul. “In the Quarter, mayhap?”

I nodded curtly. Why lie? No doubt, Father Paul was aping my nod two feet behind.

“What sort of business, I wonder?”

“Correcting a debt I owed.”

He fingered his chin. “A debt to whom?”

“Abraham Ben-Ari. He was shorted on the wool shipment I was guarding. Raachwald and his men absconded with it. I felt it prudent to make amends.”

“Abraham Ben-Ari?” He sniffed. “And so you were not in the Quarter on Raachwald’s behalf?” He waggled a finger. “I warn you, they are a gentled folk, and they are mine. They require no trouble from interlopers. You, heh, were not stirring up trouble?”

“No, your Eminence,” I lied.

“Jews, they require a firm hand, yes. A firm hand, indeed. Know that I consider the Jews of Asylum City part of my flock.” To be shorn regularly and eaten on occasion, no doubt. “And I am their shepherd. I watch over them, protecting them from wolves. Are you a wolf, Krait?”

I straightened, sniffed, nodded. “I am, your Eminence, but I am your wolf.”

The Vulture seemed taken aback, feathers ruffled, then oozed back into comfort. “Father Paul begged my leave to allow you to continue under my aegis in just such a manner. I wonder, though, if I can trust you?”

“The enemy of my enemy, your Eminence.”

The Vulture fingered his jaw.

“And I would, of course, share any information I found concerning Sir Myron Chalstain.”

“Oh, you have heard of him?” the Vulture asked.

“Only recently. I heard he went missing.”

“Yes, well, heh, he has been found,” the Vulture announced.

“Oh? Might I have leave to speak to him?”

“No, you may not.”

“Pardon, your Eminence,” I quickly bowed, “I’ve not even received official leave to conduct the investigation, and here I am—”

“Alas,” he shook his head in sorrow, “Sir Myron was snatched away by the will of God.”

“Plague, then, I suppose.” Damn.

“No. His head was found in an alley.” The Vulture pointed off northwest somewhere. “Near the Point. It had been, heh, torn from his body. Pulled in some manner. His body, though, has yet to be recovered. It is apparent that Sir Myron’s killer was also that of Coldspire’s famed killings.”

I said nothing. If what he said were true, the same modus operandi, the same impossible wounds, it likely was the same killer. Except for the children...

“How intent are you upon finding this, heh, killer?” The Vulture smirked, one corner of his mouth rising, trembling, a maze of creased wrinkles erupting.

“Intent,” I answered.

“And how attached are you to that head of yours?”




Chapter 21.

...taken up roost in the city, a gang of opportune predators who feast upon the flesh of man. I have passed it on to the city guard and Captain Thorne, for it seems beyond my means at present to...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain
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THE MOON HAD RISEN above the clutter of homes when I reached Abraham’s money-house, fourth one up on the left on Lender’s Row. Buildings rose against the night sky, all dark inside. Yet, within Abraham’s money-house, light shone through the windows, and the door was ajar.

I slid inside and froze, except for my hand — instantly on Yolanda’s hilt, fixed to draw. Six faces locked on me. Instantaneously. A wave of silence. Intruder, it called out. I’d walked into some sort of standoff. Five against one.

“I am begging you, most strenuously, reconsider,” the lone man said in a thick dago accent. He stood at the counter, body angled so that he could see everyone in the room. A short man, he wore his black hair slicked back and tied off in a ponytail, a shock of white running through it to the end.

I knew him.

The five stood on the counter’s far side, Abraham amongst them, his arm raised as he tried to calm his men. Two were clerks, just boys, really. The other two were the guards. Baldy and Locks. Both stood, eyes glaring, hands on hilts, hungry to draw. All of the five wore the Star of David on their chests. The one did not. He pivoted, stepped back, keeping me in his peripheral.

I raised an eyebrow at Abraham.

He shook his head minutely.

The dago glanced back my way a mite, glared me up and down, eyes lighting first on Yolanda. “He is being closed.” His gaze shifted, recognition crystalizing into frigid grin. “Krait?” His eyes lit mirthlessly on the Star of David on my ‘appropriated’ cloak.

“I converted,” I explained.

“Eh? Most are being converted the other way.”

“He’s so crazy, what’ll he do next?” I wondered. “Door was open.”

“Fuck off.” The dago smiled joyously. “As I say, they are being closed.”

“Though, there is literally a whole tribe of Jews standing behind the counter, waiting with bated breath to speak to me,” I said, adding after, “you greasy dago bastard.”

“And I have missed you, too.” He smoothed his hair back with one hand. “What is it you are wanting?”

“Just looking to take out a loan.”

“So sad,” he lamented, “a Jew with no money.”

“It is sad,” I admitted.

“You are looking for money or for work?” He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. “Both, neh?”

“Always the money, Lon.” His name was Alonzo Casagrande, and he was a shit. On his good days. “Not so much the work.”

“Eh?” He waggled a finger. “Same old Krait.”

“Same old me.” I smiled ruthlessly.

“I could use you.”

“I’m being used already.” I held a hand up conspiratorially. “Overused, truth be told.”

“A pity.”

“I concur. You’re a long way from Genoa.”

“Aye. Yes. It is cold here. It does not suit my humors.”

“You have no humor, let alone humors. But it does suit your temperament.”

“And you are being a long way from whatever rotting hole spawned you.”

“Easy, my mother’s a saint.”

“Eh?” He bowed, a hand to his heart. “Be forgiving me. This insulting of mothers is not ... how you say? Nice.” Hidden beneath his cloak, the gleam of two hilts, one at either hip, caught my eye. I’d seen him use those blades. He knew how.

I pivoted off to my right, offering full access to the door. Not smart to put a nervous man on death ground, and Casagrande was that. He just hid it well. “Hate interrupting business, Lon.” I put my hands up. “Carry on.”

“Loan, eh?” Casagrande tapped quick fingers against the counter. “You are looking to get fucked in the arse, then, is more like it.”

“Oh? You devil.” I waggled a finger at Abraham. “Offering exciting new services? And beyond just the standard fucking? Why am I always the last to know?”

Casagrande had already turned back to Abraham, my wit wasted. “This Daniel was saying—”

“Daniel does not run my house.” Abraham adjusted his glasses. “I think I have made that inimitably clear. I run it. I make the decisions, all of them, and I have given you my answer for the last time. I wish no part of this. Please convey that sentiment to your employer, whoever it is he may be.”

“Forty percent.” Casagrande grinned, a gold tooth gleaming, his hands open wide, spread out before him.

“I am not bargaining,” Abraham said.

“Then I think you just need to be thinking on it a teensy while longer.” Casagrande edged back, hand on a hilt, winking as he slid out the door. “Farewell, Krait.”

“Fuck off, Lon.”

Everyone watched him go.

No one moved but me.

“A friend of yours?” Abraham asked.

“We used to knit together.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“You’re not surprised I have friends?” I said in mock surprise. “Finally, I’m moving up in your estimation.”

“That, sadly, is the only path available.” His brow furrowed at the Star of David on my chest. “And, I’m not surprised a man such as he would be amongst them if you did.”

“I ain’t the one doing business with him.”

“Nor am I.” Abraham straightened.

“He’s negotiating.”

“No. Our nonexistent business has reached its conclusion.”

“He doesn’t think so. And if he thinks that, he won’t be done, not by a long shot, not til the bodies start piling up.”

“Such men,” Abraham scoffed, placing a hand on one of Baldy’s arms, easing his sword hand down, sheathing the half-drawn blade.

“I know. Dagos, yeah? Less scruples than Frogs, even. Butcher our people. Our language. Take our money. And the greasy little fucks’ll eat anything smaller and slower than them.” I grinned. “It’s true. I’ve seen it. There was this squashed porcupine once in the middle of the road. Wagon track valleyed right through it — skwoosh —” All five men just stared at me. Mute. “Forget it. And just to clarify, Casagrande’s no friend of mine. More of a professional acquaintance. From days of yore.”

“He’s a—”

“I know what he is, Abe.” I took in the room, the others in it, one by one. “I don’t think any of you do.”

“I—”

“You only think you know what he is.” I placed an open hand to my heart. “And as a side note, I’m offended you didn’t come to me when you needed a scumbag mercenary for brutal hire.”

Abraham placed his hand on Locks’s shoulder. “You won’t need that.”

Locks nodded, eyes wide, still locked on mine as he let go of his sword hilt. Reluctant, a word that came to mind.

“Best watch your back, Abe. With a man like Casagrande, you might start sprouting knives in it. Hell, your front, too. I know he looks like a runty little buffoon. Well, he knows it, too. Acts it. Plays it up. He gets paid a lot of money cause he’s good at what he does. He here alone or with his company?” He ran a company of crossbowmen. A tight crew out of Genoa. Expensive.

“His company’s here, too,” the older boy said.

Locks shot him a dagger glare.

I nodded. “Noticed a few fellows in an alley outside, trying not to be noticed.”

Abraham swallowed.

“Wonder how they got past the gates?” I pondered aloud. “And who he’s working for?”

“He didn’t say,” Abraham said.

“He one of Raachwald’s?”

“I don’t know,” Abraham reiterated through pursed lips.

“What’s he want forty percent of, then?” I asked, expecting the same answer. I got a different one, entirely.

Five burning glares and two drawn short blades were my answer. “Sorry.” I raised my hands. “Just trying to help.” I considered the two armed guards. “Hope you fellas know how to use those.”

“We do, goyim,” Baldy said. “And keep your fucking trap shut. This is none of your business.”

“Damn straight,” I said. “My business is staying alive, and if you’re dealing with Casagrande, yours ain’t.” I shifted my focus. “Abe, a word, if you please? In private.”

“Oy vey.” Abraham cleared his throat. “Have you fully recouped the losses on the wool shipment?” Jesus. You can always tell an honest man. Can’t lie for shit.

“Absolutely,” I lied flawlessly.

“A quick word then should suffice? Emphasis on quick,” Abraham said. “Good. Yes.” He glanced up at the taller of the two boys. “Take your brother and go home, please.” Abraham took off his glasses and set them on his gargantuan desk. He pointed with his one hand to the back door. “Go. Now. Please. Isaac, tell your mother I’ll be along if she’s still awake. Use the back door.” The older boy took his brother by the arm and pulled him out.

Abraham turned to his two guards, hackles on their backs tickling the ceiling. “See them home safely, please.”

Baldy eyed me up and down. “The pisher’s armed.”

“Enough of that.” Abraham gripped the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger and squeezed. “I am not blind, and I am not helpless. Just follow my boys. Do what I ask. Make sure they get home safely. Please. I shall lock up.”

“Daniel said—”

Abraham rose to his full height, striking his desk with an open palm. “This is my house. And you work in my employ, yes? Not his. Is that clear? Good. Now go.”

Eyeing me balefully, the two guards slunk out, Abraham watching them go. He collapsed into his chair the instant the door shut. “Oy vey...” Wearily, as though his arm were made of lead, he pointed toward the front door. “Would you be so good as to lock that, please?”

“Sure.” I did then grabbed a seat at his desk.

It looked the same as before, in broad strokes, mountains, peaks, valleys, though now there were three little stone-men perched on high. Watching. Abraham noticed me noticing them.

“What’s Lon want?” I asked.

“What does every man want?” He seemed suddenly weary, old. “Just another satisfied customer.”

“Yeah.” One of the stone-men caught my eye. “Jesus. You’re infested. One of your sons make them?”

“In a manner of speaking.” Abraham followed my gaze.

“The eyes, what are they?” I peered close. “Coal? Chips of coal?”

“Obsidian.” Abraham grimaced. “I don’t suppose my losses have truly been recouped?”

“Ah, no. I figured that for subterfuge. I still have Volkendorf’s ring?” I started reaching for my coin purse, but Abraham begged me off. “Hope it’s not a huge disappointment.”

“Sadly no. I tend to keep my expectations realistic when dealing with you.”

“And by realistic you mean ‘low.’”

“What is it you want?”

“Volkendorf,” I kept my voice low, “any word?”

“Ahem, yes.” Abraham glanced over his shoulder. “I gently queried a few of my colleagues and competitors. Most were not forthcoming, as you might imagine, but then Volkendorf was not popular in the Quarter.” He fingered his lip. “Let us say he was less loved than most of our gentile customers, so some talked, whispered. It seems Lord Volkendorf had had his debts, some rather sizeable, and at more than a few lenders, but they had been settled, for the greater part.”

“The greater part?”

“Precisely.” Abraham took a deep breath. “Sir Luther, I think it best that you and I cease any and all future arrangements, business and otherwise. I think it best if you do not return. I think it best for all concerned.”

“And my debt?”

“Pay at your leisure.” Abraham closed a ledger with a thwomp. “Or not. Now, please go.”

“Abe,” I stood, turned to leave but paused, “just one more thing.”

“What?”

“What if a client doesn’t pay back? And it’s at a bank that doesn’t have a pay at your leisure policy? What measures could a moneylender then take?”

“Besides storming a nobleman’s keep and demanding payment?”

“Yeah. Besides suicide.”

“Hmm... Retroactively raising interest rates.”

“That’s legal?”

“If it’s in the contract.”

“And what are the rates at?”

“Presently?” Abraham shifted in his seat. “About seventy.”

I leaned forward, cupping a hand to my ear. “Seventeen?”

“Seventy,” he replied, his visage stone.

“We talking percentages?”

“Yes.”

“My arithmetic isn’t great. But that seems a bit high.”

“It covers risk.”

“Your risk?”

He nodded. “The lender’s risk.”

“What else could you do?”

He placed a finger to his lips. “Refuse future loans. Refuse to conduct any further business. Censure them.”

“Like with me?”

“Yes,” he nodded, “like with you.”

“Hmm? Outright refusal? How would that go over?”

“Not well, I would imagine. It could happen in theory. But a lender would need the strong hand of his lord at his back.”

“And not in the traditional sense of the lord’s hand holding a dagger?”

“Did you know? It’s not illegal in most cities to murder a Jew if you’re a Christian. In some cases, your pope’s promised absolution if they do. Infidels, they call us. They think we poison wells, steal babies, consort with the darkness. How? How can they believe such stories?”

“People are stupid.” I shrugged. “Now, what if none of that worked? What if the lord wouldn’t back you?”

“I’ve been tempted to try begging. And praying?”

“And when that fails?”

“As I said, the Lord would have to back the lender. And strongly.”

“The Lord Bishop, in this case.”

“Yes,” Abraham said. “One would need his favor.”

“And he just loves you guys.”

“Love may be a bit strong.”

“But not with regards to your money.”

“Of course, no one abhors our money. They abhor only us.”




Chapter 22.

...seems, as always, the intrigue of the Isle has spilled over onto the city’s shores, spilled over in mayhem, spilled over in blood. Last night, I killed three scoundrels who attempted...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain
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MORNING CAME SOONER than I’d wished. But here it was, and I had to get out, get going. Do something. Anything. Patience had never been my strong suit. It’s a sour brew I’ve knocked back from time to time. Goes down like ragged glass and hot turpentine. And with each dose, I either puke it back up or let it stew awhile til it comes out the other end. My disgusting point? It never sticks.

I needed to talk to Lady Narcissa. I needed to talk to Karl. I needed to see Cain Raachwald’s corpse, verify he was truly dead, find out who was lying to me. I suspected everyone. Jesus. I still had nothing but was caught up in a crossfire. Nothing to go on and the surest way to rendezvous with Karl or Lady Narcissa was to sit tight. Wait for her to contact me. She had to.

I slid through the crowd at the Stone Ruin Ten.

Blackbeard was there again, sitting in a chair, leaning back on two legs against the wall, laughing, a whore wriggling on his lap. He saw me. He saw that I saw, eyes shifting, following me an instant before resuming their duty of staring at the whore’s cleavage. I kept moving, sliding through the labyrinth of chairs and tables, bodies pressed tight. Music played. Lorelai was nowhere in sight, but I was pleasantly surprised to see Nils sitting at the bar, jawing up Girard.

I nodded. “Hey, shithead.”

Nils turned, nodded. “Morning.”

I thumbed over to the corner. “Follow me.”

“Huh?”

I slid past a few wilted drunks, toward one of the two stools open in the corner. They were adjacent to the wall and offered a view of the whole room.

“What?” Nils followed.

“You’ve got to start thinking,” I said over the din.

“What are you jawing about?”

“You’re in the city watch now.”

“Yah.” He bobbed his head. “So?”

“You make a lot of friends stalking around, telling people what to do, righting wrongs?”

“Well...”

“Don’t ever sit with your back to the room.” I pointed toward the doors. “Never know who’s gonna come slinking in. Who’s gonna see you. Recognize you. You want that butcher’s two asshole buddies stomping in and recognizing you before you them?” I held a finger up to Schultz as he disappeared out back. “Bad day. Got it?”

Nils nodded slowly. “I got it.”

“Good. Have a seat.” I pounded the bar. “Hey, you lack-wit little shit!” I hollered after Girard. “Fetch me a plate of grub!”

Girard chucked me the finger and ducked into the kitchen.

“Little shit.”

“He’s doing good.” Nils grinned.

“Well, he ain’t covered in mud and shit anymore.”

Girard scurried up and plopped a plate down in front of me.

“What the hell’s this?” I glared down at my trencher full of ... something.

“Gruel.” The boy smiled innocently. Almost.

“Gruel?”

“Yup.”

“Looks like gruel,” Nils added, leaning over.

“You want some breakfast, Mister Nils?” Girard asked.

“Sure, kid.” He placed a penny on the bar. “Thanks.”

Girard took it and scurried off.

“Ain’t covered in shit anymore, but he’s serving it!” I hollered. I took a tentative spoonful, chewed, pulled a bone out of my mouth.

“How is it?” Nils glanced at it askance.

“A tad ... bony.” I fished another out, flicked it aside. But I was hungry. “I’d share but—”

Nils waved a hand. Girard came back, bearing a small pastry, glistening warm and brown on a plate. He placed it in front of Nils then turned, but I caught him by the back of his collar.

“What the hell’s that?”

“Baked pike.”

“Well, shit, I’d have liked some baked pike.”

“So what?” He slipped my grasp and took off.

I poked my gruel with my wooden spoon as Nils cut into his pastry, steam erupting in a gout of warmth and spice from within. My mouth watered.

Nils huddled protectively over his plate.

“Fuck you,” I muttered, pulling another bone from my tepid mess. “Hello?”

Lorelai entered the room, and I swear the lamps glowed brighter.

She staggered a bit, caught herself on the wall, fixed her hair, looked to see if anyone had noticed. I had. Our eyes met, and I smirked. She smirked back, fixing her dress while starting my way. Then she froze. Turned. To Blackbeard. He was pounding his hand on his table, laughing, calling out her name. He launched the whore squealing off his lap then slapped his thigh. “Kept your seat warm!” She glanced my way again, shrugged, turned away.

“Well, shit.”

“Well, shit, what?” asked Nils, still slaying his pike.

“Nothing. Just seems my luck’s holding up. Or down. Steady at any rate.”

“Oh?” He took another mouthful, closed his eyes, apparently suppressing an orgasm. “That’s good...”

“Absolutely.” I ate more gruel and glanced away as Blackbeard fondled one of Lorelai’s breasts.

“Reason I came,” Nils said between mouthfuls, “a dead guy was found last night. Sergeant’s sending me out to collect him. Put me in mind of you.”

“Your sergeant?”

“No, the dead guy.”

“What’s so special about him?” I asked. “Was he devilishly handsome?”

“Don’t know.”

Schultz stopped by, delivered me a brew, tipped an imaginary hat, moved on. 

“Ugly then?”

“Can’t rightly say, but,” Nils leaned forward, whispering, “seems his head’s missing.”

I nearly dropped my spoon.

“And he was dressed well,” Nils continued, “for a dead guy. Ragged, worn, but finery, supposedly. And fair decent armor, too.”

“Know who he is ... was?”

“Don’t know.” Nils lifted his fork. “Not for certain. But remember that fella I told you about? One asking questions? One gone missing?”

“Yeah.”

“Think it might be him. Fella’s wearing a tabard or something.”

“Yeah? What’s on it?”

“Too faded to know, supposedly.”

“Anyone else know?” I asked.

“Fella that found him, I suppose. His wife, my sergeant.”

“His wife is your sergeant?” I asked.

“Huh?”

“Forget it.” I nodded, inhaled my gruel, slugged back the last of my ale. “Where?”

“Goathead. Up by the Point. Near the watchtower.”

Goathead was a peninsula west of the city, just outside the walls. It used to be its own village, but Asylum had grown beyond its own walls and consumed it, voraciously, decades past. It was mostly fishermen living there along with a small community of Jews. “Ready?” I asked.

Nils nodded, rose, chewing the last of his pike.

I turned to stand, and Lorelai’s bosom was in my face. I froze. Admired. My gaze rose, thoughtfully, gracefully, incrementally.

“Up here.” Lorelai crossed her arms, waiting.

I raised a hand. “One moment.”

“Should write the gospel on them, least I’d feel I was accomplishing something.”

“Oh, you are.”

“Not that.” Our eyes met. Finally. “Who’s your friend?”

“No one.” I shoved Nils aside.

“He’s cute,” she commented.

“In a stunted, runtish sort of way, no doubt.” I interposed myself between them. “Besides, he’s not fond of women.”

“Hey—!”

Smirking, Lorelai appraised Nils, his arms crossed, the wounded look on his face. “Leaving so soon?”

“Important business,” I said.

“Oh?” She sidled in close, a hand nuzzling up under my shirt, fingertips sliding behind the waist of my trousers.

“Uh...” I said eloquently. “I have to go?”

“Was that a question?” She suppressed a giggle.

“No...?”


“So soon?” She stepped in closer, her hand sliding down deeper.

I grabbed onto the bar.


“Then come on,” she whispered, nodding her head towards the stairs.

“Hey, we got to go.” Nils snatched my arm, leaned in, whispered. “You know people. Word’s gonna spread, fast, and Goathead’s small. So if you’re coming, you’re coming now.” He pointed with his thumb over his shoulder. “Wagon’s out back.”

Feeling the warmth of Lorelai’s breast against my arm, and her hand, elsewhere, I sighed. “Any chance you want to take a ride?”

Lorelai withdrew her breast, her hand, her expression stating plainly that she, indeed, did not.

“I was just hoping—”

“You were just hoping I was the kind of woman who’d lay you in the back of a moving wagon?” Her voice was low, nearly a growl, hands balling into fists. I don’t remember anything after that.




Chapter 23.

...cannot prove who employed the scoundrels, yet I possess an inkling.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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WE ROLLED THROUGH THE West Gates, the ancient wagon creaking ominously, the ancient horse, too. Nils nodded to his watch buddies as we turned north through the streets. It was a fairly straight shot north to Goathead.

“You truly believe that even if they could call down a plague, they’d hang around to be consumed by it?” I asked.

“Eh?” Nils shrugged. “Suppose not.”

“When I first met you, you told me the plague had come in on a cog out of Genoa,” I said. “When’d it come in, anyways?”

Nils held the reins in his hands. “Don’t know.”

“Before the plague?”

He shook his head, unsure. “Maybe.”

“Remember its name?”

He shook his head. “Naw.”

“And you said it was hauling mercenaries, yeah?” I asked.

He nodded, spat over the side.

“Know anything about them? They crossbowmen?”

“Hmm, don’t rightly know,” Nils said. “I’d assume they were, cause dago mercs ain’t good for nothing ‘sides dropping points.” Nils glanced at me sidelong. “Least, that’s what I hear.”

“Hear anything about their captain?”

“Of the ship?”

“No, the company.”

Nils let out a long breath, thinking. “Naw. Ain’t heard much about them. Above my pay grade. Though, I seem to recollect someone jawing on about their captain being a little fella. A little fella with a big name.”

“You remember it?”

“Naw. You know how dago names are. Lotta parts. Can’t say them, let alone remember them.”

I nodded. A little fella with a big name. Not a bad description of Alonzo Casagrande. “Know who they’re working for?”

“Naw.”

“Seen any around?”

“Nope.”

“Probably all on the east side, then,” I said. Nils would have seen someone, sometime, somehow, him watching the West Gates and all. “So, most likely not the Lord Bishop.” The Lord Bishop wouldn’t have sent a man like Casagrande to treat with his prized cows, not unless he was looking to make steaks, anyways. So he was working for the Isle Men, most likely. But who on the Isle could afford to hire an entire Genoese mercenary company? Big money. Did Lord Raachwald have the scratch for that? Hochmund always had money, a little, anyways. I didn’t know about the Taschgarts or Brulerins, though. Was there a third possibility?

“All’s I was saying,” Nils continued on, “was they found a king-rat in the Jewish Quarter. Right smack dab in the middle of the square. Fifteen rats all tied squirming by the tail into one squealing beast, snapping and biting at folk. Monstrous. Some rat-catcher fella supposedly bagged the entire thing. Dried it. Probably has it nailed to a wall in his house now.”

“Sure his wife loves that.” I checked my blades. “Hughs still run the docks?” Michael Hughes was a thief and a murderer I’d had some dealings with in the past. Him and his gang the Razors. Odds were he’d know who Casagrande was working for. I had a thread, not necessarily the one I wanted, but one I’d pull anyways.

“Naw, skinny was, he met a razor of his own and got a Stettin necktie.” He pulled a thumb across his neck and stuck out his tongue. “Or the plague, depending on who you ask. Some fella named Red Tom’s running the waterfront now, from what I hear.”

“Damn. Where he’s based out of?”

“Little tavern called the Fool’s Hand, on the waterfront.” The wagon trundled to a stop. “Gang goes by the same name. We’re here.”

I glanced up. A watchtower leered over us, some fifty-feet high, marking the western bank of the mouth of the Morgrave. The surf pounded against the rocky coast. The sun had finally come peeking out through the clouds, sending shafts of light down in miraculous patterns across the water, turning it a deep green where it lit. For once it wasn’t horrible.

* * * *
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“YOU KEEP THE BARN DOOR locked?” I asked the man.

“Errr, yes, sir. I do.” His hat was clutched in his hands, his head bowed to near groveling status as he spoke, even to Nils. The Star of David was plain on his chest, so he had to.

“How long’s the door been broken?”

“Don’t know.” The man stared at the opening.

I slid my hand along the rough wood. The door jamb bowed outward like something had forced it apart. It was a strong door, well built, which was why it was still semi-intact, but it had given.

I stood at the threshold. The barn was empty. Sometimes you can just feel it. Whether there’s something alive. Something dead. Sometimes you just know. And I’m not talking sounds or smells. It’s something different. Like the building’s a hole, a quiet yawning hole, and it’s drawing you and everything around you in, pulling, real gentle-like, but definitely there, whispering, enticing. And death lay inside. I could feel its hollow pull yearning.

“That’s it.” The Jew pointed in.

I squinted. A black heap lay in the shadows. “Help me with the doors, yeah? Need more light.”

Nils and I dropped our shoulders into one door and managed to force it open. “Now, the other.”

As the second creaked wide, a yellow blade of sunlight slid incrementally across the floor, reaching, reaching, reaching, until it illuminated the heap.

It was a corpse. The corpse.

“Stay here.” I stepped inside.

The corpse’s head was missing, so was one arm up to the shoulder. Carefully, I walked a circle around the body. Except for the stab of sunlight, it was gloomy inside, dust hanging motionless in the air despite the fresh sea breeze. The ceiling vaulted into cathedral dark. Lofts lay above and to either side. Silent. No animals braying. The floor was hard-packed earth. No footprints. Just scattered hay. The dead man had no weapons on him, though he was dressed like a knight. A hedge knight. His tabard was nigh unreadable due to wear and grime, but I could make out a blue cross on a field of white. Or a faded grey cross on a field of slightly lighter field of grey. A riveted mail shirt, rusted practically into one piece, lay beneath. His clothes were filthy. He stunk. Rotting stunk. He lay face up, well, chest up, as he had no face, no head. One leg was folded back beneath him.

“C’mon in,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Jacob.”

“Jacob, you ever see this man before?”

“He has no head.”

“Right.” I nodded. “You talk to anyone about this?”

“No.” He wiped his palms on his trousers. “My wife knows, sir.”

“Good thing they don’t blab.” I smirked. “He’s been here a few days. At least.”

Jacob nodded. “I hadn’t been in here for near a month. I ... my animals all died.” He looked up like I’d just caught him fucking my wife. “I—I got a,” he screwed his eyes shut, fighting to recall the word, “a special dispensation from the Lord Bishop to own them. I wasn’t sneaking them, I swear.”

I waved a hand.

“How’d you find the dead guy if there was no reason to come in?” I asked.

“My wife.” He took a breath. “She thought she smelled something.”

“Well, she did.” I stared down. If his home hadn’t been right on the water, I might have called him a liar. With all the stink and death in the city, how would you differentiate between the stink of death emanating from your own barn and the stink of death choking civilization? And the term ‘civilization’ I used loosely. But here, right on the coast, the surf pounding so near? The only clean air in the city. And I’ve found that women often have keener senses of smell than men, which was unfortunate ... for them.

Jacob started again, “I came—”

I raised a hand, stopped him short. “You can go. Many thanks, Jacob.”

He froze, nodded, half bowed and slid out.

I looked to Nils. “Help me with his shirt.”

“This is the guy.” Nils’s eyes went wide, reading the tabard. I thought he might start jumping up and down. “Look— The Lord Bishop’s blue cross. Chalstain, holy shit, we found him.”

“Easy, let’s not start sucking each other’s dicks just yet,” I said.

The two of us managed to wrestle him out of his mail. Missing one arm and his head, it wasn’t such a chore.

“Jesus—” Nils sprung back as the mail shed off like lizard skin. “Urhh!”

“Just his guts,” I said as ropes of black pulled like tendrils of seaweed from within, hooked somehow to the inside of the mail. “Watch your feet.” I dropped the mail, guts still attached, stepped around the slithering snake orgy and knelt in a relatively clean spot. “Ow. Jesus.” I brushed aside the straw strewn across the floor and found a rock, then another. The same as Coldspire. I looked around for the source. Nothing. I put one in my coin purse. “Come here.”

“What’s it?” Nils peered over my shoulder.

I held one up between thumb and forefinger. “What’s that look like to you?”

Nils shrugged. “A rock?”

“Shit.” I started back in on the corpse.

“What’re you looking for?”

“Never know til I find it.”

Nils stood equally entranced and horrified by the corpse.

“What is it?” I glanced up.

“Holy shit, it’s like...” He pulled his collar up to cover his nose and mouth.

“It’s like someone tore his head and arm off.” I peered close. “Not clean, like blade work. See? You can see where the flesh pulled, twisted, tore. The bone here, too. All spiraled. Broken, like when you splinter a stick by twisting it.”

Nils fought to not look away. “Tearing it off like that...”

“Would take some doing.” The man’s skin was green, soft, rotting. I placed a hand on his chest then checked him head to toe. Well, sort of. “Here. Put your hand on his chest.”

“I’d rather—”

“Just do it.”

Reluctantly, he laid his hand on it. It’s one thing to look at a dead body, another thing to touch it.

“Now push around a bit.” I waited while Nils tepidly pawed at it like a dog thinking twice about stepping into cold water. “You could try doing it like a man?” I put my hand on his and pushed down, moved around. “Don’t worry. He won’t mind.”

Nils turned green.

“Feel it?”

Nils dry heaved.

“Like a sack full of broken glass,” I said. “Feel all that scraping and shifting going on inside? Yeah? All his ribs are shattered on his right side. Both his collarbones, too. Left side is damaged, just not quite as much. Skin isn’t broken, though.” I adjusted position. “Here. Help me turn him. Wait. Grab that horse blanket.” Nils reached over, handed it to me. “Thanks.” I took the blanket and laid it out next to the corpse then grabbed the body by the trousers. “A hand, please?” Looking away and holding his breath, Nils hooked the corpse’s armpit with one hand. “Alright.” Together, we rolled the body over onto the blanket. “Less times we move him the better. For my back, anyways. Now let’s get a look at his.” 

Nils took a deep breath through his mouth. “I think I’m gonna puke.” But he stayed.

“Just do it outside.” I slid a hand along the corpse’s back, palpating, pushing hard all along, starting from the shoulders and on down to his arse, then his arm and legs, feeling the bones, pushing hard, feeling for breaks. Sensing with my fingers, I felt for the telltale scrape of bone on bone I’d found all through the right side of his chest and part of the left. Crepitus.

Nils was breathing real slow.

“His back’s fucked, too.” I wiped my hands with a handful of straw. “Spine’s twisted. Bad. The shoulder bones feel intact but out of place.”

“You ever seen anything like this?”

“Yeah.” I got up, started walking the rest of the barn. “Coldspire.” The barn was average-sized for a barn, which is to say big. “Follow me.” I inspected the stall by the door and worked my way systematically around, clockwise. “Same M.O.”

“Huh?”

“Modus operandi.” I searched another stall. “Latin. Fancy way of saying a method of doing something. In this case murder.”

“Why Latin?”

“You speak Latin?”

“No.”

“That’s why. Gives us lawmen our own secret language. Separates us. Elevates us. Like Mass. Makes us seem more important. And keeps you common folk in the dark.”

Nils nodded, following, watching.

“Scuff your feet on the ground behind me,” I said. “See if you find anything underneath the hay.” I wished Stephan were here. He had the keenest pair of eyes of anyone I knew. And he’d work stuff out I never could. It was a big part of the reason why I’d been so successful hunting down outlaws. Even as a kid, he’d be unraveling knots while I was still trying to find loose ends. It was like he could put himself in the mind of the killer, the killed, and work out what had happened, starting from the death and working his way back. Reading signs was as clear as reading a book for him. The other half of the equation was Karl, but that was for when we found the killer. Jesus. Where was he? Three days now and nothing. He should’ve been watching the Stone Ruin Ten. Should’ve found me. Which begged the question...

In the far corner, I found it. Where the dead guy had been living. A small camp was against the south wall of the barn, where the sun would hit it all day, warm it a bit. A small nest of blankets lay scattered about as though someone had been sleeping and then woke up. Suddenly. Tossed them aside. Scrambled to his feet in the dark. I hadn’t found any weapon. I rooted around again, even though I knew I hadn’t missed one. Nothing. A knight on the run. Weaponless? Shit. Maybe his sword was still attached to his arm, wherever the hell it was.

Up in one of the lofts, hidden between two rafters, I found a small book. A ledger. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

* * * *
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WE TRUNDLED ALONG SOUTH out of Goathead. The drizzle had started again, cold and slow and straight and miserable. Nils glanced aside, holding the reins in case the horse suddenly woke up and decided to do something horse-ish, like actually pull the wagon. “What’s it say?”

“Don’t know,” I answered, head down, thumbing through it.

“You can’t read?”

“Can you?”

“No. But I’m not some big-shot knight.”

“Blow me,” I said. “I can’t read it cause it’s coded in cipher.” I thumbed through more pages, using the hood of my cloak to protect it. “Hang on. Some of it’s written normal. Let’s see.” I ran my finger along the page. “It is Chalstain’s. Jesus. The man’s penmanship. Atrocious.” The script was nearly illegible, the pages sullied with finger marks and grime. I was fair sure the brown ink was blood, but I didn’t tell Nils. He was still looking green. “Hmm...” I read some of it aloud, “I have seen battle. Five major engagements in my time. I have seen bones cracked, shattered. Yet the bones of these men had been crushed, injuries akin to someone who had been tortured to death on the wheel...”

Nils turned silently toward the corpse in the back of the wagon.

I thumbed through a few more pages then closed it. Best to stay alert. Get the body back to the Lord Bishop. See what the hell Chalstain was doing living in a barn in Goathead. See why he was weaponless. See if he’d turned into some maniacal hermit. I wondered if he had a wife? Children? Where his missing arm was? Where Volkendorf’s leg was? I wondered a lot of things I’m sure Stephan would have had the presence of mind to have asked a lot sooner. “Do me a favor,” I tucked the book in my shirt, “not a word about the book to anyone, yeah? I’ll see you get the credit. Your sergeant, too. But I need to know what it says before I surrender it.”

“A man was murdered.” Nils cocked his head. “You think I give a damn about credit?”

“You damn well should,” I said. “Might save your life someday, having that crazy old geezer’s blessing. Feather in your cap.” Nils gave me a look. “What? You too proud to bow and scrape for supper? Try going to bed a few nights with an empty belly and then talk to me.”

“I have. I do. I will.”

“Alright, Jesus in the desert. You can shove that baked pike right up your ass.”

“Alright, grandpa.”

“Wha—” Something zipped stinging across my face—

“Fuck!” Nils screamed.

I half-cartwheeled out of my seat, graceless, flopping into the mud before I could process. Another bolt buried into my seat. Slipping, sliding, I dove underneath the wagon.

Nils screamed above.

“Get down!” I growled.

Beyond, two men crouched on a rooftop. One finished reloading a crossbow while the other knelt, holding his hand over his eyes as a visor against the rain.

“I’m stuck,” Nils growled. He sat wriggling-pinned to his seat. His face was white, back hunched. Spittle flew from his mouth in his effort to move. “Fish in a fucking barrel.”

I snatched a glance. A crossbow bolt had pierced his right flank, punched through his abdomen and come out above his groin, continuing on into his left leg and into the seat of the wagon. He was literally nailed to his seat.

The sharpshooter beyond lifted his crossbow and took aim. I launched, snagging Nils two-handed by the collar of his leather coat and snarled, “Grab the bolt—” before I yanked, arching back in a wrestler’s throw, pulling with everything I had.

Wood splintered.

Nils swore, cursing me as he flipped over, another bolt — thunk! — burying into his seat. We crashed splashing in the mud, him atop me, wriggling, his left leg folded up to his abdomen, twitching like a dog with a shattered back.

The assassins cursed and presumably were reloading.

The wagon gave cover, but sitting in the mud in the middle of the street wasn’t a successful long-term strategy. Already, the assassins were moving for a better vantage. I dragged Nils under the wagon, snatched his billhook from the mud, and used it to hook the fallen reins.

“Go,” Nils growled like a trapped animal, trying to straighten his leg, “leave me.”

“Shut up.” I snapped the reins as best I could. “Move, you stupid fucking animal!”

“I’m gut shot,” Nils gasped. “Go!”

The horse seemed unaware of our despair, or anything else, and decided, at that very moment, to shit. “Fucking move!” I roared, prodding it in the arse with the billhook. It tossed its tail, whinnied, and deigned finally to move.

“Rrrg...” I dragged Nils scuttling along crabwise after. “Bolt’s pulled back in.”

Scrabbling, I dragged him behind me through the mud, keeping beneath the creeping wagon until I heard the thunk of a crossbow bolt into horseflesh followed by rearing and screaming, an awful noise. It bolted off, wagon trundling along behind. I rolled, ripping Nils aside with me, avoiding the wheels churning past. The mad horse slammed screaming into a house and continued on, free of its harness, bolt feathers deep in its haunches, blood streaming down its flank, one leg limp and flipping like a strip of uncooked bacon.

The instant the wagon took off, we were turtles without shells. A bolt stuck into the mud an inch from my face.

“Let me go,” Nils grunted behind.

Deaf, dumb, defiant, I scrambled for the wagon wreck. One wheel still spinning, it’d punched a hole in a house. I could hear the horse dying somewhere up the street as I dropped behind the wagon again. Huffing. I looked up. The front door of the house offered a perfect vantage to the assassins. The windows were boarded up, but the walls were wattle and daub, which meant sticks and mud, and the hole the wagon had made was considerable. I kicked it wider, grabbed Nils and dragged him through. I slipped on mud and sticks and wet and water, righted, fell again, and yanked Nils further in.

Outside, boots pounded through muck.

“Any more bolts?” I spat. I checked myself. Didn’t find a one. Good. Strange, but sometimes you don’t feel them, not right away.

Nils swore as I dragged him further from the opening and left him there. I looked around, strode over to a table, hurled it onto its side by the hole. I grabbed another table and tossed it on its side in front of Nils. It wasn’t much. “Put pressure on it.”

The place reeked. Someone coughed behind, and I turned. A man in a flea-infested bed lay contorted, wide eyes staring jaundiced yellow back. A black bubo was raised at his neck, twitching like a slick black beetle burrowed beneath his skin. Wrapped in his arms like some holy reliquary was a full chamber pot. “Apologies.” I turned back towards the hole.

“D-don’t matter,” the man mumbled back, shivering, feverish. “Don’t matter... Don’t matter... Don’t...”

I waited.

I didn’t wait long.

Shadows broke an instant before the assassins burst in, kicking the table aside. I hurled the chamber pot, excrement arcing in a putrid rainbow, bouncing off the wall and splattering both. Then I charged screaming. I skewered the first, bull-rushing on, shoulder dropped, slamming him against the wall. I twisted Yolanda, tore her free and slashed again, his ugly head cascading through the dark. Turning, I slipped again as his compatriot fired a bolt — sparks flew as it glanced off Yolanda’s blade. Jesus. Eyes wide in disbelief, the assassin hurled his crossbow at me then scuttled out the hole, groping at his belt for a mace.

Blood streaming down my face, I stalked out after him, pausing at the threshold for a clipped instant. His mace missed me by a nose. He swung again, but I’d already moved, attacked, deflected in one strike, sending mace and fingers flying.

He sucked red stumps as he backed up. Confused. I stalked after, kicking a mud puddle at him as he scrambled backward through the furrows left by the wagon, tripped, and crawled on, suddenly finding Nils’s billhook in hand. Awkwardly, he pulled it around with one good hand and one shit.

“I’ll let you live if you answer one question.” It was a question I wanted answered, but Nils was dying. I lowered Yolanda, her tip nearly touching the mud.

The man swallowed. “What?”

“Who sent you?”

As he grinned that crimson grin that said, “Fuck you,” I lunged in and off-line as the billhook stabbed past, Yolanda darting forth quick as a snake-strike, not powerful, a jab really, but it was fast and Yolanda sharp and the assassin’s neck unarmored, and it only took about two inches of steel to open his neck. He got about fifteen.




Chapter 24.

...has set a permanent guard at the gates to the Quarter, at my behest. This mystery is a tree with roots both myriad and deep. They swirl down through the darkness, tapping into the many power structures of this city, from high to...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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“I SAW HIM UPON THE bridge yesterday,” the big man grunted. Big? No, not big. “He acquitted himself well.” He was huge. “For a peasant.” Monstrous. His wide shoulders seemed to absorb all of the space in the small room. “More light, please,” he said to one of his assistants. He glanced up. “You, I saw as well.”

“You led the charge,” I said. My thoughts honed to Lady Narcissa’s horseshit story. Here was a man who fit her description. A man capable of killing seven in cold battle, if any man was. His face, too, a thing of beauty. Across half of it lay a crisscrossed contour of cut and scar. A knotted hole in his left cheek revealing teeth back nearly to his throat. He possessed that same air of danger I’d known all dangerous men to possess. Not something quantifiable. I’d never had it but never erred in its judging. 

“Charge?” Blood splatters painted him hand to elbow. Nils’s blood. The big man peered closer to his work, which happened to be the bolt skewering Nils. “Mere rabble.”

“It was a shiltron.”

“Shiltron?” The big man scoffed. “Move your hand, please,” he bade one assistant. The giant tightened a wooden clamp, almost exactly like a carpenter’s clamp, on the spot his assistant had been holding.

He leaned forward and sniffed the wound as one might a glass of fine wine. He grunted. Good? Bad? Who the hell knew? He sat back, inspecting the wound through one eye as though checking the levelness of a door he was about to plane. “Clamp.” One of his assistants slapped another clamp into it. “Leg or abdomen?”

“Abdomen,” an assistant answered.

“Why?”

“He’d be dead of the leg wound were the great vessel punctured or severed. It will keep now if he keeps.”

“Good,” the giant said. “The leg is nothing.” Nils, if he could speak, might have begged differently. The giant ran his finger along the bolt and traced its wooden course. “We’ll spoon it out later if he survives the initial extraction.”

The giant glanced up at me. “You look green, all of a sudden.”

I gulped. Arrow-spoons. The only thing worse than getting shot with an arrow was having some surgeon prodding around inside the wound, trying to slip a damn arrow-spoon over the barbed head to draw it out. Well, I guess pulling the head, barbs and all, without a spoon’d be worse, but it was a close thing.

“Olaf,” the giant said to one assistant. “Here.” He pointed. “And here.” Olaf stepped in and applied two more clamps. The giant wiped his hands on a stained apron.

“Reginald, please cut the bolt,” the giant said. “The saw, not the cutters.” With a scalpel, he notched the bolt midway between where it emerged from Nils’s abdomen and plunged into this left thigh. “Here. Swiftly now. Nay.” He held up a hand. “The saw with the fine teeth. Aye. That one. Smoothly now. Smartly. I’ll hold him steady.”

Reginald set to cutting the bolt with clean swift strokes.

“Olaf, the wine?”

“Boiling, brother.”

“The silk?”

“Same.”

“Reginald?”

“Done.” Reginald laid down the saw. The bolt was severed and Nils’s leg no longer pinned to his abdomen.

“Easy.” The big man laid Nils’s leg down, a gentleness belying his great size. “Olaf, extractor.”

“Here.” Olaf handed him a strange duck-billed contraption.

The giant slid the extractor over the end of the bolt emerging from Nils’s lower abdomen and twisted a metal flange, the duck bills closing, snugging. “The silk is secured?” 

“Aye,” Olaf grunted.

“Bandages and dressings?”

Another grunt of assent.

The butt end of the bolt had a sheaf of silk tied to it, coiled, floating in a bowl of boiled wine. “We are ready?” The two men nodded and stepped forward, big men both, yet dwarfed still by their leader. One slipped a flat metal disk with a hole in it around the bolt coming from Nils’s abdomen. The other took hold of the butt end.

“Krait.” The giant was readying other apparatuses, arranging them on a table adjacent to the one Nils lay upon. He was ghost white. “Reg, grease the end of the bolt.” Then to me, “Krait is your name, aye?”

Reginald greased the still-protruding tail end of the bolt with animal fat.

“You have me at a disadvantage.” I swallowed my gorge. Making wounds is a hell of a lot easier to watch than the fixing of them.

“You’re known. Not well perhaps, but known.” The giant twisted the extractor minutely. “Good. T’was God’s own mercy he passed out.”

God’s blessing, loss of blood, the sudden onset of death...

“Ready?” The big man widened his stance as though making ready to wrestle a bull. Big as he was, he might win. “Now secure him.” His two men aped the big man’s stance and readied themselves as though for a tug-of-war, which to my untrained eyes is exactly what it was. “Now.” Grimacing, the big man’s teeth shown jagged white in the firelight, canines dagger sharp, his whole body tensing as he drew on the crossbow bolt, his huge hand wrapped around the extractor, drawing it free of Nils’s abdomen slowly, like drawing a cork from a wine bottle, twisting it minutely when met with resistance. Silk was drawn out of the tub and into the entrance wound as the butt end of the bolt sunk into flesh.

“There.” The big man drew the final inch of bolt shaft free, the silk drawn clean through the wound. “Pressure now.” Reginald placed dressings over the entrance and exit wound. The exit wound was bleeding again. “Why not allow the bleeding to cleanse the wound? Why the silk and the wine?”

“A last drink before he visits Jesus?” I muttered.

The big man’s brow furrowed above an acid glare.

I shut my mouth.

Reginald cleared his throat. “His injury is old. Almost an hour. Had it just happened, bleeding would cleanse the wound. Hopefully removing debris, preventing suppuration. Yet, he has bled too much. More bleeding would kill him, most assuredly. The silk shall sweep the wound clean. We pray.”

“Aye. And why the wine and not the water?” He glared as though daring me to speak. I looked at Nils, young, dying, old, his skin the white of new-fallen snow. I couldn’t tell if he was breathing.

“Wine ... works better?” Olaf ventured.

“Aye. It does,” the big man said.

I couldn’t agree with him more.

“And if we possessed no wine?”

“Boiled water.”

“Good,” the big man said. “Now we force more wine into the wound. Use the clyster.” Olaf took the clyster, a metal cylinder with a hollow tube on one end, and a plunger on the other, and stuck the tube into the entrance wound. “Quickly now.” He pressed the plunger down, and wine started leaking out the exit wound. He continued until it stopped; the big man covered the wound. “You have a question you wish to ask me.” He didn’t even look at me. He was busy with needle and thread, sewing up Nils’s side. “You wish to know how I know your name.”

“The thought had crossed my mind.”

“A fellow monk mentioned you.”

“Don’t know any monks.”

“I think you do.”

“You calling me a liar?” Reginald and Olaf both looked up, like deer, or not like deer, not at all. Like bears, big fucking bears leering over a bloody dead carcass.

“Aye.”

“Well...” I shrugged. I’d been called worse. “I am that.”

“My name is Gaunt. John Gaunt. Now you know two monks.”

“One,” I said.

“You already confessed you’re a liar. Brother Tomas spoke at length of your travails.”

“Who?”

“Brother Tomas, of the Franciscan order. I thought him dead.” He wiped his forehead with his forearm. “I thought them all dead.”

“Said I’ve never heard of him.”

“Of course,” he said. “Draw the silk through now. Then finish sewing the hole. And pressure throughout.” The big man began inspecting the wound in Nils’s thigh. “The spoons.” Reginald placed a case of spoons on the table, a series of flat kite-shaped pieces of metal on metal sticks, the kite’s top edges knurled back. Reginald selected one and handed it to Gaunt. He measured it against the wound then selected another one, a smaller one. “Did you get a look at the head of the bolt?”

“Yeah, it had Nils’s name written all over it.”

Gaunt said nothing; he just stared, or glared, really.

I relented purely for Nils’s sake. “A flesh-head. Not a bodkin. The breadth of two fingers.” I peered at the open case, at all of the copper spoons laid out by size. I spied an arrow-spoon I guessed of similar size to the bolt head. “That one.” I pointed.

Gaunt cursed silently then chose the arrow-spoon I’d indicated. He held it beside the wound, nodding silently to himself, then handed it to Reginald. “Smooth, easy.” He checked the clamps his assistant had set. “Brother Tomas told me you had a problem.”

“Brother Tomas is half-mad.”

“Yet you claim not to know him.”

“If he claims to know me, he must be half-mad.”

“Brother Tomas may, indeed, be fully mad.”

“And if he is, what interest am I to you?”

“A storm of discord has been kicked up in this city. Chaos, Krait.” He prodded the arrow wound with two metal forks then gripped the red edges and eased them apart. “You may have noticed.” He nodded to Reginald. “Use the bolt shaft to guide you. And go between the arrow and the bone. The extraction shall go smoother. Generally. If you meet resistance, work it around minutely until it passes.” Reginald winced, hissing like he’d burned his fingers as he inserted the arrow-spoon into the wound. “Aye. Just follow the bolt.” The big man watched on with hawk eyes. “Now push it beyond the head. Do you feel it? Resistance? Yes. Good. Now work the spoon over the head until you feel you’ve captured it.” He waited while Reginald worked, nervous, unsure. “Yes? You have it?” Reginald nodded. “Here.” Gaunt took both spoon and bolt in hand, tested them. “Good. Now with your free hand, gently pull on the shaft as you pull up on the spoon. Pull from before and behind.” Blood seeped drizzling from the wound. “That is the reasoning behind the arrow-spoon. If the head is glued to the shaft, then you may withdraw the arrow without the spoon. Some fletchers, however, use beeswax rather than glue to secure the head. Pull on a beeswax-fixed arrow and you pull the shaft out and nothing more. Bandages, Olaf.”

Gaunt steadied Nils’s leg as Reginald, letting out a pent-up breath, withdrew the bolt, shaft, barbed head and all. Olaf was on the wound with a fistful of white dressings in an instant. “I’m always interested in chaos, Krait, as it concerns me, God, the people of Asylum. Good, Reg. Olaf, flush it with the wine. Then sew it shut. And pressure. Always pressure.”

Olaf inserted the clyster into the leg wound and forced wine in.

“Can you get drunk that way?” A whole new realm of possibility was opening before my very eyes.

Gaunt glared. At me. Again.

“And this chaos, is my fault, how?” I asked.

“I never claimed it was your fault.”

“Then?”

“I didn’t claim it wasn’t, either,” Gaunt said.

“Chaos and discord? Welcome to the world. I know you’re a cloistered lot, but what about the plague? Plague’s a hellstorm in and of itself. And what of the civil war?”

“You have a guilty conscience, Krait. Regarding your reputation, I can understand why.”

“What the hell do you want?” I demanded.

“I’m not accusing you of precipitating Asylum’s demise. To lay blame’s sum total upon the shoulders of one man would be foolish. Hastening, though? Perhaps. We all have a hand in it. It is never just one man.”

“Doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen.”

“Scapegoating, aye, Asylum has had its share. And fools we have as well, a surplus, indeed. But plague? Plague is plague. Men die and another steps up to take the place. I’m talking of the war that’s been kicked up.” Gaunt placed a dressing then wound a bandage around it. “This city shall not survive it.”

“Like I said, I just arrived.”

“I know.”

“Whose side are you on?” I asked.

“My own.”

“Neutral? Those were Raachwald’s men you smashed.”

“Aye.”

“Yet you claim no side? Why not the Lord Bishop’s? You’re both for the church.”

“We Teutonics are beholden only to the pope himself,” Gaunt said. “The Lord Bishop has taken liberties in the past. Broken trust. I’ll not expound. Thus, we brother-knights have remained neutral in this debate.”

“Debate? That’s like saying that at Sluys a few Frenchmen took a dip in the river.”

“You have a gift for undervaluing the lives of men far better than yourself.”

“And just because you haven’t picked a side in this little war doesn’t mean you’re neutral.”

“I’ve been tasked with maintaining some form of order in Asylum. Restriction of the people’s will is not just. Not in any times, more so in these. And restricting the bridge is restricting their will, their movement, their ability to survive. They’re starving in the east. And the city is dying, but it must survive.” His gaze set upon me. “Those who hasten its demise shall suffer.”

“What the hell’s this got to do with me?”

“You like to play games, Krait.”

“Does the deer being hunted consider it sport? Jesus. Someone wants me dead. I don’t consider it a game. I consider it survival.”

“Understandable for a man in your predicament, a man on stage.”

“On stage?”

“Aye. They’ve taken an interest in you.”

“They who?” I said.

“Everyone,” Gaunt said. “Everyone of consequence.”

“You’d think everyone of consequence’d have greater worries than me.”

“This city writhes in its death throes, Krait. A dying thing kicking about, lashing out at everything within reach. For weeks, men and women have been scurrying from it like rats from a burning building. Rats are stupid, but they know how to survive. And whilst all the rats are piling out, along comes this one scurrying in. Would that not draw your notice?”

“Might not.” Jesus, why the hell was everyone comparing me to rats? “I’m fairly stupid myself.”

“It seems so.”

“And what of the men who remain?” I asked. “Who do nothing? How smart are they?”

“Oh, come now, Krait. You claim to be a knight. You must have met one or two in your time, men of vision, of ambition, that foul elixir drunk by men who wish to rise. And a plague-ridden city at war? Men of every stratum dying in droves? The nobleman’s delight.”

“I prefer wine and whores,” I said.

“Because you’re a man of limited vision.”

“Are you calling me stupid ... again?”

Gaunt deigned not to answer.

“Well then,” I said, “your point?”

“Four lords have died of plague in the past month. Four.” He counted on his fingers. “Eight ladies. Fifteen knights. Thirty squires. Countless lesser nobles. Countless clergy. And where space opens, men seek to fill it, rising through the ranks through the mere act of survival. Imagine how high a man of means and will might rise were he to take an active part in it all? If he were to do more than merely survive?”

“By helping along the natural process?” I said.

“By aiding death, aye.”

“He might rise far.”

“He might, indeed. And he might not appreciate anyone hampering his designs.”

“You mean me?”

Gaunt nodded. “What is one to make of our lone rat scurrying in?”

“He’s obviously mad, and thus, beneath notice.”

“But what if he that came scurrying in were the justiciar of a king? Might that not garner your interest?”

“How do you know all this?”

“Does it matter?”

“Maybe. But you’re speaking in the realm of imagination. Invention. This solitary man is but a caravan guard. Nothing more.”

“So you say. But once the servant of a king, always a servant, aye? Are you ever a former from that particular duty? Out of favor? Exiled? Ostracized? Aye, you might be all of those things, I know not. But if your king called on you, needed you, you would obey. You would obey like a neutered dog, tongue lolling, wagging your tail, begging for scraps.”

“You’ve a high opinion of my loyalty, assuming I have any.”

“I have a high opinion of your self-interest.”

“Then why am I here?”

“That’s what I’d like to know.”

I didn’t realize my hand was on my sword. I left it there.

Gaunt continued his duties upon Nils, his attendants, too. “Lord Volkendorf’s wife goes missing the day after you saunter into town.”

“Are you insinuating I took her?”

“Rumor has it some savage took her, murdering ten of Raachwald’s men in the effort.” Gaunt studied me. “Rumor has it that he is your man, that he and your brother abducted the lady. That they burned Dunmire to the ground. This has been confirmed by my own eyes. So, no, I’m not insinuating. I don’t insinuate. Women and eunuchs insinuate. I’m saying so. You took her.”

“I did not. And my brother wasn’t involved.”

“So you say.” He rose up, eclipsing the light. “But he’s being held. Was tried. I’ve heard he’s to be executed.”

I nodded. “You heard right.”

“He is involved then.”

“Yeah.”

“And your man is involved, so you’re involved, whether you desire it or not.”

“Of course, I’m involved. But I’m just trying to tread water here. My brother? Forget about my brother. He was trying to help Narcissa. And my man was trying to help him. And it all got fucked. Fucked by her. Fucked by him. Fucked.”

“A coarse way to put it,” he said.

“I’m a coarse man.”

“So, Brother Tomas, the monk, you know him now?” Gaunt asked.

“I do.” I glanced up at him, way up. “Strange, he didn’t mention you.”

“Strange, or not so strange.” Gaunt crossed his arms. “Perhaps because I match the description of your killer?”

“Now that you mention it.”

“And you’ve come here, to my home.”

“You’re missing one thing.”

“Oh?”

“The lady’s story is horseshit.”

“Horseshit, yet here you stand. A mere day after seeing me upon the bridge?”

“Are you confessing?” I asked.

“Are you asking me if I’m a murderer?”

“Oh, I’m sure you’re a murderer. You’re a knight, and a Teutonic one at that. Murder is your business. Your bread and butter. But are you the murderer?”

“Perhaps you’ve come here under the guise of a man in need of aid to assess his prey? To catch him unawares.”

“You’re implying I shot Nils in some mummer’s farce to come here and suss you out? You give me too much credit.”

“How? For ruthlessness? Or cleverness?”

“The second one,” I deadpanned.

“A slick bastard you are.”

“A slick bastard wouldn’t be in my boots. A slick bastard wouldn’t be stuck in Asylum-fucking-City during plague season. Wouldn’t be tangled in this maelstrom.”

“Most men would be dead by now, and the rest would be running.”

“Stupid, remember?” I tapped a finger to my temple.

“I think not.”

“First clever? And now brave?” I shook my head. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a worse judge of character. That whole cloistered thing, again?”

“We see enough. Enough to make friends. Foes.”

“Anyone I might know?”

“Take your pick.”

“Volkendorf?” I asked.

“Aye.”

“You’ve a history, then?” I asked.

“Aye,” Gaunt said. “Volkendorf and all the other nobles in this city. A long history. A bloody history.”

“Why tell me this?”

“Because I’m not in the habit of hiding. By any manner, shape, or method.”

“What did you have against Volkendorf?”

“He caused problems, let us say.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“No.”

“Well, all that ‘no hiding’ shit just went out the window.”

“Indeed.”

“Then what did he have against you?”

“The same hatred the rest of them bear against me and mine.”

I considered. “A standing army in their city? A standing army those in power don’t control, unswayed by local politics, with no overriding love of money? Only for the glory of God and the conquering of land? I imagine none of the nobles of Asylum enjoy your presence. Though, strange it is, that the city did finally end in the hands of God.” I watched his eyes. “You have a hand in that?”

“Of course,” Gaunt answered.

“For the Pope?”

“The Lord Bishop is a representative of the Pope.”

“But you don’t back him now?”

“As I said, I am neutral. For the time being. I have chosen to side the priory with neither of the aggressors. We shall let them hash it out. We serve to protect the people until this nonsense concludes.”

“Fair enough. Let murder take its course. But what’s your point in all this?”

“Simply that I did not kill Volkendorf.”

“Oh?” I brushed my hands off. “Well, I’m glad that’s settled.”

“I say this because you’d have found out about me eventually. And you’d have found out I hated Volkendorf. And you’d have found out he hated me. To save you time. To save me the bother, and so that in the end I’m not forced to kill you before you complete your task.”

“You’re like a saint,” I said in awe.

“And also to tell you I am no liar.”

“Then you’re a rarity. You realize I’d be an even worse justiciar than I am, were I to believe you?”

“In time you might, though. I tell you I didn’t kill him because I didn’t. I tell you though I might have. Perhaps I should have? I did not kill his men, though I could have. And I did not kill his children because I would not have.”

“Jesus must be so proud.”

Gaunt said nothing, though I had the distinct impression he was growling, hackles risen.

“Well, then, that’s settled.” I stepped back.

“Is it?” His gaze flickered to Yolanda, my hand on her. “I have an aversion to knives at my back.”

“And ones at your front?” I asked.

“Have never posed a problem for me.”

“Well, then. What do you want me to say? I’m not here to kill you? Or capture you? The truth? I came for Nils. That’s all.”

“And so seeing you yesterday was coincidence?”

“Coincidence?” I nodded. “Yeah.”

“I don’t believe in coincidence.”

“The will of God, then, perhaps? I can assure you I wish only to find the children’s killer, release my brother, and be done with this shit-hole.”

“And the lady?” Gaunt loomed forward.

“I don’t give a damn about the lady.”

“Not true.”

I thought about it. “Her fate does concern me,” I conceded. “We’re intertwined but only from the standpoint of my brother’s fate.”

“Then where is she?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why should I believe you?”

“Because I was honest with you. I told you I was a liar.”

“You’re a fool.” He scowled. “You should know. Is she even alive? You’d best pray so. Everything you do is incumbent upon that one piece of knowledge. Your life. Your man’s. Your brother’s.”

I said nothing.

“Lord Raachwald is remarkable amongst his kind for only one thing,” Gaunt said. “The man hates.”

“And what does he hate, besides me?” I asked.

“What all men of power hate.”

“Anyone with more,” I said.

“And anyone with less. And all shades between. The man is known by many names, all appropriate.” Gaunt paused for a moment. “They call him the Cyclops for his one eye. They call him the Lord of Gallows, also. Nomenclature of another one-eyed being, for another reason, Odin, of the old gods. One born with one eye, one crippled by his own choosing. For a cost. The two have little in common. One is little more than a beast. The other? The wisest of the pagan gods. A god and a giant. Enemies from birth to death and beyond. The only thing the two bear in common? Both are dangerous. And he is dangerous, your Lord Raachwald.”

“Any man can be dangerous,” I said.

“Any man, every man, aye, but he, especially. A man of determination coupled with resources. Power. He hates like they did in the old days, blood-oath hate, pagan hate, tearing-lungs-from-his-foe’s-back hate. A hate so deep-seated as to be an inextricable part of his very soul. Perhaps it is its sum total?”

“I know the feeling,” I quipped.

“Do you?” The big man just looked at me. I got the feeling he knew how to hate as well, and I was fair sure he was exercising it. “Then you must know that if Lady Narcissa is dead, so are you, and so is your brother. That one piece of knowledge is the keystone to your whole existence. It is the king amongst pawns. The rest are nothing. Every action. Every reaction. If you’re not working towards a conclusion, a checkmate, you’re doing only one thing. You’re wasting your brother’s time. And if she is dead, you are wasting yours.”

“Like I said. I don’t know where she is.”

“But your man has her.”

“Or she has him. Or a little bit of both, most likely.”

“And they have both gone to ground. For your sake, I hope he proves equal to the task.”

“If anyone is, it’s him.”




Chapter 25.

...to separate himself from the raging plague, Lord Raachwald had quit to his keep along the coast, Dunmire. A wise decision considering the brutal toll it has taken...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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SHADOWS FELL ONCE AGAIN upon the world, another day lost, while I trudged on through the mud and cobblestone, through a world of twilight horror, watching the rooftops of the ramshackle homes for shadow wraiths, silent assassins, for the revenants surely trailing me, hunting me, the quick prick of a bolt skewering me through the throat.

A woman wailed somewhere.

A chill rolled through me as a wide-brimmed figure stepped from an alleyway, staring me down with glistening insect eyes. Death incarnate. My heart jumped. But no. His eyes merely watched as I edged past, inhuman, a long-beaked mask of tooled leather covering his face, breathing in slurping rasps, long stick in hand. A plague doctor. He turned from me and slopped a long crimson slash across a door.

Grasping at crumbling brick, I turned down a claustrophobic alley, delving into the deeper shadows, skirting garbage, watching over my shoulder. Shadows moved. Danced. Plague fire burned to the north. To the south. The east. Everywhere. Death stalked the streets tonight. I could feel it. Taste it. I pushed Stephan, maimed, freezing in the dark, and Nils pale and limp, barely breathing, both out of my mind. Both because of me.

Light. I needed light and some dry quiet to pour through Chalstain’s journal, what little of it I might. A stone’s throw from the Stone Ruin Ten, I was accosted from an alley, a hand grabbing at my belt. My dagger was skinned in an instant. I let out a long breath. It was Girard, struggling and kicking as I gripped a fistful of his hair, pressing the blade to his throat.

“Fine way to lose your head, kid,” I grumbled, my heart galloping as I shoved him back, sheathed my blade.

“Thought you’d seen me, sir.” The boy rose from the mud.

“Well, I—” I gave him an eye-full of murder. “What the hell’s with the sir?”

Sulking, Girard rubbed his head.

“Sorry about that,” I said. “Wound a little tight.”

Girard swallowed. “The girl, uh...”

“Lorelai?”

He nodded.

“Don’t nod, say it aloud.” I crossed my arms. “Say it aloud, and you’re more likely to remember it.”

“Lorelai,” the boy repeated.

“Good,” I said. “Forget it at your own peril. Might serve you in good stead some day.”

“How?”

“In your case?” I rubbed my chin. “Maybe she’s got some winsome lass for a daughter about your age? You never know.”

“What’s winsome?” he asked.

“Winsome’s what they’re not after you finally decide to marry them. Now, what does she want?”

“She wants you to go to her house.” The boy pointed toward the northeast.

I bowed and held a hand out. “Lead on, good sir.”

* * * *
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“This is a carpenter’s house?” I looked up dubiously. The house was two-stories high and leaning noticeably to the left. The rear of the building abutted the old Roman wall surrounding the Jewish Quarter. The wall rose twenty feet, the masonry still straight as an arrow. Its square construction and all the rest of the houses on Carpenter Street made Lorelai’s all the more skewed by contrast.

“Don’t know.” Girard glared suspiciously up at the bent walls of the house. “But this is it.”

“She say why?” The house had been boarded up. A red mark had been slashed across the front door. I checked the alleyways. Nothing of note.

“No, sir.” The boy shrugged. “Said you’d give me a crown, though.”

“A crown?”

“A crown.” He said it with determination.

“A crown?” I deadpanned. “Life lesson number two involves the injection of truth into lies. You want it to go down smooth, like amber brown.”

“What’s amber brown?”

“Lass I knew, long time ago.” I checked the front door. “Forget it.” It was unlocked. “It was Lorelai herself that asked me to come?”

“Uh huh.” Girard nodded, eyes wide as he fingered his lip.

“You know what an ambush is?”

“Huh?”

I stepped to the side, drew the butcher’s blade and pushed Girard behind me.

“Wait there.” I pointed to an alley across the street. “Keep an ear out. You hear me screaming or the clash of swords—”

“I’ll run for help.”

“No. You run your bony little legs in here and save my arse.”

Lorelai’s house was like most of the houses and establishments on the street, barring the right angles and the impending aura of collapse. A couple of windows were out front with a collapsible shelf in front to display wares.

I clutched the butcher blade as I stepped through the front door. The front room was small and had once served as a shop. I crept through the door to the back. A hooded form sat huddled in a chair amongst a stable of saw horses and barrels of nails. Tools hung from the wall, coils of rope from the joists above, sinister in their silent inertia.

I approached.

Whoever it was didn’t move. I heard light snoring and saw mist forming as the someone breathed.

“Lorelai?”

The form didn’t move. I could smell wine. Strong.

I flipped the hood back. An arched eyebrow and a lascivious smirk met me. Lorelai glanced down at my blade. “Not the weapon I had in mind.”

“Jesus.” I let out a bated breath. “And what weapon was it?”

“One not so sharp.” She held my gaze as her hand met mine and gently pushed my blade down, away. “Nor nearly so long.”

I smirked, shaking my head, sheathing the blade.

“Mmmmm...” She sat up forward in her chair, stretching her neck, her back, grabbing her wrist and lifting her arms overhead. Catlike. I watched in silent admiration. Not many women can make a homespun cloak alluring. Lorelai could. Did. Was. “I’ve been here for hours.” She yawned, covering her mouth. “Long night. Restless day. Couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t ... anything.” She nodded to a bottle of wine on a table. “Thirsty?”

“Always.” I took the wine and nailed back a shot, thoughts of Blackbeard on my mind. “Must be tough.” I handed it to her. “On your back all day and night.”

“Just because I’m on my back don’t mean it ain’t work.” She took a long pull off the bottle, upending it, her throat working, eyes closed, swallowing til she finished. She wiped her mouth. Held it back out to me. “Or pleasant.”

“Never?” I took another sip.

“Never.”

“So, what’s so important?” As I spoke, I stalked around the room, glancing out boarded up windows, listening for the sound of footsteps upstairs. Stacks of lumber lay cluttered in a corner, a matching set of chairs, a headboard.

“Heard you were dead,” Lorelai murmured, her husky voice still full of sleep and sorrow, “then I heard you weren’t.”

“And how many tears would you weep for me, sweet Lorelai?” I glanced up the stairs.

“Hmmm? Me?” She put a finger to her lip. “Oh, none.”

“Spiteful wench.”

“My husband might, though.”

“Oh? My, my. A forward-thinking man. Weeping for his wife’s paramour.”

“Paramour?” She brushed her hair from eyes. “You mistake me. He’d weep, but over the loss of income. You pay in Provins silver. Richer than the tin-thin shit around here. Thirty percent silver, he used to say.”

“But I didn’t pay,” I reminded her.

She smiled sadly, taking a drink. “We all pay.”

“Your husband knows his silver, though.” I picked up a hatchet from the workbench. “Mind if I borrow a few things?” She waved a hand. I tucked it in my belt along with a few other items. “A man after my own heart. I like him already.”

“As do I.” Lorelai watched me.

“Like?” I glanced at her sidelong.

“Love.”

“A loving wife?” I cocked my head to the side. “A true rarity in this world. I might find a unicorn in here next.”

“As rare as a faithful husband?”

“We were speaking of rare, not nonexistent. But, oh? Is your husband unfaithful?”

“Don’t ask me about him.”

“You brought him up.”

She looked down, away.

“Oh, do tell. Where is the scoundrel?” I looked around. “I’ll have words with him. Fisticuffs. Is he a large man?” Lorelai nodded, smiling, almost. “Swords, it is then.”

“Oh, my gentle knight,” she deadpanned, “ever at the ready to murder men less well-armed and trained than he.”

I thumped my inflated rooster’s chest then burst out laughing.

Lorelai just watched, placid, half smiling in the darkness, swirling the bottle of wine.

“Now what is it?” I asked.

“It’s ... it’s just nice to hear someone laughing. Deeply. Truly. It’s been such a long time. I’ve missed it. Hadn’t known til I heard yours the day past. It’s like a memory of, oh, I don’t know, of summer. Of childhood. Of another world.” She waved her hand. “I ain’t a poet. But warm days strolling along a brook, hand in hand with,” she took a deep breath, “just laughing.”

“It’s a pleasure to please you, milady.” I swept a hand sidewise, dropping into a bow, taking her hand in mine, offering a chaste peck.

Eyes glistening, she watched me and didn’t pull away.

“What is it, milady?” I snapped out a handkerchief.

“I wonder, Sir Luther, why it is that you’re not desperate?” She took the handkerchief and dabbed it at her eye.

“Oh, but I am, Milady.” For you, I almost added but held back because, well, I don’t know.

“Not like the people in the tavern. The patrons. The singers. The workers. Everyone. It’s like some desperate orgy to live. To sell. To buy.” She brushed a strand of stubborn hair back. “To do whatever they think will see them through another day. And if they don’t, it’s still the same. Desperation. Fear. They’re either numb or maniacs or something in between.”

“Can you blame them?”

“No, for God’s sake, I’m one of them,” she admitted. “But you? You seem not to be either, is all. You talk as though you’ve not a care in the world. Act as though you’re on holiday. And it makes me wonder...”

I picked up the wine, brandishing it with a smile. “Maybe I’m just a better actor than the rest?” Viciously, I drank away the image of Stephan’s hand bouncing across stone that flickered through my mind. A cut stump in the half-light of a cell. Bodies burning in the night. I swallowed the wine, set it down, pushed it away, forcing a rakish grin. Lorelai didn’t reciprocate. “Milady disapproves?”

“Enough. Enough, with the miladies.” She waved a defeated hand. “Please. I’m a whore. A tavern wench. No, I’m not embarrassed by what I do. I want no pity, but I am that. I am that and nothing more, nothing less. Don’t try to elevate me with false flattery. Don’t reduce me. Don’t—” she took a breath. “Just call me Lorelai. Pay me, fuck me, buy me a drink, leave me alone. I don’t care. But do it and be done with it, Sir Luther.”

“Fine.” I straightened. “But you’re more Milady than I am Sir. I don’t know much, but I know that. So if I must call you Lorelai, and it is a beautiful name, then you must call me Luther. We’ll meet in the middle, yeah?”

Nodding, a tear rolled down her cheek.

“What’s wrong?”

“What’s not wrong?”

“Everything going on may have bent you, but you didn’t break. You’re not broken.”

“Jesus. Don’t try to not be a shit. Not now.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “We were speaking of faithful husbands.”

“We were. In jest, I had thought.”

“What of you, Sir Luther?”

“Just Luther, Lorelai. You must follow the rules. They’re your own.”

“What of you, then, Luther?”

“What of me?”

“You claimed that faithful husbands are nonexistent.”

“What are you asking me?”

“What am I asking you?” She took a drink.

“Are you asking me if I’m faithful to my wife? Or are you trying to start a row? You already know the answer to the first. And I’m an old hand at rows begun by ambiguous questions cast with reckless abandon by beautiful women.”

“You wear her ring still.” She glanced down at my left hand. “I’m asking why you’re not faithful to her.”

“Ah. It is a row you desire. And what right is it of a whore to question her patron’s faithlessness?” Acid burned in my voice, perhaps too much. “What would she do without it?”

“Starve,” she conceded. “I only thought...” She shook her head. “You suppose I should thank you?”

“No,” I answered. “A good moral Christian gives alms to the poor and asks no thanks. It’s his duty.”

“You’ve strange notions of morality.”

“You’re very good, Lorelai,” I placed a hand over my heart, patting my chest, “but there’s nothing in here you can touch.”

“Your wife, is she beautiful?”

“Very.”

“Of course she is. And am I?”

“You know you are.”

“Then why?”

“Why what?”

“Why is she not enough?”

“What do you want me to say?” I dropped to one knee, the consummate actor, the consummate liar. “Oh, Lorelai, my wife was taken by the plague, and now I yearn for the warmth of a woman’s touch to quell my broken heart!”

“Don’t mock me,” she spat.

“Apologies, milady.” I rose from my knee. “I don’t know why I said that.” I shook my head. “No. I do. I was reminded of it recently. Once upon a time, I was the best. The best sort of husband. The best sort of man. I worked at it, but truth be told, it came natural to me. And she, my wife, was the best sort of wife. We were simply not best for each other, I suppose. We tried after a fashion. We lived. We fought. We changed. Me mostly.” I swallowed. “And we had children, have children.” I looked up. “Do you have any?”

Lorelai nodded.

“Well then, you know. They say you never know how hard you can love someone until you have a child. You love them so much it hurts your skin, your heart, your soul. Well. It isn’t true. Not that I don’t love mine. I did. I do. But I loved my wife like that from the first day I saw her. I was ten-years-old. She was nine. Early to be loving in any manner, but I loved her more, more than anything. And still do.” I looked out a window at the descending dark. “But, there’s more to it, love and hate, you know? So far apart they’re nearly one.”

“You love her, but you fuck whores.” She took a swig.

“Only the most beautiful.” I smiled wanly.

“How many others have you lain with?”

“No.” I snatched back the wine. Did what I do. “I’ve told you enough for tonight. Enough for a lifetime. You asked me here for a reason. So tell it. You say you thought I was dead. How? Why?”

“There ... there was a rumor of an attack. Up on Quail Street. Four men killed. Everyone at the tavern was talking of it. Caused quite a ruckus.”

I shook my head. “Two killed. Maybe three. The rest of the tale, though? True.”

“Who?”

“Don’t know.”

“But you lived.”

“I was lucky.” Another swig. “Nils wasn’t.”

“He’s dead, then?” Lorelai pursed her lips. “He seemed ... he seemed a good sort.”

“That’s what got him shot.” I turned toward the door. “I’ve business tonight.”

“Wait—”

I stopped, my hand on the doorknob, waiting, saying nothing.

“I...” Her hands curled into fists. “It’s not that.”

“You’ve obviously something of importance to tell me.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Someone tried to kill me today. And failed. An illness that promises a short remission. Promises return. Tonight, most likely. Tomorrow, most definitely. The day after? I don’t make plans that far out.” I opened the door, scanned the street. Nothing. “And I’ve not made many friends in this city. Enemies?” I nodded in earnest. “Well, now, that’s never been a difficulty for me. And these’ll keep coming at me and coming at me, and they won’t stop til I’m dead.” I held up a hand when she tried to speak. “I understand your concern. I’ve been spending time around you. Putting you at risk. You’re worried my condition might prove contagious. And your worries are just. But you still need money, yeah? Still need to survive.”

“Something,” she bowed her head, nodding, “something like that.”

“I understand. I have to make one last stop at the inn. Tonight. Pick something up from my room. And then you’ll never have to see me again. I won’t even take offense if you ignore me, yeah?” I took her chin in hand, raised her gaze to my own, pressing Volkendorf’s silver raven pendant into her hand. I closed her fingers around it and kissed her soft lips. “Best have it melted down.”

She swallowed, nodded. “Where are you going?”

“You don’t want to know.”




Chapter 26.

...indeed, for it seems the Quarter may hold secrets after all...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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I STARED DOWN AT SIR Myron Chalstain’s corpse, laid out full in its coffin. His head had been reattached, thick bandages circling his neck. His hair was brown, and a full beard and mustache covered his upper lip and chin, all of it looking warped, distorted, wrong, as though his skull had shattered and only the drawn flesh upon it held everything together. The sleeve of his right arm had been stuffed, probably with straw, a glove sewn onto the end. The azure cross of Saint Hagan’s lay tabarded across his chest. He looked whole, somewhat, but death always diminishes, even in cases less extreme. “How’d you find him?” I asked.

“Eh?” Father Paul laid a glimmering blade atop Sir Myron’s chest, delicately adjusting it until it met the view in his mind’s eye. A fine bit of steel. “Oh? Sir Luther.” He took up a great helm and paused, unsure of what to do next. “I was just...” He fixed me a glance, unsure. “Helm, or no helm?”

“Helm,” I answered without hesitation.

He nodded slowly then fixed the helm atop Chalstain’s mashed head. “Yes.”

“I came to report to the Lord Bishop. Captain Thorne sent me down here. To you.”

“Yes, yes, my doing.” He waved a hand absently. “I was just attempting to fix things.”

“And how’s that going for you, Father?”

“Forgive me.” He dabbed at his eye with a handkerchief. “I misspoke. Truly, I don’t know what it is I’m doing. This all came as something of a shock, you understand? I had hoped he would turn up. Somehow. Somewhere.” He pursed his lips. “Nay, forgive me. I spoke untrue. I’m not fixing anything. I am merely saying goodbye to an old friend, perhaps wallowing in my own grief somewhat as well.” He looked around at the eons of skulls embedded in the walls, staring down, an infinity of black hollows watching. “The necropolis seems a fitting place.”

“It does indeed.”

Stone effigies packed Saint Hagan’s necropolis like patrons at a full-bore tavern, some standing, some sitting, some laid out upon their backs staring at the dark above. Columns of stacked bone reached the arched ceiling. And Jesus was everywhere. Effigies. Crucifixes. Bas reliefs. Father Paul adjusted Chalstain’s arms, setting the gloved hands atop the hilt.

“You knew him well?”

“Yes,” Father Paul smiled wanly, “of course.” He waved a hand at the two guards standing at attention. “Leave us, gentlemen, please.” They saluted, marched off into the shadowed recesses of Saint Hagan’s crypt-infinite. We watched them go, an orb of flickering torchlight following them off. “I came to Asylum City five years ago, knowing not a soul. Such is life in the church. You go where commanded when commanded. Chalstain and I, we worked side by side those years. A good man. A man of character. I’ve not known many of his cast.” He paused for a moment, considering. “None in fact.”

I nodded.

“He was the eldest heir to House Taschgart, were you aware of that?” Father Paul asked. “Yes. The eldest of five. Solemn Rock, the Taschgart keep, his for the taking. All of it, and all he needed do was wait.”

“Impatient?”

“Nay. Not him.” Using the edge of his sleeve, he polished a smudge from the great helm. “He simply bore no desire for it, and he could not abide the vagaries of the Great Game.”

“And by vagaries, you mean?”

“The deceit. The power-mongering. The knives in the dark. Lord,” he scoffed, “the knives in the light as well. He desired nothing to do with it, any of it. He begged a simpler life.”

“And now the good Lord Emile Taschgart has no heirs, is that right?” I asked.

Father Paul nodded. “Five sons. One turned away from him, denying him. The rest ... the rest all died in the war, Poitiers, Sluys, Rotburg. His hope died along with them. Some say Lord Taschgart is cursed. Some say that whole damn Isle is cursed. This whole city. Sodom. Gomorrah.” He flipped a hand, exhausted, dejected, disgusted. “What have you.”

“Very biblical, father.”

“Yes, quite.” Father Paul cleared his throat. “Asylum was once a great city, a center for trade, and it could be again, but these imbeciles, fighting over plots of stone. Coldspire. Solemn Rock. Grand names to such inconsequential things.” He crossed himself and rose. “Bits of rock upon a bit of rock. And five foolish Neros, gallivanting whilst Rome burns. If they could only forgive, forget, live in peace. Forgive me. It is an old story, a bent story, a broken story oft repeated.”

“What happened to Sir Myron after he left Solemn Rock?”

“Sir Myron married the Lady Irene Chalstain, which, I’m told was another bone of contention with Lord Taschgart. The Chalstains were poor, Irene’s father but a lowly knight. Lord Taschgart did not consider her house worthy of merging with his own. And Irene, Lord forgive me, she was no great beauty, so there was even no carnal reason he could cite for the union.” Father Paul shook his head, chuffed a laugh. “But Sir Myron loved her just the same. He took her hand, and after he took her hand, he took her name. He became lord of her family’s fief, little more than a farmhouse and fallow plot by the sea. Not that Myron ever cared for such things.”

“And how did he come to labor for the church?”

“Sir Myron always possessed a reputation for character, honor. Even after the break with his father, perhaps especially after.” Father Paul shrugged. “It enhanced his reputation, in point of fact, turning away from all that. A man untouchable by the vices common to so many. The rarest commodity in the city. Yet, his financial situation was ever at straits, a sad reality, and so I offered him a place here as the Lord Bishop’s bailiff. A natural decision. It was a small stipend, a bit of coin, enough, but he was grateful for it and performed his duty with honor and skill, as I knew he would.”

“How did you find his body?” I asked.

“Reports from Tanner Street. He was found dismembered in a cart. And his head? I still don’t know where it was found. His Eminence has not been forthcoming and, the crows and dogs had...” He stifled a shudder. “His arm?” He looked up hopefully. “Did you chance to find it?”

“Sorry.”

“A pity. I would have preferred him whole for the funerary services.” He sniffed. “Not that it makes any difference, truly, but a thing broken must be made whole, no? It must be bent back to its nature, sewn, glued, reforged, for that is its nature, my nature as well. To fix things. Does that make any sense?”

“Everyone’s got their crosses to bear, Father.”

“And what is yours, Sir Luther? What cross bends your back and burdens your shoulders?”

“A brother with morals and me with none.”

“I think that hyperbolic.”

“Hyper what?”

Father Paul stared at me a moment, trying to discern whether I was joking. “I’m told we have you to thank for discovering the remains. Where was it you found him?”

“Along the coast. Up north. Goathead. An old empty barn next to the watchtower. Looked like he’d been hiding out there for a few days at the least. Don’t know for sure. Living like an urban hermit. I found some blankets. A bit of food. Any idea why he’d be hiding there?”

Father Paul rubbed his chin. “No.”

“And you mentioned that he’d been met with obstructions?” I said. “What sort?”

“Besides the Raachwald incident?” Father Paul said. “It seemed to me that he lacked the backing of the Lord Bishop with regards to certain facets of his investigation. His Eminence was reluctant to grant access with regards to the Quarter.”

“Any idea why he didn’t come here?” I asked. “Saint Hagan’s seems a mite more secure than some Jew’s cowshed on the water. Nice view, but...”

Father Paul glanced aside, ashamed. “Forgive me, Sir Luther.” He lowered his voice, glancing this way and that. “Men such as Chalstain are rare, rare for their drive, rare for their honor, but those qualities come at a price. That price is inflexibility, obstinacy.”

Sounded like Stephan, always letting his damned morals guide him. Never giving an inch. Never backing down.

“Yes. A man of morals and uncompromising in their application. Thus, he was not well-liked by many.” He glanced over his shoulder, his voice hushed. “You understand?” I nodded. “And His Eminence was chief amongst them. I’m afraid the two did not see eye-to-eye on a myriad of subjects. I advised him to go through me for his work so that he might not be placed in a position that would compromise his...” He left the end of the sentence unsaid. “But compromise and justice he felt were two ideals ever at cross purposes.”

“I understand.” You’d think the highest ranking men of the church’d be the most pious, the best, the brightest, but like any power chain, the top was often held by the most ruthless, the hardest, the worst.

“He should have come to me.” Father Paul clenched a fist. “He should have...”

“Someone was after him,” I said.

“Perhaps.”

“Perhaps?” I cocked my head. “Any idea who?”

“As I said, Lord Raachwald had threatened him. That much I know. Not a man to make idle threats, that one. But though it would not surprise me that Raachwald had a hand in this, I could not say with certitude, you understand? But I think it the most likely of possibilities. The two had a history.”

“Yeah? What?”

“Sir Myron served as Lord Raachwald’s squire in his younger days. It was Lord Raachwald himself who knighted him. That was the reason His Eminence sent him to investigate, on some forlorn whim that Lord Raachwald might honor their past and allow Chalstain to act as justiciar.”

“But Raachwald wouldn’t have it.”

Father Paul shook his head. “Nay.”

“Anyone else who would want him dead?” I asked.

“Sir Myron had no dearth of enemies in Asylum,” Father Paul said. “Many men had their lives ended by the noose or the axe for his diligence. Isle Men, common criminals, the gangs, many of those men left behind brothers, fathers, friends.” Father Paul adjusted his robe. “And of course, the one who murdered Volkendorf, naturally. Of course, I think it a juncture with our former topic of discussion.”

“You think Raachwald fits the writ?” I asked.

“It seems the most likely solution. Lord Raachwald is capable of anything. Though I am no investigator, and proof, evidence, headway, admittedly, were all difficulties for Sir Myron. He confided in me so himself. I see it with you as well.”

“The burden of proof,” I lamented.

“Truly amazing, is it not? The man disappears for weeks. And the man is a good man, a strong man, sound of both mind and body and soul, an uncompromising man, uncompromising where it counts, with his principles, with his thoughts, his every action. He disappears. Vanishes. Every man available searches for him and finds nothing. He only manages to find his way back to the house of his lord after he has been murdered, and he is discovered by you, a man in the city but days.”

“Actually, it was one of the city-watchmen that caught wind of it,” I admitted. “He’s the one told me. I went with him. He ought to get the credit, him and his sergeant, if there’s credit due.”

“This is the guard caught in the ambush?”

“Yeah.”

“The Lord Bishop has men searching even now for the assassins,” he said. “And the guard, he will be provided for and in the event of his death, his family’s heriot will be waived.”

“They’ll be overjoyed.”

Father Paul’s eyes narrowed. “You are a strange man, Sir Luther. You tread the line of being insufferable and seem the opposite of Sir Myron, yet you are not wholly unlike him either, in some inscrutable manner, if you don’t mind me saying.”

“Not at all.” I glanced down at the corpse in the box. Hopefully, our similarities ended there.

“Many would have taken the credit themselves.”

“Only credit I’m interested in is the money-kind. Was there a reward?”

“Is gratitude a reward?”

“It can be, depending on whose it is.”

Father Paul placed a hand to his chest, offering a slight bow. “Mine.”

“You’re sure there’s no gold? Silver?”

“Was anything else found with Sir Myron?” Father Paul asked.

“A few blankets,” I answered, the rocks in my coin purse and the ledger I’d secreted away in a nearby vacant house, standing foremost in my mind. “Some food, as I said. A spoon. Nothing more. The strangest part? For a man on the run, a knight on the run, I found no weapons. I turned the place upside down searching.”

“Yes, indeed,” Father Paul said. “You found nothing else, you’re certain?”

“Yeah.”

“Well,” he clasped his hands together, “I thank you for your efforts and your reporting this directly. I took liberties, but thought perhaps you might wish to deal with me rather than His Eminence.”

I nodded. “He taking a nap?”

Father Paul smirked despite himself.

“What of it all, though?” I asked.

“Excuse me?”

“His injuries, Father.”

“Horrific.” Father Paul shook his head.

“Know anything in the neighborhood that could cause them?”

“In the neighborhood?”

“On the earth, then?”

“I ... I couldn’t possibly imagine.”

“Maybe someone hurled him from a trebuchet into a war hammer emporium?” I stared down at the body. “How about his wife?”

“His wife?” Father Paul rubbed his throat, staring at me like he wasn’t sure he liked what he saw. “Lady Chalstain, Irene, is not well. One of her sons, her youngest, was murdered in an attempt on her life. She was placed in Saint Edna’s soon after. An asylum for lunatics and the mentally feeble, the same asylum the city takes its name from. A few weeks past, following Sir Myron’s disappearance, Lady Chalstain went mad with grief at his loss. Apparently. She was in a ... a state. Catatonic is the word, I’m told. She hasn’t spoken a word since she’s been there.”

“Hmmm. How many children did they have?”

“Six,” he answered. “Six scattered to the winds. Children? Nay, most are grown. No doubt word has not even reached them yet. I sent letters concerning his disappearance, weeks past. I shall have to send more. Lord, his eldest is fighting in the east, Samuel, with the Teutonics, for seasoning. In Novgorod, or thereabouts. He’ll be returning no doubt, once word reaches him. The others? One is a priest. Two are but squires at far-flung castles, I believe. His daughters? One is married to a graf. Another is in Florence.”

“I’ve been in Florence. Breathtaking.”

“I sadly have never been to Italy.”

“Who’s talking about Italy?”

“I ... what?” Father Paul stammered.

“I’d like to speak to Lady Chalstain.”

“Well,” he pressed steepled fingers against his lips, took a deep breath and then nodded, “I can’t see what good it would do, but I can’t see what ill, either.”

“All this cost him his life. He was a man trudging through hell. A son murdered. His wife felled, infirm. Enemies engaging in force. On the run. Cast out from his home, from his Lord. What drove the man?”

“What drives all good men of faith and character, I should suppose,” Father Paul answered.

“And what’s that, Father?” I asked

“I haven’t the faintest.”




Chapter 27.

...write this by candlelight in my den. The moon is full tonight, and I imagine I can see someone creep outside my home, casting dim moon-shadows upon the shutters as he skulks...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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“TEA?” THE SISTER ASKED.

“No, thank you.” I was parched but it wasn’t tea would quench it.

Fresh rushes lay spread across the floor, and the room had a pungent just-cleaned scent like maybe they’d recently scrubbed the floors and walls. Impressive, as far as asylums go. I’d been in some where the only thing on the floors was shit. Of course, Lady Chalstain was a lady, and that was worth something. The mattress of her bed curved like an eroded mountain, smooth and crescent and lofty. It was well made, both in structure and furnishings.

Out the tiny window was a picturesque view of the city, stretching west along the coast to the bay and across, the watchtower on Goathead far off, just barely visible, its flame atop it rippling silent across the sound.

Lady Chalstain sat slouched in a chair against the wall, her dark hair tied in a loose bun atop her head, vines of it snaking down across her pale face, so pale as to be almost translucent. Beads of sweat glistened on her forehead as she aimlessly chewed whatever it was that the sister had spooned into her mouth. The sister crooned a soft melody as she worked slowly, purposefully, beaming when she was able to get a full spoonful in.

“Forgive me the late hour,” I said.

Lady Chalstain said nothing as porridge slid down her chin.

“There, there, milady.” The sister spooned up the porridge and reintroduced it to Lady Chalstain’s mouth as though she were a baby. “Good. Good. Now swallow. Yes. There. Now another.” With never-ending patience, she eased another spoonful into the lady’s slack, open mouth. “You need your strength, milady.”

Lady Chalstain’s head was cocked to the side as she stared at the flame of the watchtower, her eyes unfocused, blank, empty. The sister dabbed at the corner of her lip with a napkin.

“Lady Chalstain...” Leaning forward, I waved a hand in front of her face. No reaction. I snapped my fingers like a complete asshole, right by her ear. Again, nothing. The sister gave me a stern glare, and I withdrew, fearful she might skin a ruler and rap my knuckles. “How long’s she been like this?”

The sister frowned. “A few weeks.” She was a robust older woman, and even when frowning, there was a round joviality to her that I’m sure served her in good stead. “Poor, poor lady.” She held a hand up in front of her mouth as though to share a secret. “I heard they found her husband today.” She glanced at Lady Chalstain. “This very morn, it’s said.”

“How is he?” News did travel fast.

“Dead,” she mouthed.

I shook my head. “And what happened to her?”

“Grief.” Her hands clasped at her breast. “Oh, a grief so powerful it plowed a furrow right through her very soul, I think.” She made the sign of the cross on her ample bosom. “It was just too much for the dear. Sadly, we see it here too often. Like a bridge bearing too much weight, something must give.” She sighed. “Tragic. The dear just couldn’t take her husband’s ... well, she just couldn’t. And to have lost a son that very week? Murdered, they say.” Her voice was a whisper again. “Would have lain anyone in a stupor.”

“Do they ever come out of it?”

“Aye.” The sister smiled half-heartedly. “Sometimes.”

“Do you think she will?”

“The Lord works in mysterious ways.” She clucked to herself, then undid the bun of hair atop Lady Chalstain’s head.

“He sure does.” I thought for a moment. “When did her husband disappear?”

“Oh? Hmm...” She gathered the lady’s hair up in two hands. “Seems near a month ago, a few weeks at any rate, after the plague. He just up and disappeared.” She glanced at Lady Chalstain sidelong and lowered her voice. “Though, for weeks people have claimed seeing him.”

“Yeah? Whereabouts?”

“Oh?” She adroitly tied the lady’s hair in place with a length of blue ribbon. “Here and there, I suppose. I heard some brewer claimed seeing some knight in his loft. Blue cross on his chest. Very polite, Sir Chalstain was.”

“He never showed up to see her?”

“Not that I know of,” the sister answered, putting the final touches on the bun. “There.”

“Did anyone ever visit?”

“Father Paul.” She shook her head in admiration. “He came here himself and sat by her side for quite some time, just sitting with her, talking with her, reading to her. She never said a thing back, of course, but...”

“What’s your name, milady?”

“Sister Milicent, milord.” She wagged a finger at me, blushing.

“Sister Milicent. A beautiful name. Very alliterative,” I said. “Does Lady Chalstain ever speak?”

“Oh, no, milord. She just sits here, staring out the window, gazing off toward the ocean. She does love it so. She grew up by it.” She pointed out the window. “And the watchtower, she loves to gaze at its rippling flames, all night sometimes. A thing of beauty amidst all this grey.”

“That it is,” I said.

She nodded.

“And she’s been this way since she came here?” I asked.

“She was grief-stricken, it’s true.” Sister Milicent patted the lady’s hand. “But she had her wits. At first. They were dragged through the mud and addled, maybe, but she had them. No, t’was a few days after she came here. A few days of hysteria, and then like a gale wind it passed, passed into this. Peace.”

I stood and offered a bow. “Well, this has been most help...” I froze mid-bow. A tear had welled up in the inner corner of Lady Chalstain’s eye, glistening there as it grew until it trickled down her cheek. I said nothing, just staring as Sister Milicent shushed her like a newborn and wiped the tear clean with a handkerchief.

Lady Chalstain was weeping blood.




Chapter 28.
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THE JOINT FELL SILENT before I even closed the door. Gazes turned my way, slowly, synchronously, eyebrows furrowing, backs straightening. Eight men. None of them looked particularly friendly. A hushed conversation was the only sound but for the break of ocean waves not far off, the whistle of wind, the creaking of worm-infested ships.

The Fool’s Hand. A shithole. At best.

Settled amidst the warehouses and storage dumps, the claustrophobic tavern was nearly impossible to find. I’d circled the same block, passed the same rotting docks, the same packs of homeless derelicts, wondering all the while when some assassin was going to take another crack at me. Fifth time around, I saw the motleyed hand scrawled by the front door. Upright slats of hoary gray board, splintery, scaled in runnels of white salt. Calling it a shack would have been unkind to the whole grand tradition of shackdom.

“You lost, mister?” The bartender reached under the bar.

“No.” I brushed some snow off my shoulders. “This is the Fool’s Hand, yeah?”

The bartender glanced to his right, to a long lanky fellow sitting with his feet up, watching me from under the hood of his cloak. He itched his red beard, the only thing I could make out on him. Everyone was watching me, pins and needles head to toe and back again. Eggshells, a word that came to mind. Redbeard, with his feet up, a book splayed open on his lap, twitched a nod the bartender’s way.

“Yah,” the bartender answered. “What’s it you want?”

I shrugged. “Heard the crab cakes were to die for.”

Redbeard chuckled to himself, licked a finger, turned a page.

The bartender swallowed.

“Ale?” I asked.

The bartender’s gaze twitched back to Redbeard.

“Ale?” I turned to Redbeard.

“Runnin’ low.” Redbeard shook his head, minutely. “Have a seat.” He swung his feet down, pulled his hood back. His bald pate shined red from too much sun or too much wind or too much drink. Maybe all three. The glint at his ear was a golden hoop. He kicked a chair my way and placed his book on the table. He kept reading.

“Thanks.” I pulled the chair round and sat. With the wall to my back and the rest to my front, I could relax, relatively. Six men, all taking an interest, all perched between me and the front door. Six men. Six thieves. I saw stumped hands, facial brands, grim glares. Redbeard took a drink.

My stomach groaned. “What’re you reading?”

He pulled the book up, showing the cover. The Bible.

“Be careful with that one,” I warned.

He licked a finger, turned a page, kept reading.

“I know you, mister?” he asked without looking up.

“No,” I said. “Name’s Luther.”

“Don’t think I want to know you.”

“I get that a lot.”

“Sir Luther...” His eyes still in the Bible. “I can smell the airs on you, nearly taste ‘em. Can see that high hat o’ yours near brushing the rafters.”

“I am grand,” I admitted.

“Don’t get many ‘sirs’ walking in here,” Redbeard said, “even less walking out.” He glanced up from his Bible studies as though to punctuate his statement with a, “You catch my drift?”

“Fair enough.” I pulled my baldric over my head and set Yolanda on the floor, leaning against me.

Redbeard nodded her way. “Only gear you’re lugging?”

I sat back, pulled open my cloak, offering a quick gander of steel, steel, and more steel, then drew it closed.

“Busy, busy,” Redbeard grunted. “You come looking for trouble, all of that’s gonna amount to all this.” He snapped the Bible shut, glanced around the room, taking in the rest of the men, his men. That was plain. They were on the edges of their seats, waiting on his word. Harp strings strung fit to break. I was waiting on the twang. “You a praying man, Sir Luther?”

“Not especially.”

“Might want to start reconsidering that stance.”

“You Red Tom?”

“What do you want?” he asked. “You mention crab cakes again, you won’t mention nothing else. Never.”

“I’m a justiciar. Looking to ask a few questions.”

“Looking to stir up trouble’s more like.”

“With any luck, no.”

“You don’t seem to me a man with any luck.”

“Whilst you appear to be overflowing,” I said.

The corner of his lip twitched, a near-smirk, a dark one, but genuine. “Gonna be a damn shame when I give the word.”

“Damn shame for you, too.” I shrugged. “All of them. Soon as the Lord Bishop catches wind. And he knows I’m here. Waiting on bated breath for my timely return.”

“But you first, though,” Redbeard said.

“Fair enough. Can we not agree, however, that it would be mutually beneficial if I weren’t slaughtered here tonight?”

“I can always move digs.”

“Shave the beard, don a wig, join the gypsies? Can see you belly dancing right now.”

He chuffed another laugh despite himself. “Yeah, I’m Red Tom. What the fuck do you want?”

“Just a few questions. On the Lord Bishop’s behalf.”

“Already answered a few questions on his behalf.”

“Oh?” My eyes narrowed. “Who was the lucky fella?”

“Sir,” he glanced over his shoulder at the bartender, “what’s his name?”

“Chalstain,” the bartender hazarded.

“That’s the one.” Red Tom snapped his fingers. “Him that gone all disappeared and such.”

“Well, he’s reappeared. Parts, anyways.”

“We jawed. Pleasant-like. For the greater piece.”

“What’d he ask about?”

Red Tom stroked a finger across his jaw.

I kept my breathing slow, even.

“Was asking about plenty,” Red Tom said. “Mostly about Jews.”

My stomach roiled as he took a drink. “And what’d you say?”

“Said I ain’t one. So how’s I to know nothing?” He scratched his beard. “Course, he mentioned we’d been leaning on them for quite some time, and so I says we ain’t been leaning on them. As of late. So I truly didn’t know nothing concerning them.”

“As of late?” I repeated. “And why’s that?”

Red Tom grinned, revealing yellow teeth, some missing. “Cause them bastards started leaning back. Escalation of force. And old Hughes weren’t up to snuff. Imagine that? Har. Jews leaning back? And leaning hard-like. You ken that?” He looked around the room, slapped the table with an open palm. “Ain’t that right, boys?” He was met with a cold-cocked silence. “Bunch of yellow bastards.”

“That why Hughes was voted down?” I asked.

“Heh. Aye, that’s it. Voted.” He sniffed, wiped his nose. “Only took one. Things is gonna change, though, and soon. Be back proper, right enough. But don’t you nor yer bishop be worrying. We got no airs.”

“They were leaning back, you say? How?”

“How?” His eyes narrowed. “You daft? How’s it always go?” He hunkered forward across the good book as he leered, his long rawboned arm all muscle and sinew and bone. “Men get ahold of steel. Men decide to use it,” he sat back, “men die. They got more men.”

“How many more?”

“More.”

“They come straight at you?”

He looked me in the eye. “No. Didn’t come at us at all, truth be told. But when we crossed that line into the Quarter.” He shook his head. “Bold fuckers. Killing in the open. Daylight. Dagger-men rushing in, stabbing, disappearing afore... We couldn’t get no foothold again once they’d ousted us.”

“Really?”

“Calling me a liar?” He cocked his head a mite.

“No, just, you don’t hear it much is all.”

“Aye. They usually just take it, take it and like it, tip o’ the cap, but things is changed.” He thumped the Bible. “But like I said, they gonna change back.”

“Know any of the names of the men you been dealing with? The name Daniel ring any bells?”

“Daniel? Naw.” He shook his head a mite, barely a twitch. “Been hearing of a group calling themselves the Masada, though. Whispers and such. No one’s talking outright, even with persuasion. Ken they’s the ones fighting back, but we ain’t exactly on terms I’d call speaking.”

“The Masada?” I asked. “Know what it means?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Lord knows attempts were made to right the scales.”

“You poured it on?”

“Poured it on? Aye. Sure. We poured it on.” He grinned. “And they poured back.”

“That it with the Jews?” I asked. “Nothing more?”

“Sure,” he answered.

“Nothing out of the ordinary?”

“What you getting at?”

“If you knew, it wouldn’t need asking.”

He frowned. “Sure there’s more. There’s always more, ain’t there?”

“Any of your dead men get snuffed in a strange way?”

“Like how?”

“Like maybe they had a warhorse boot them in the chest and knock them off the roof of the highest building you know?”

A reptile glare, cold, appraising. “What of it?”

“Sound familiar?”

“Sure. Couple chaps making a run at some Quarter merchant got turned near inside out. Bone twisted like rope. Something to see. Washed up ashore a few weeks back.”

“Know anything about it?”

“Know I wish the fella done it was working fer me.”

“Any means to address it?”

Red Tom grinned. “Cannon?”

“What else you tell Chalstain?”

The muscles at his jaw clenched. “He come asking about killers. Hired an all. Looking to connect someone to all the Isle Men mayhem.”

“And what’d you tell him?”

“Told him I know plenty. Told him none of the men I knew’d have the grit to pull a job like he was asking on. Told him no man did, and if he did, no one could afford him.”

“And then?”

“And then nothing. He up and left. He was seen after he left if that’s what yer driving at. Seen alive, that is.”

“No. That’s not what I’m thinking. Just wondering what he was thinking.”

“Har. I told him he was barking up the wrong tree. Thinking some shit-heel thieves like us was gonna go jumping in the Lords’ pool? Might dip in a toe from time to time, but...” His glance slid slowly, evenly toward the door. “Now if that’s all?”

“One last thing.” I stood slowly, Yolanda in hand. “Know anything about a Genoese cog that docked here about a month ago? Don’t know the name.”

“Am I the fucking harbormaster now?”

“Close enough.”

“Lot of ships come in and out.”

“And you don’t ever take any notice of them, yeah?” I glanced toward the door. “Nor their cargo.” About twenty feet away. Seemed a long way. My hands were starting to shake a bit. I could feel the pale shivers coming on. “The cog brought in a company of mercs. Crossbowmen, most like. Genoese.”

“Dagos.”

“That’s the one.”

“Aye, I know the boat.” Red Tom rubbed his chin. “Some says they brought the plague with them.”

“Yeah. I heard that. Heard it was a king-rat, too. Or the Jews. Or some plague cult up the point. Maybe all together. But this merc cog, know anything about it? The company’s captain? A little shit, but makes a big stink. Goes by Casagrande. Does work on the side not entirely unlike yourself.”

Red Tom stared at me long and hard. “You don’t want to be asking nothing about that one.”

“You’re right, but here I am, asking away.”

“Here you are.”

“You know him?”

“I’m still breathing, so maybe I don’t. But I know who you’re talking of.”

“Who’s he working for?” I slid the last of Lord Volkendorf’s golden rings across the table.

Red Tom raised an eyebrow as he took the ring in hand, glancing at it. Then both eyebrows raised.

“Who’s he working for?” I repeated.

“Ain’t working for me.” He tossed the ring to the bartender, who almost caught it. “Have Sorril melt it down. Now. Don’t want no crows kawing in here.” Red Tom stared across the table at me for a while. “You looking for dago mercs in Asylum, only one place you’ll find them.” He nodded east out the window and across the river. “The Quarter.”
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A HUMID BLAST OF HUMANITY-infused air engulfed me as I stepped into the Stone Ruin Ten. The air burned stifling with the stink of humanity. Sweat. Nausea. Desperate song jangled on, ragged, half to the rhythm. Drunken, forced jocularity. Mule guffaws. A horrid dwarf in motley tumbled across the bar, coming back to his feet with a tankard of ale spilling in each hand, howling.

It’s different when you know you’re being hunted, and by ‘it,’ I mean everything. Your current existence. The now. All painted with the muted colors of fear, the strokes of stark panic bound near to breaking, all slathered across a canvas of doom impending.

Cutting through the crowd, knifing past bodies, plunging through conversation after conversation, I searched for the faces of the men come to kill me. Leering faces. Horrid faces. But they wouldn’t be leering or horrid. 

Sweat beaded the back of my neck.

I didn’t see them. Or maybe I did. Maybe they were right next to me. For an instant, I longed for the naked display of threat back at the Fool’s Hand. No guessing games there, only bare menace. But when they’re hidden in plain sight? Every glance thrown my way was an assassin’s appraisal, every bump, every shoulder as I jostled my way through the press, a prelude to murder.

And they were here. I could feel it. But maybe so was Karl.

I kept to the walls til I made the bar.

Schultz noticed me, nodded, worked his way over.

“Herr Luther.” He nodded filling a tankard.

My thirst, forced down and away, restrained, slavering, suppressed, released suddenly, springing to full bore as tankard touched bar.

“Thanks.” I swiped the tankard, slugged it back, and almost gagged it back up. “Small beer?”

“Apologies, my barrels are dry. And no stock is being left in the city. None I can be finding. No wine. No ale. Just the small beer.”

I nearly hurled the tankard at his head.

Withering, he blanched, turned, slunk down the bar.

I took another sip and shuddered. Small beer: beer cut with dog piss. Or was it the other way around? Either way, it wouldn’t touch me. Leaning against the wall, I propped up my head on my hand and watched. A bored affectation. If they were here, and they were, and they were watching, and they were, they knew the instant I stepped through the door. Thoughts of Red Tom’s dagger-men rolled through my mind. Stabbing a man in a crowd’s a slick method. A tight pack like this? Can’t see anything below shoulder height. Stabs to the gut? Chest? Not many’d see, if any at all. And those that did? Who’d stick their neck out on my account?

A pair of minstrels in blood-red velvet flitted to and fro upon a small dim stage, singing a trilling song of Roland’s heroic stand against the Saracen horde. It didn’t end well for him.

Schultz edged back my way, serving his swill to a throng of patrons.

“Any more rooms open?” I asked him.

“Yours is being still.” Schultz cocked his head in confusion.

“I need another. Room twelve.”

“Someone is already renting—”

“Move them. Now.”

“I cannot be—”

“Move them, and we’re square for my armor,” I said.

That did it. Schultz nodded, strolled to a rack of keys and pulled one off. He held it out, just shy of my grasp. “We are being square then?”

I nodded, snatched the key.

Lorelai entered the common room, plying her trade across the way, finding a seat in the lap of that big swarthy fuck, Blackbeard. Again. The shaggy bastard barked a gap-toothed guffaw and slapped Lorelai on the arse. His hand remained there, clutching, gripping as he drained his tankard in one prolonged gulp, then slammed it down, hollering for more.

Lorelai extricated herself from his arms then kissed the bastard before gathering all his empties and making her way to the bar. She wove through the crowd, placed the fistful of tankards down, freezing the instant our eyes met. She recovered then curtsied with a grin, a wicked grin, though her eyes still told that first tale.

“You’re looking well,” I said.

She shut me up with a finger buttoning my lips. “Are you stupid or just fucking crazy?” She hissed low, her breath hot in my ear.

“Can’t I be both?”

“Sake’s alive, you setting up shop?” She glared down at my full tankard. “Thought you said it was to be quick? Thought men were coming to kill you?”

“I’m waiting for a friend.”

“You got no friends.”

“Says who?” Frowning, I leaned past her, glaring down Blackbeard, still rollicking along. “You, on the contrary, seem to have plenty.”

“Huh?”

“Thick as thieves you two are,” I said above the din. “Thicker.”

“Well, I’m very good.” She set the empties on the bar.

“You are that. Hell, you might be the goodest.”

“Jealousy doesn’t become you.”

“Yeah, but sometimes it’s all I’ve got,” I answered. “Relax.” I put a hand on her forearm. She was trembling.

“Care to join me upstairs?”

“Thought you were occupied.” I nodded at the empties.

“I suppose I could fit you in.”

I smirked. “Can’t say the offer’s not tempting.”

Sidling up close to me, she glanced down at her hand, lighting on my cock, feeling me through my pants. “I can tell.”

“Whoa, easy,” I stammered. “Won’t be able to walk.”

“Don’t like it?” She harrumphed. “Maybe I should go back to my friend?”

“Oh, no you don’t.” I snaked an arm around her waist, pulled her back, constricting her onto my lap. “You’re mine.”

“You going to dry hump me all night?” she asked over her shoulder.

“You shouldn’t,” I said, getting a grip. She couldn’t get caught in this because of me.

“I don’t like games, Sir Luther.” She leaned back into me, her hair smelling of lilac.

“Just Luther. Rules, remember? You shouldn’t because I’m expecting someone. Upstairs.”

“Oh?” A hand to her bosom, offended. “Your friend? Thought I was the only one you desired?”

“It’s not that. I’m expecting men.”

“Well, if that’s the way you’re leaning?”

“The men who ambushed me. They’ll try again.” I took in the room. “They’ll try here.”

“Then why?”

“Why what?”

“Why’d you come back?” She hissed.

“Like you said. I’m crazy. Stupid. Both.”

“What are you going to do?”

“First off?” I took a long breath, feeling her body pressed warm against mine, soft and at the same time firm, smelling wine on her, the hot swirling air, her long red-gold hair tickling my neck, the lacquered wood of the bar under my arm. Smooth. Cool. Not a bad moment, not bad at all, except for the small beer. “You’ve got to go.” I pushed her up from me, but she caught the bar, resisting.

“No,” she said. “If they’re going to kill you upstairs, don’t go. Sakes alive. Go somewhere else.”

“Where?” I asked.

“Anywhere.”

I shoved her off me, stood, and offered a sweeping bow before I strode off for the stairwell.

I was upstairs and at my door moments later, unlocking it when I felt eyes on me. Instantly, I exhaled, clearing my head, forcing back the butterflies, willing my body relaxed, gripping my dagger beneath my cloak. I glanced over my shoulder, let out a long sigh.

It was Lorelai.

I deflated. “Leave.”

She slid up to me, was on me, a predator enveloping me, a grasping tangle, one hand sliding up my shirt, across my chest, the other working my belt.

“Jesus,” I groaned, kicking the door open and sliding in, dragging her after. I nearly hurled her onto the bed as I was closing the door and stripping my cloak off and failing at both.

Lorelai leered, leaning back on her elbows, easing one of her shoes off with the toe of her other. Thud. It clomped on the floor followed by the other. Thud. She untied her blouse, pulling blessed strings, one by one.

“Well shit,” I said as she continued, little by little, corner of her mouth upturned in that wicked smirk.

I closed the door, locked it, slid the burglar bar in place. Both were sorry devices. Adding the door’s ramshackle make and frame to the duo made the holy trinity of poor security. One good kick, maybe two ... from a crippled leper. “You need to go.”

“Why?” She pulled open her bodice and slid shimmying free.

“You know why.” I tried not to stare. Failed.

Humming to herself, she raised a knee, started working down her stockings.

“They’re going to kill you, too, if you stay.” I swallowed, my mouth dry, head buzzing.

“Maybe I don’t care.”

“Maybe there’s already enough blood on my hands without adding yours.”

“You practically threw me on the bloody bed.”

“In my defense, you were stroking my cock.” I was past her and at the window an instant later, tilting the shutters for a quick look-see. “Tends to cloud my judgement.” Rooftops and chimneys and smoke were bathed in the orange glow of plague pits. I thought I could make out a form, a black spot against a black sky, hunkered against a tilted chimney. Maybe. Maybe not. “And my judgement’s not tip-top to start with.”

“Maybe you’re just paranoid?” She leaned back on the bed, one long leg rising slow as the sun through the mangle of her dress.

I wilted back. “Stay away from the window.”

“Maybe you’re wrong?”

“God knows I am often enough,” I muttered. “Just usually not about the bad stuff.” I closed my eyes, saw the future. “They’ll do it in here. Either before or after.” I laid a hand to her cheek. “It’ll be fast. A few men at least. Say three. Four. Overwhelm us. Stab anything that moves.”

Lorelai blanched.

“Now you know,” I said.

She blinked, stared off somewhere quiet, somewhere dark.

“Liberating, isn’t it?” I lied. “To know you’re going to die?” It’s not. It’s like being stuffed in a musty coffin two sizes too small, wide awake as dirt’s piled on top, shovel by shovel, each thump shuddering through your flesh, your body, your soul.

“I don’t care,” she said.

“There’s still time. Leave.”

“No.”

“Go back to your husband.”

“He’s dead,” she mouthed woodenly.

“Your children then,” I said.

“No.” She glanced at the door. “Let them come.”

“And what about our boy?” I asked, casting my last trump card.

“Who?”

“Girard.”

“Our boy?” she scoffed. “And what of him?”

“They’ll kill him, too.”

Lorelai’s eyes snapped into focus, the caul of inertia finally torn. She shook her head, and I could see it had crept in there, her eyes, uncertainty, doubt, fear. Not a lovely sight for all her beauty.

“I brought him in.” I knelt, taking her hands in mine. “Got him work. He’s hung around you and me both. They know that by now. They’ve been watching me. Following me. Girard’s a loose end. And maybe they figure he knows something.”

“Where is he?” Lorelai started up for the door.

“Easy.” I intercepted her, rising, catching her by the shoulders, stopping her as she tried to plow through me. “Get dressed.” I glanced down. “Or not.”

“Where is he?” she was on the verge, her voice a tremulous squeal.

“Who?” I scratched my head.

“You’re an ass.” She was gathering her things, pulling them on.

“Yeah, but a consistent one.” I twitched my head toward the window. “Girard’s holing up in the abandoned house across from yours. I told him to stay there til morning, keep a watch for you.”

“Good.” She closed her eyes, took a breath, nodded. “Thank you.” Then she opened them. “You’re going to fight them?”

“No,” I laid out the tools I’d borrowed, “not if I can help it.” A pair of hatchets, crowbar, rope. I touched a finger to my temple. “Got a plan.”

Lorelai stared with disdain at the tools. “What is it?”

“Gonna snatch one.”

“Snatch one what?” Her eyes screamed.

“One of them.”

“Them? As in, a full-grown man? What, are they pies cooling on a fucking sill?”

“Didn’t say it was a good plan,” I conceded. “Need to know who’s coming at me. Get a glimpse, at least. Then get out of here on the sly. So I can return the favor. That sound better?”

“Everything you say sounds worse, always only worse.”

“My family motto.” I proceeded to pull the bed across the floor, wincing at every squeal. “Please. Go.”

Arms crossed, she sat on the bed.

“I could throw you out.”

“I could scream.”

“Shit. Alright. Give me a hand, then.” I grabbed the bed frame, and she took the other side. “Ready? Lift.” Together we slid and carried it, buttressing it against the door. “Buy us some time.”

“Why do you trust me?” Lorelai asked.

“Huh?” I shrugged. “Don’t know. You just either do or you don’t with a person, yeah? Don’t give it much thought. Only weight.”

“And you do?”

“Yeah.” I knelt by the tools, the floor creaking under my weight.

“Aren’t you afraid?”

“I’m afraid of everything, Lorelai, except maybe that.” You either carry that fear or you don’t. Simple, right? Make a choice and wait to see if you get burned. I’d been burned before. But not by her. I slid the sharp end of the crowbar between the ends of two floorboards, wadded the striking end in my cloak and raised the hatchet. “I’ll need a distraction.”

“A what?”

“A noise. To cover this. For them. If they’re listening.” I spoke in a whisper. “They’ll expect us to be...” I cocked my head toward the bed. “Can you handle that?”

Rubbing her upper arms, she nodded.

I glanced up. 

Her feet were still firmly on the floor as she started bouncing up and down on the edge of the bed. Slowly at first, rhythmically. Then she started feigning the sounds of sex. I was frozen, entranced, transfixed, until she hucked the rope at me, jogging me from my reverie. I nodded, swallowed, struck the crowbar with the flat end of the hatchet and drove it between the two boards, working it deeper and deeper into the crevice, back and forth, trying to get a bite. I did and forced the crowbar torquing over. The end of the floorboard rose an inch and then another. I shoved the hatchet under to wedge it open before I slid the crowbar down and repeated with the other hatchet until the board groaned free. I repeated on the adjacent board. Sideways, I could just squeeze through the hole.

Lorelai paused, offering a long drawn out moan. “What if someone’s down there?”

“Room twelve.” I worked the nails out. “Mine for the evening. You ready?”

Lorelai closed her eyes, calculated, nodded.

“Come on.” I held out a hand. “I’ll lower you.”

Gathering her skirts, she hunkered down by the hole and inserted one leg in then the other.

“Shhhhh.” Bracing my feet to either side of the hole, I took her hands in mine and lowered her. She hung there dangling an instant then dropped into the abyss. “You alright?”

“Yes,” she whispered up. “I landed on the bed.”

“Perfect.” Sitting with my legs dangling in, I tucked the hatchets into my belt, edged forward then dropped down next to her. Reaching up through the hole, I slid the floorboards back in place. Somewhat. Lorelai’s soft strong hands steadied me.

“Here,” I stepped off the bed, “take my hand.”

I pulled her across the room, my hand fishing for the doorknob. Finding it, I slid the key into the lock, wincing as the tumblers jumped. I turned the key, feeling resistance, then nothing as it turned.

“Now, we wait.” I pulled my hood up and opened the door a crack.

The hall was empty.

Smash! The sound of an axe on wood crashed from above. Wood cracked, splintered.

Lorelai’s nails dug into my neck.

Smash!

The door above gave in. The bed screeched, stuttering across the floor. Feet pounded, clomping, reverberating. Terse voices hissed and growled. Footsteps stumbled above. Grumbles. Swears. Shouting. They slammed open the shutters.

I stepped out into the hall. Empty. Lorelai followed, and I pulled her in front of me, staying close, matching her gait, half-crouching behind, knife in hand. As we rounded the corner, we were at the stairwell, two flights, one up, one down.

Lorelai froze.

A hooded man, a small crossbow clutched in his hands, stood on the landing, his attention fixed upwards, but he turned toward Lorelai, jaw dropping as I stepped neatly past, my blade point pressing to his throat.

“Quiet,” I hissed, peeling the crossbow from his hands then forcing him down the stairs ahead of me. “Hands where I can see them.”

He stumbled down as stiff-legged as a marionette, my grip on the scruff of his neck the only thing keeping him upright. At the bottom, I yanked him back into the gloom under the stairs. “Stand there.” Lorelai nodded, gathered her skirts and stepped in front of us, blocking us as a pair of drunks opened the stairwell door, guffawing their way up, giving her an eyeful the whole way.

“Who’s your boss?” I had him by the throat. Shit. He was practically just a kid.

His eyes pleaded, tears welling up. “Please mister...” As I dug the blade into his neck.

“Who?”

“Lori, please?” He begged.

I froze. “You know him?” He did look familiar. Somehow.

She nodded, eyes wide. “He’s a ... a customer.”

A voice called from upstairs. “Zak,” a dead chill voice, “see anything?”

I pressed the dagger point into his throat. “This way,” I said, dragging him toward the door.

“Zak?” It came again, insistent. Footsteps pounded, three men. At least.

“Zeke, help—” He blurted the first half out, but not the second cause my dagger slid through his throat as I clamped a hand over his mouth, slamming his head into the wall. His bucking knocked my aim off, my blade careening off his spine, blood spurting past. I hurled him headfirst past, crashing into the other wall, slipped the knife beneath my cloak, and grabbed Lorelai by the arm. I thrust her ahead of me as feet pounded down the hall then down the stairs.

“ZAK! Where are you?!”

“FIRE!” I roared at the top of my lungs as Lorelai and I exploded into the common room, bowling into a swathe of bodies, knocking folk back, aside. “THERE’S A FIRE UPSTAIRS!” I pointed towards the stairs as I slashed on through, screaming like a madman. “RUN! FIRE!”

Folk screamed and started for the front door, lurching, fighting, trampling over one another to escape. Tables overturned. Chairs were hurled, kicked aside. Glass shattered. A void formed in the middle of the room; the mad herd tore instinctively for the front, bottlenecking the door, bodies crushing, fighting for escape. Pushing Lorelai ahead of me, we vaulted the bar, slid out back into the kitchen.

“What the hell is going on?” Schultz screamed as we rushed passed him.

“Someone’s screaming about a fire upstairs,” I yelled.

“Where?!” He grabbed a sand bucket, and then we were outside, breath steaming, cold biting, lungs burning, running, splashing through the mud.

“Just keep running.” I had Lorelai by the wrist, drawing her along through the crowd.

Two blocks south we stumbled, hanging close to the buildings on our right, then west for a block. I yanked her to a stop, dragged her into an alley, clambered my way through garbage to the end and peeked out. I melted to a crouch, huffing, blood pounding in my ears. The tavern front was filled with patrons milling about, shivering, chattering, some laughing by now, some swearing, some just happy to not be caught in an inferno. Others lay on the ground, exhausted, trampled maybe. Someone’d taken the initiative to start playing an instrument. Poorly.

“Wait here,” I said.

“No.” Eyes wide with animal panic, she blinked, shook her head, swallowed. “We’re too close.”

“I need to see them.”

Putting an arm out to the wall, Lorelai hunched over, kneeling in the mud and snow, retching, her hair hanging like tangles of damp seaweed. The stink of bile and wine filled the alley, fanning the flames of my own nausea. I bit it down. My head was pounding. “You alright?”

She sniffed, pointed at my head. “Y-You’re bleeding.”

“It’s nothing.” I waved her off, though I had no idea if it were true. Wounds happen so fast that sometimes you feel only impact, pressure, not the penetration and retraction of a blade. Sometimes you feel nothing. I had a friend of mine, at Crecy, stabbed through the heart, blade popping out his back like some misplaced tail. Died only after it was drawn free, his face all quizzical, confused, as life started draining from his face, from pink to pale to skull. Might have gone on living with that damned spike through his chest. You never know.

“Sakes alive.” She stifled another retch with a fist to her mouth. “Blood. You’re covered.”

“Not mine,” I grunted, unsure.

“You sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Here.” Lorelai wadded up a handkerchief and put it to my head, then wilted, retching again.

I pressed the cloth to my head, continued watching the street.

Blackbeard was out along with three others, dragging Zak amongst them, Blackbeard glaring every which way.

“You knew him?” I asked.

She nodded, tears welling. “Practically just a boy.” She wiped her eyes, her mouth.

“Friend of Blackbeard?”

“Black ... who?” She paused, nodded, wiped her eye with her dress. “Yes.”

The crowd parted, everyone staring at Blackbeard and his crew. Like a hammock, Zak hung limp and ragged amongst them. Something was wrapped around his neck, a scarf, a bandage, a red bandage.

Cries of, “Murder!” filled the night.

“Who was he?”

“No one.” She turned to me, a pale ghost in the moonlight. “Do you think he’s dead?”

“Barring a miracle.” And miracles were in short order in Asylum.

Blackbeard stopped, held up a hand, staring up at the roof of the house across the street from the tavern. He screamed something up. There had been a shooter up on the roof. Had he seen us? Blackbeard waited, nodded, looked down the street my way then the other. I could see him thinking. So no. Too much confusion.

“Think I’d be used to death by now,” Lorelai murmured aimlessly.

“What do you know about Blackbeard?” I asked.

“Him? I...? Nothing.”

“Must know something. What’s his name?”

“He ... he calls himself Devon. He’s a patron. Just a patron, like I said.”

Blackbeard snatched one of his men by the back of the neck and pulled him in close, snarling in his ear, then hurled him stumbling off north. The man regained his balance and continued on into a sprint.

“How many patrons you got?” I asked.

“Plenty.”

“Fair enough. How long’s he been one?”

“Two days. Maybe three.”

“The others?”

She thought a moment. “About the same.”

“Never seen any of them before that? They just showed up, after I did?”

She nodded.

“Last names?” I asked.

“No.”

“Distinguishing marks?” I asked. “Tattoos? Scars? Anything at all?” She shook her head. “A street? A house? Place of business? Anything?”

“No.” She rubbed her throat. “We never did much talking, just drinking and...”

“Yeah.” I waved a hand, begging her off. “Sure.”

A man toting a crossbow slid into the street and leaned close into Blackbeard, him still staring off my way. He shook his head, barked something, leaned down and grabbed one of Zak’s legs, lifting along with the others.

“I’m sorry,” Lorelai muttered.

“For what?” I rose from my crouch, dusting off my trousers, swallowing my rising gorge. “Got any money?”

“You ain’t fixed to—”

“Here.” Taking her by the arm, I pressed my coin purse into her hand, closed her fingers around it. “Some rocks in there, but silver, too. And don’t come here again. Ever.” Blackbeard started trotting off north. “They know where you live?”

Lorelai shook her head. “I ... I don’t think so.”

“Then go back to your crooked home. Get Girard. Then just get lost. Get so lost you don’t even know where you are.”

“And then what?”

“Start over somewhere.”

She glanced at me sidelong and groaned, her head collapsing into her hands. I put a hand on her shoulder, pulled her in tight.

“Don’t do this,” she pleaded.

“I gotta.”

She clutched my arm as I started out into the street. “You said there was enough blood on your hands already. You said that.”

“I lied.”




Chapter 30.

...battle upon the North Bridge today. Contingents of the Lord Bishop’s men met with a contingent of one of Lord Raachwald’s lieutenants, the giant...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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FREEZING RAIN PELTED me as I stalked Blackbeard and his men north up Mill Street, the sleet excoriating, raking across my face in razor sheets, freezing, burning. Visibility was practically nil which was both blessing and curse. The mud had frozen, crusting over, but still sucked at my boots as I broke through.

Wind ripped.

Past massive stone mills, I crept along. I crouched. Cringed. Needles of awareness swarmed across my body, reining me in when I pursued too aggressively, when they stopped by a Statue of Saint George, when Blackbeard turned, his face lost in darkness. Who was he, besides the man sent to kill me? Who were they, besides comrades of the assassins who’d taken down Nils? Why’d they want me dead? They didn’t know me personally, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t personal. Killing’s always personal. And were they the ones who’d killed Chalstain? I figured they were, figured they had to be, figured them for the ones who killed Volkendorf and his men, too.

But the same damned questions reared again. Could Blackbeard rip the head off a man? Tear open a portcullis? Cause those crush injuries? No. So, maybe Lady Narcissa’s monk did exist after all and had ripped Chalstain’s head off? The pendulum swings. Was the monk Haefgrim or Gaunt? Gaunt had claimed otherwise, but that meant nothing. Was it some other player in the game? And still, what about the three kids? My mind was as muddled and opaque as the stormy night sky.

Blackbeard turned, followed his squad, leaving Saint George all by his lonesome.

Kneeling in gutter filth, I waited, my nausea waxing to a head; I turned aside and puked in a gutter, then rose, continued.

Jesus, I needed a drink.

You’d think trailing people’d be easier in the dark of night. It isn’t. During the day you can blend in with other foot traffic. Hang back further. Let your eyes do the work. At night your eyes are shit. You have to stay close, closer than you’d like, and you have to rely on your other senses. Sound, mostly. All while trying to keep quiet yourself. Try to not knock over that pile of garbage or step on that cat, to tip your hand, to slit your own throat.

Through tight alleyways and main thoroughfares, Blackbeard and his squad slogged on. Up Mill Street, then down Black Alley and onto Oakside Lane, heading north, always north.

Their pace slackened considerably about twenty blocks onward, fatigue setting in. The kid hadn’t looked heavy, but lugging a corpse through slick muddy streets in blinding weather wasn’t easy. Not even for four men. For a moment, I thought maybe he wasn’t dead, that they were headed for the hospital.

I was wrong. Nigh upon it, they turned east.

They were crossing the North Bridge.

As the others started across, Blackbeard hung back, watching, waiting a long while, standing still as Saint George before turning abruptly and stomping on after them up. Had he seen me? Heard me? Maybe I’d gotten too close? Blackbeard crested the rise of the bridge, disappearing on the far side. Shivering, I slogged through trash and muck as I reached the alley’s end then loped on after.

The bridge. Another blessing. Another curse. Tail someone onto a bridge and there are only three places you can go, and down is not generally an option, rather than an outcome. Upside was I knew where they were going, at least for now. The downside? Bridges are damn fine places for an ambush, especially in the dead of night, amidst a winter storm. I glanced over the parapet. Water rushed below, far below, but it was too dark to see.

I was over the apex and heading down, treading over the same ground I’d trod the day before. Echoes of phantom hoofbeats pounded through my skull. The screams of women, the wails of children. Ice floes cracked and caromed off the chasm walls below. Not a preponderance of warm memories.

Sliding along at a crouch, along the parapet, I hustled on quicker to close the gap, catching a glimpse as they set foot off the bridge. They headed north. Again.

When I made bridge’s end, I waited, watching as Blackbeard’s form disappeared into the murk, north up Long Street. Rising, taking a step, I froze, sensing rather than seeing. A gut instinct — I’d been made.

The rains poured, sheets and sheets rolling on the wind with the tenacity of a cracking whip.

Someone was out there. Watching. I could feel it.

I dropped to the ground just as a crossbow bolt exploded against the parapet, steel sparking on stone. Couldn’t make out where it’d come from. Footsteps pounded now, splashing, cracking across cobbles. I peeked over the wall as two black shapes emerged from the hissing rain. Steel glinted. One of them, the slope-shouldered form of Blackbeard, I recognized. And one of the others from outside the tavern, a tall fellow with long shanks. And somewhere in the dark was the shooter, loading his crossbow. Watching. Waiting.

Keeping low, I crawled back up the bridge.

“Oy, there!” Blackbeard called out across the chasm, his grim reaper form stalking along, nigh on the bridge approach. “Rough night for a stroll, ain’t it?” His voice didn’t echo in the thick air. It just died. “Nothing to say?”

I kept silent, low, still backing up, cloak wrapped around me, searching the dark for the shooter. If I couldn’t see him, maybe he couldn’t see me. I should’ve just run, but he was reloaded by now, waiting for me to do just that.

“Maybe killing ain’t to your taste all of a sudden?” he called out. “You didn’t hold that view back at the tavern. Not when you were slitting the lad’s throat.” Blackbeard clashed two short blades together then tapped them together, tink, tink, tink. Longshanks strode along at his back. “Come on, Krait.”

I could only retreat up the bridge, but to retreat, I’d have to break cover. Where was that damned shooter?

“I can see you, crouching there,” Blackbeard called out. Could he? “Stand up. Like a bloody man.”

Eyes straining, searching the shadows. I stayed put. Where was he? Where?

“You’re a big knight, ain’t ya?” Blackbeard stopped, stood all nonchalant, pointing with a sword as he spoke, gesticulating like we were old friends in a bar jawing over ale. “What’re you hiding for?” He turned to Longshanks. “We’re nothing, ain’t that right?”

How far up the bridge? I squinted. Could I beat them? And once I made the far side? What then? Find an alley, make them come at me one at a time. Run. Hide. Retaliate.

“Hah!” Blackbeard turned to Longshanks. “Yellow fucker, ain’t he?”

“He is that,” Longshanks replied.

I drew my legs up, set a heel.

“C’mon, Krait.” Blackbeard and Longshanks reached the end of the bridge, Blackbeard just standing there, peering, his thick arms crossed. “My man here’s faster than a courser. And you ain’t no hare. He’ll heel you.”

I gripped one of the hatchets.

“About forty feet, eh?” Blackbeard straightened a mite, a buck who’d caught a scent. “Jacob...?” He called over his shoulder as Longshanks’ head exploded in a gout of blood and bone. Throwing up an arm, Blackbeard scuttled blind as another crossbow bolt zipped past. Boots clomped on stone as he disappeared down an alleyway.

I almost made to get up but didn’t as a squat form shambled out of the darkness, a wolf pelt slung across his shoulder, a crossbow in hand, haft of his thane axe clicking against the ground with each step. I oozed back against the wall, slid almost to the ground in relief.

It was Karl.

I’d have kissed him if I wasn’t crouched cowering, if my legs hadn’t seized up from the cold, if he wasn’t so short and ugly and frightfully troll-like.

Longshanks twitched a bit then lay still.

“You missed one.” I squinted up.

Karl spat on Longshanks’ corpse, crossbow bolt jutting from his forehead like some hell-spawned unicorn. Stepping his booted foot onto Longshanks’s head, Karl leaned over onerously, grunting, and drew the bolt scraping free. He whipped it once, flicking off the gore, then tucked it away. “Didn’t miss this one. Or his friend.” I knew somewhere off in the dark, the shooter lay dead, too.

“Fair enough.” I raised my hands. “I surrender.”

“Hrrm, the famous Krait-family battle cry.”

“Yeah.” I grinned, nodding at the wolf pelt over his shoulder. “New pet?”

“Yar. Found her in the Hellwood. Call her Bitey.”

“Forget to feed her?”

“Brave lass.” He pulled the pelt tighter around his neck, trying to ward off the cold rain. “Bravest of her pack. ’Course it don’t never pay being bravest.”

“Amen to that,” I said, scrambling to get up but ending up slipping and falling back on my arse. I held up a hand.

Karl grinned down at me.

“I am getting better,” I insisted.

“You’ve only one way to go.” Karl squinted at my outstretched hand. “Got the shakes, lad.”

“Cold.”

“How long’s it been?”

“Long.” I looked up at the sky, feeling the sleet against my face.

“Yar.” Karl reached behind his back. “You’re in deep this time. Deep since Stettin. Here.” Karl pulled a flask from under his cloak, wiggled it. “Take it. Can’t be stopping now.”

I snagged it, took a pull, felt the surge of burn down my throat. Long. Warm. Reviving. I ignored the numbing rain, the cold, the wet, felt calming warmth spreading out from my belly, reaching out to the rest of me, felt it working.

“Hair of the dog,” Karl rumbled.

“Salvation.” Wincing, I offered it back.

“Keep it.” Karl waved me off.

“Sure you can do without?” I asked.

“Sure you can’t.”

“Fair enough.” I took another swig, nodding to myself, my argument drowning.

“Make it last, lad.”

“So,” I lowered the flask, “what took you so long?”

“Been off gallivanting,” Karl picked his teeth with a crossbow bolt, hopefully a clean one, “with whores.”

“Only way to gallivant.”

“Har,” Karl shook his head, “glad to see all those years of fight-training’s paid off.”

“I learned from the best.”

“That you did, lad.” He took my hand in his iron grip and hauled me to my feet. “Don’t seem it took, though.”




Chapter 31.

...Lord Bishop has been less than forthcoming with aid in any form. It seems as though the man cares nothing for that which I seek to accomplish, and it was he who set me this task.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain
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THE STREET WAS DARK and wet and did nothing to allay my misery, but I didn’t care. I was alive. Thanks to Karl. Just another in a long list of debts accrued over the years. I took a sip from his flask, swished it in my mouth, savoring it long before I swallowed. We headed north along the river, the same direction Blackbeard had been headed. Karl’s hunched gait slogged on, never flagging, never waning, never ceasing, until now. In the yawn of a silent alley, he collapsed against a brick wall and just breathed, slow and ragged, eyes closed.

“Want me to lug that?” I nodded at his crossbow.

He cast a sidelong glare.

“Just trying to be polite.”

He pushed himself off the wall and recommenced trudging.

“What the fuck’s wrong with you?” I asked. “You’re hobbling around like my grandmother.”

“Yer grandmother’s dead.”

“Then you’re doing quite well, I suppose.”

“Been lugging your dead weight around for years.” He glared me up and down. “Must be all caught up with me.”

I snatched the crossbow from off his shoulder, met his glare, matched his step.

“Fuck your face,” he said.

“I’ll pass,” I said. “Speaking of fucking faces, though, tell me you’ve seen the Lady Narcissa.”

“Using the term ‘lady’ kinda loosely, ain’t ya?”

“I always hope most everything involving ladies is loose.”

“Don’t ken your meaning.”

“Morals, I meant,” I said, trailing off. “Off my game tonight.”

“There ever been a time you been ‘on your game?’” He pointed across the river. “And, yar, I got her. Over there. West. South of the Point.”

“In that case, I can’t help noticing we’re headed north.”

“Yar. You’re a real noticer.”

“Where we headed?” The walls of the Quarter loomed high and foreboding. “Jewtown?”

“Yar.” Karl plugged along.

“Any particular reason?”

“Them fellas set about killing you? Jews.”

“You sure?”

“Fair sure.”

Karl knelt at the corner of a house and pointed. Ahead lay the gates into the Jewish Quarter. A quartet of torches sputtered outside it, along with a contingent of the Lord Bishop’s men. Atop the towers to either side of the gate, guards watched.

“Think they’ll let us stroll on past?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t.”

I still had my Star of David cloak tucked in my belt, but I was fair certain Karl was right. No chance in hell they’d let us pass. Not this late. Not looking like we did. Armed like a two-man crusade to Outremer. I waited. Karl, a man who sees to the heart of a problem. In life. On a battlefield. Anywhere. He’ll see the weakness in the enemy lines and most advantageous point of attack before I have time to consider the best avenues of retreat. And then he’s off, and I’m following mostly because horses are stupid and if one’s running one way they all want to be.

“C’mon.” Karl pointed with his axe.

I followed him down an alley. The buildings stanched the wind and rain and sleet, and we trudged through the urban brick cavern in silence until we hit a house built right up against the Quarter’s wall. The house sat brooding in the dark, glaring back with inexplicable menace. Karl put a finger to his lips, pointed, brandished a long black skeleton key. “There’s a tunnel through the wall. In the basement.”

I raised an eyebrow.

Karl took a deep breath, nodded. “Followed one of them lads come tearing out of your tavern. All covered in blood. Tearing out like a banshee. And that black-bearded fella, too, come following. Sent him off running. Didn’t see you. Figured I’d follow him. So’s I did.”

“And where’d he go?” I asked.

“Odin’s eye, you’re a slow fuck.” Karl glanced over up at the house.

“I was giving you your moment.”

“What the fuck you talking about?” Karl rang out his beard, water drizzling.

“Forget it.” I took another sip, tried to clear my head. “Where’d you get the key?”

“Inside. Fella dropped it. Was in quite a state.”

“Guards?”

“Don’t know. Weren’t none before.” Karl made to move on toward the front door, but I grabbed him by the shoulder.

“I’ll go,” I said.

Karl didn’t argue, which was strange. He just stepped aside and plunked down on a step, head hanging limp between his knees, beard tickling the ground, breaths coming in rasps.

I donned my Star of David cloak. Might buy me a second or two. Yolanda, I left with Karl. I carried the butcher blade in one hand and hatchet in the other. They hid under the cloak nicely, better than a bastard sword or crossbow. I made my way to the door, feeling naked, exposed. A fine target, an easy shot from any of the shuttered windows. I walked square, open, relaxed, like maybe I belonged.

No one shot me.

That was good.

The door was locked. I gave the alley a quick once over, didn’t see anyone, said fuck it, and slid the skeleton key in. It went in, and when I turned it, the lock gave way. The door creaked open slowly, revealing nothing but deeper dark. “Oy...?”

Karl was at my shoulder an instant later, pressing Yolanda back in my hand.

“No one,” he grumbled.

I nodded, feeling his unease as he shouldered past, disappearing inside. I followed him, one hand on his bunched shoulder as he navigated the mirk to a stairwell down. The house’s northern foundation wall was the Quarter’s wall, and there was a hole cut through it. Water dripped in the dark, but we heard nothing else.

* * * *
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THE MANOR WAS THREE-stories high, stone construction, four gables, each facing one of the cardinal directions. Like everything else in Jew-town, it was built square, built well, built strong. A wall the Romans might have been proud of surrounded the manor, eight-feet tall, spikes poking out the top every few inches. A stout wrought-iron gate stood in the front.

“This the place?” I asked.

“Yar.”

“What street’s this?”

“Temple Row. Temple Street. Temple something.” He pointed down the road; in the dark stood the quarter’s temple, rising above the other buildings.

“Who lives here?”

“I ain’t exactly hobnobbing with the high-hats of Jewtown.”

“Good thing, too. I’d probably end up owing you money.”

“You already owe me money,” Karl grumbled.

“More money.” I studied the manor. “Solid. Secure. Barred windows.”

Karl shrugged. “Most of the houses on this street have barred windows.”

“Fashionable, perhaps?”

“Worried about getting killed more like.”

I glanced at Karl. He was shivering and looking like he might keel over and die. “Come on. We’ll find out who owns it in the morning. Stake it out. Too fucking wet and cold to be standing out here.”

* * * *
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“HOW FAR?” I ASKED. 

We were back on the west side of the river, out past the West Gates, trudging through a labyrinth of quarantined homes. The ocean pounded, not far to the north. A gale wind blew, cold and raw, whipping the flames of the Goathead watchtower, and I knew that far off to the east, Lady Chalstain was watching it, weeping crimson.

“Not far.” Karl hobbled along now like an arthritic old bear.

“Maybe you should tell me where we’re going in case you die?”

Karl chuffed a laugh.

“Right.” I just walked alongside. “And I got in, by the way. Talked to Stephan.”

“Your fucking brother,” Karl grumbled. “Raachwald didn’t kill him, eh? Well, that’s something then, ain’t it?”

“Yeah.” I glanced sidelong. “Took his right hand, though. And set on taking more.”

“Fuck.” He stopped.

The rain poured down.

“Yeah,” I said. “He wants your head, too.”

“And what’d you say to that?”

“I politely asked where and when and how. Silver platter or no?”

“Can’t say that’s surprising.” He spat. “You’re welcome to it anytime.”

“I’ll pass.” Karl’s surname is Skullsplitter. The progeny of a long line of men and women whom, presumably, were not long on debate or patience or prevarication.

“How long we got?”

“What day’s it?” I asked.

“Hrrrmmm? Saturday. Just. I think.”

“Two days, then.”

Karl tripped over something, used his axe to stay upright.

“How’d you manage to break Stephan out?” I asked.

“Huh?” Karl scratched his shaggy beard. “It weren’t me. She did. The lady.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “He said that. But how’d you coordinate with her?”

“Coordinate?”

“Yeah. She snuck him out of the dungeon while you burned the place to the ground. Killed the jailers.”

“Humph. I didn’t kill nobody. And I didn’t set no fire to nothing, neither.”

I stopped. “Yeah?”

“Yar. Think I’m daft enough to go on a kill-jag or torch-party when Stephan’s still sporting iron bracelets?” He leaned on that axe. “I was stuck slogging through the woods a day and a half, trying to suss out a way to crack that nut. Place’s a shit-sty. Old style motte and bailey, fucking earthworks, even, but that Raachwald fronts a tight crew. None of them too drunk. I’d have sussed a gap, but it weren’t going to be no sticks and stones plan.” Karl picked something from his eye. “So I’m casing the fort, trying to suss out the best way in, when I see smoke rising. Thick, black. Pouring. Roaring. So’s I start hauling ass. Just in time, I see Dunmire’s roof fucking collapse, foom!” He threw up his hands. “Odin’s eye. So I tear out for the main road. Just as the gates burst, out comes Stephan and the lady, tearing arse through. One of them guards wings a lucky shot and Stephan’s in the mud and his horse? Good as dead.

“And on his arse in the mud, he tells me to go on with her.” Karl shook his head, scowling. “Tells me to protect her. So, I tell him, ‘She can go fuck herself.’ And what’s he do? Just smiles. Just fucking smiles, shaking that empty head of his. All the while hell’s pouring down. Men coming. Arrows flying. Dogs of war. And he uses that fucking voice he uses to soothe horses and folk dying and what not. That voice that makes hard men close their eyes and accept the whims of your almighty. Asks me to watch the lady. Protect her. Asks me to ask you to do the same. Then he runs off. Back. Drawing them off. Odin’s breath, he get dropped on his head when he was a boy?”

“Yeah, mostly by me.” I whistled low between my teeth. “So it was her. Jesus. She set the blaze. Killed the guards.”

“Dangerous lady.” Karl echoed my sentiment. “You and yours all keep them in dresses. Finery. Silverware.” He spat. “Don’t mean nothing.” Karl leaned over like he was going to puke. “Rrrrg...” He didn’t, but for a while, he just stayed there.

I kept an eye on him the rest of the way, jawing in his ear about everything that’d happened since we’d parted, starting with my conversation with the good Lady Narcissa and the less good Lord Raachwald. Karl listened then spat again, wiped his beard, grinning in triumph, that wolf-grin, all teeth and black murder. He nodded up. “We’re here. Upstairs.”

I looked at a three-story monstrosity, a slash of red across its front door. “Lovely.”

“So what’s our play?” Karl started up a rickety set of stairs, pushing off his right knee with each step. I trailed, half expecting him to collapse and roll down the stairs, taking me with him. At the top, he bulled open a door, flickering orange pouring out from within. A few high-backed chairs half-ringed the fire in the hearth.

“Hunt down the murderer.” I followed him into the room, stripping off my sopping cloak, looking up as a lithe form rose from one of the high-backed chairs. It was Lady Narcissa, cloaked in rippling gloom, a glass of wine sparkling in her hand.




Chapter 32.

...was Lord Raachwald’s son truly a bastard, as the rumors claim?

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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THE LADY NARCISSA’S violet eyes simmered. She was poised, perfect, a svelte statue sculpted meticulously of pristine hubris, some ancient goddess brought to life, fierce, haughty, proud to a fault, past a fault, a league past.

“You look worse,” she commented. “And you were in quite a state then.”

“Worse than what?” I asked.

“Not you.” She waved a hand to stifle me. “Has it reopened?”

“Has what re—”

Karl collapsed into a wooden chair and poured himself a long drink. He raised his flagon, nodded, took a pull, tossed the wineskin to me. In the flickering firelight, I could see a tourniquet wrapped round his thigh, crimson soaking dark through his trousers. He was pale. The water puddling beneath him was pink.

“Fuck.” I was kneeling by his side at once. “Why didn’t you say something?”

“What were you going to do,” he sucked in a deep breath, “surgery?”

“Unlikely,” I admitted.

“Carry me?”

“Shit no.”

“Faint?”

“Now you’re talking.” I drew my blade. “Jesus. Maybe I’d have dragged your arse to the hospital?”

“Like I’d let those shit-fuckers lay their damned hands on me. Fuck them. Fuck their hospitals. Fuck them twice.”

“Sure is a lot of fucking,” I said. “Well then, I might’ve recited some rousing poetry to aid your flagging spirits.”

“Glad I kept my trap shut then.”

“Where?” I scanned his leg.

“Here.” He pointed, just above his right knee. “Bastard winged me.” Stephan had told me that. I remembered it now. “Through and through.”

“Let me see.”

“See it then.” Karl collapsed back.

I wiped my blade on my pant leg.

“Careful with that,” Karl rumbled. “You and blades. Rrrrr. I pulled it out. Whole. No splinters, I think.”

“You hope.” I pulled his boot off then slit a hole in his trousers. “Where’s the bolt?”

“Don’t know. Fuck. My new trousers...”

“Shut up.” The wound was just above his knee, the tourniquet wound tight above it.

“There’s a lady present,” Karl grunted as I gave a good two-handed tug on either side of the slit, splitting it almost to his crotch.

“You talking about me or her?” I muttered. “Besides, there’s nothing she hasn’t seen before, or you haven’t tried showing her.”

Karl took another slug of wine.

“Winged?” I whistled. The wound was a jagged puncture, wide, entrance and exit both. “Jesus.” It had puckered white around the edges from the soaking he’d taken in the rain. “Good thing he didn’t hit you square.”

“Ain’t bleeding no more.” He’d stitched the two wounds shut, but the stitches had pulled through.

“Will once the tourniquet comes off.”

“Leave it on, then.”

“You’ll lose the leg.”

“Naw. It’s right there...”

“Great. When it finally drops off, I’ll hang it on a lanyard, dangling rotten-green round your neck.” I turned to Lady Narcissa. “Might start a new trend, yeah? I can see the women of Paris even now...” If I’d farted, I might have received a better response. “Find some rags. Linen. Something. Please.”

Arms crossed beneath her perfect bosom, Lady Narcissa’s gaze flickered to Karl’s corpse-pale leg. Lips pursed, she nodded, imperceptibly, almost.

While I cut the rest of his pant leg off, she started cutting the bedsheets and tearing them into lengths. She tore about five, left some wide squares, handed them to me. I slit Karl’s ruined stitches, pulled them out, folded two lengths of bedsheet over and over until they were thick, passable dressings. Karl was about to take another sip of wine when I snatched it from his hand and took a drink myself. He was pale. I was green. We both were sweating, shaking, me more than him. I levered him up and half dragged him across the room, gimping along to the bed. The man was made of lead. “Lie down.”

“I was using that.” Karl pawed for the wineskin.

“Sorry.” I looked up. “This might hurt.” I shoved the spout of the wineskin into his wound, lifted the back end, squeezed. Karl stiffened. I squeezed the bag as much as I was squeezing my eyes shut. I didn’t want to look, not at Karl, not at his leg, not at anything. Nothing happened for a moment, then came the splatter of the wine on the floor, drizzling first in a red trickle then pouring out as I squeezed.

“What, the fuck, are you doing?” Karl grunted.

“Just shut up.”

“You’re wasting a shit ton of wine.”

“I know.” My mouth was watering, stomach dropping, simultaneously.

The wineskin went flaccid. I stopped squeezing, yanked it free, applied a dressing front and back then bandaged it snug. Karl didn’t seem any worse. Well, he still looked like death warmed over, but he’d barely winced when I shoved the wineskin spout into his wound. Which was good, or ... maybe it was bad?

“Can’t feel nothing,” Karl wiped his mouth. “leg’s drunk.”

“I’m gonna loosen the tourniquet.” I pressed a few more dressings and wrapped them, too. They were a gleaming white bulky mess in the dark until I loosened the tourniquet, gingerly first, untwisting the spoon he’d used as a windlass. The white bandages blossomed red like summer roses, growing, unfurling, a red so deep they were nearly black. I circled my hands around Karl’s leg and squeezed on the bandages.

Lady Narcissa hovered over my shoulder, watching with dispassionate interest. “Mother of mercy, what are you doing?”

“Pretending his leg’s your neck,” I grunted, throttling down, trying to stanch the flow. Adjusting my grip to that of a headlock, I used the crook of my elbow and shoulder to squeeze it, awkward, a little too close to Karl’s crotch for comfort, but effective. I hoped. Then for I don’t know how long, I knelt there holding his leg up, squeezing it for all I was worth.

* * * *
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IT WAS STILL DARK WHEN it stopped, the bleeding stanched, the hearth fire burned down to grey-white ember. My arms were shaking, my neck sore, legs, the rest of my body. Spent. Soaked. Bedraggled. Clotted blood encrusted my arms and shoulders. Wine and gore stained the floor. A murder scene. I wound another length of bandage around his thigh, elevated it with a stack of blankets. He’d passed out a while back and looked as comfortable as an absinthe-addled corpse. But he was breathing.

Lady Narcissa sat upright perched in a chair, perusing Sir Myron’s journal, a finger at her cheek.

“It’s done, then?” She glanced up.

I said nothing, wiping blood crusted thick from my hands using a spare bandage, wrapping it around each finger before giving it a pull.

“We must go now.” Lady Narcissa rose stately, prim, elegant. She inserted the journal into a rucksack and started for the door, offering me an annoyed glare when she saw I hadn’t moved. “You’ve done what you can for him, made him comfortable, a most admirable effort.”

“We?”

“He’s dying.”

“You don’t know Karl.” Glaring, I strode over, tore into the rucksack, ripped out the journal. “Karl doesn’t die.”

“Yet, I fear there’s nothing to be done, Sir Luther.” Her delicate hand lit on my shoulder as she said it, nearly a whisper, squeezing ever so gently as she slid it down my arm to my hand, clasping it, entwining fingers. Those violet eyes. “Come.” She drew on my arm as she made for the door. “Please.”

I backhanded her across the face.

She staggered, stumbling back, wheeling, and caught herself on the mantle, pawing dumbly at her face for an instant in disbelief. Then she mastered it and rose. Defiant. Blood trickled in a thin line from the corner of her perfect lips. Her eyes gleamed fierce and full of hate, and also with a certain satisfaction, as though I’d just confirmed everything she’d ever suspected about me. Probably I had.

She marched for the door.

I let her.

Willed her to.

I looked down at my hand, red, throbbing, pulsating, stinging from the rain, from the blood, from the blow. It hadn’t made me feel any better. It made me feel like shit, but it needed doing. And not because of her. Because of me, because I was so God-damned weak. She’d almost had me there, tipping the scales. I’d felt myself sliding, resolve crumbling, withering, acquiescence growing like a brandy-warmth through my gut, spreading like weeds. Almost. “You can rot for all I fucking care.” Yet that lasted all of a minute because I was lying to myself, and I knew it even as I was saying it. That had felt good, but I did need her, and Stephan needed her, and so I gave chase.

Her hair was plastered across her face in tendrils, all slathered down to her purpling lips as the mix of snow and rain poured down. Already, her cheek blazed red where I’d struck her. She simply stared at me with those almond-shaped eyes, quivering mad, a blade tucked in a trembling fist to her bosom.

“Thinking of killing yourself?”

“No,” she spat blood, “only you.”

I said nothing, just listened to the whispered hush of snow careening. “I’m sorry.” I stepped aside, offering a pathetic bow. “Come in. Please.”

The rain and snow fell.

Her turn to say nothing.

“My Lady, I—” I cleared my throat. “It was poorly done. I apologize.”

She sniffed, stared, ice water trickling down her face.

“Please,” I implored. “I promised I’d help you. Allow me to fulfill it. And I apologize again, for what little good that does.”

“It does none, but I cannot say it shocks me.” She squeezed the hilt of the blade. “This is the only thing men such as you understand.”

“You’re not wrong, lady.”

She drew herself up. “I would prefer to wait out here.”

“For what?”

“For you to beg.”

“Lady,” now I drew myself up, “while I’ll admit that it does indeed appear that hell’s freezing over—”

“No matter,” she said. “I shall wait. I shall stand here and—”

Quick as an adder, I snatched her by the upper arm and yanked her in, stepping aside, my other hand controlling her wrist, launching her past me. I slammed the door shut after. “You’ll catch cold out there, milady,” I said, catching up the burglar bar in one hand, keeping an eye to her knife, waiting for her to move, to lunge, to anything.

“And in here I’ll catch my death,” she said.

“No.”

“Words a woman would be a fool to believe. Any girl of six in this life should know better.” Her gaze lowered, focusing on the ring on my left hand. “Oh, the lucky lady who married you.”

“You’d like her. Hates me more than you.”

“I don’t think it possible.” The lady’s gaze went toward Karl. “You and he are so much alike.”

“He saved you. Respect that.”

“The mechanics perhaps. The brutal actions of a blunt object.”

“Does sound like Karl.”

“But then, his kind are merely instruments,” she mused. “Servants. Lackeys. Oh, don’t look at me like that.”

“I’m not. I agree. He is an instrument. Just so happens, he’s one could kill me in the blink of an eye. With just his little finger. So, I try to appreciate that during my rare moments of clarity. Perhaps you should as well.”

“You expect me to believe a man as callow as yourself holds any regard for those beneath him? Does the dog care for the excrement he treads through?”

“You lost me,” I said. “Am I the dog? Or the excrement?”

“Base sentimentality.”

“I may be a poor knight, lady. A knight who strikes women, who smothers himself with whores, drinks himself daily from the realms of excess and on into the shining nirvana of gluttony, a mercenary hedge knight whose loyalty goes to the highest...” I rubbed my chin. “Err, did I have a point?”

“Have you ever?”

“Do you truly care who killed your husband?”

She sat down, eyes wide, a doe that just heard a twig snap. It was gone an instant later. “No, I don’t. That he died. How he died. My husband was a beast, an animal, a bully, a fool, all congealed together into one.” She looked down at her fine delicate hands, once prim, demure, now cracked raw and red from the cold. The knife was gone. No. Hidden. “I was but a prize mare paired to him in effort to correct moldering debts.

“But my sons? They ... I do care very much about. Very much, indeed.” A tear formed at her eye and she slashed it away, crushing it out, rolling it between thumb and forefinger like an ant. “I know they’re dead, know I shan’t ever see them again, but I still expect to. Even now. Around every corner. Through every door. I expect to see them sitting there, smiling, waiting ... waiting for me. I forget every instant, only to remember the next. Wounded afresh. How two things so good and pure could have come from...”

I held a handkerchief out.

“No,” her hate returned, bulling back the sorrow, “I shall accept no kindness from you. No matter how inconsequential.”

“Even finding your sons’ killer? Drawing him from the shadows? Bringing him to justice?”

“It is no kindness. You owe me.”

“Oh?” I crossed my arms.

“You believe it coincidence that Pyotr was watching the road that night? Hmm?” She sat back in her chair. “Coincidence that you were attacked? Coincidence that we later arrived? Coincidence that you still draw breath?”

“No.” Again, I wondered who it was who had sold me out. Enemies, the sole commodity I bore no dearth of.

“Yet, survive you did,” Lady Narcissa said, “and your brother as well. And a fine lad, he is. I pity him, truly.” She nodded. “Pyotr knew you were coming. His men had lain in wait night after night for near a week.”

“And how did he know?”

“A letter received some time ago forewarned of your coming.”

“From who?”

“An Albert Saint John,” she answered. “He claimed to be traveling in your company. He was to receive recompense following the attack.”

“He got paid in advance.”

“I had heard of you, of course,” she continued. “Many have, though few dare speak your name in Pyotr’s presence. I dared, and in so doing persuaded him to utilize you, to break his oath. It was no small feat, I assure you. Indeed, you would hang blood-eagled from Dunmire’s walls, your head decorating a rusting spike, were it not for me. So this is no kindness, indeed. It is a reckoning.”

“If that’s true, why lie about the murders?”

Her lips pursed.

“I assure you, Lady, I’ve a keen nose for the lie. A farmer knows crops, even those he’s not personally sown. So tell me the truth, for once. Were you truly there the night of the murders?”

“I was.”

“Then tell me who the monk was.”

“I saw something...”

“Jesus Christ,” I snarled, nearly pouncing on her. “I need a straight answer. Were you drunk?”

“You think I’m chained to a bottle like you?”

“Were you blind?”

“Do not mock me. I was ... indisposed.”

“Yeah. That’s right. Indisposed.” I nodded. “The good Lady Mary used that same word. She claimed two stories, in truth, though she may not have realized it. She lied to me, too.”

“Mary?” A look of forlorn hope glimmered far off in her eyes. “How fares she?”

“Raachwald hacked her hand off,” I responded abruptly, cavalierly. “It was suppurating. She’ll die as soon as the poison reaches her heart.” Her look of hope died stillborn. “Am I wrong?”

“Who are you to question me?”

“The only one who can solve this damned riddle. Now tell me about ‘indisposed.’ It occurs to me that ‘indisposed’ is a word women use when they wish to tell men to fuck off. Politely. An elusive word. An ephemeral word. Were you with child? Or was it some other womanly complication? I’m not too cultured to forgo more invasive questioning, I assure you.”

“I was ill.”

“You weren’t there.”

“I told you I was.”

“Ill?” I snorted. “Funny. My grandmother was a cripple.”

“You hail from such an impressive line.”

“She fell in her dotage one night.” I stifled the lady with a glance. “Broke her hip. Amazingly, she recovered. Well, ‘recovered’ is perhaps not quite appropriate. She lived. She was mobile, to a lesser degree than before. And she was slow and old to begin with. This was after nearly a year of work with the bonesetter and doctor. So she could walk. Amble. Shuffle, a word that comes to mind. One of our carpenters constructed a wood frame for her to lug about. Some type of light, strong wood, I don’t know. But she could manage with it. Walk. Not stairs. Flat ground, but she could manage.”

“A wonderful story.”

“Please, indulge me just a moment.” I scratched at my temple. “You see, one day my grandmother was hobbling along with Stephan, my lovely, younger, dumber brother. Two peas in a pod, for he was a cripple, too, or cripplish, at the very least. He couldn’t walk until he was about five, and even then it took him years to learn a stride that wasn’t mocked behind his back. Or in front of it, really. But never mind. One day the two of them were hobbling along like the cripples they were. In the yard, of course. My father wouldn’t allow them outside the walls. Wolves, brigands, stiff winds. Well, one of the mastiffs we kept in the pen had been ill. No one had noticed, or no one had said anything. Certainly, no one had done anything about it. Mad, he was, gloriously, horribly foaming-at-the-mouth mad. He should have been put down, destroyed, but, the master of hounds was away, on a hunt, or a worthless drunk, I can’t remember which.

“Long story short. The mastiff broke free and set upon them. Stephan and my grandmother. I remember hearing it as I was working at the pell. The barking. The screams. Like a hellhound, that barking, followed by a slurred burning gurgle. Short. Choppy. Horrible. Stephan. It was him screaming. Do you know who didn’t scream?”

Lady Narcissa just stared haughtily, disinterested, not playing my game.

“My grandmother. She didn’t scream. My hundred-and-fifty-year-old grandmother fought off a fifteen-stone demon mastiff. This dog could break a wolf’s neck. Shake it like a fucking rat. Literally. Well, I guess ‘fought off’ is a mite strong, but she fought him. She used that wooden frame at first, but the mastiff just shattered the thing. Stephan remembers. You should see his eyes when he tells the story. They glow like the moon. He tells it far better than me. But then, he was there. Saw it with his own eyes. Saw my crippled grandmother, whose bones were about as hard as stale bread, take on a monster twice her size with her bare hands. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen the aftermath. Her splayed out on the ground, hands wrapped around its thick neck. Blood everywhere.”

“She killed it?” Lady Narcissa asked, despite herself.

“God no. Jesus. It tore her apart. Ripped her fucking throat out. Shattered her body. Take your pick. One of the guards killed it. Speared the fucker. Ten or eleven times it took.” I nodded. “Stephan told us how the mastiff went for him, but she wouldn’t let it. Hobbling around as she did, getting between the two of them. Somehow. Jesus. How? My grandmother? Bravest person I’ve ever met. Hands down. And she was terrified of dogs, too. Did I mention that? She hated them. Absolutely. Wouldn’t go near them. Hated the barking, the slobbering, the teeth, the smell. Hated it all.”

“I don’t follow.” Lady Narcissa crossed her arms. “Are you insinuating I wasn’t there because my story lacks what? Details?”

“No.” I raised a hand. “I think you weren’t there because you’re here. You have some of my grandmother in you. The iron. And if you’d been with your children the day of the demon-mastiff, you’d have done the same as she. You’d have fought tooth and nail until it killed you or you it. Same with your supposed killer-monk. But you didn’t. Cause you’re here. Alive. If you’d been there, indisposed or not, ill or not, your sons either wouldn’t be dead, or you would be, too.”

Lady Narcissa bowed her head, whispering something I couldn’t hear, a prayer, a hiss, a curse.

I simply waited.

“I tread a fine line, Krait.” She licked her lips.

“We all do, lady. Only a lord can afford to rip a ragged course.”

“With Pyotr, I mean. Here is a man who takes his vows most gravely. Old-Oath, his keep is named, passed down through generations, second in antiquity only to Coldspire. And he keeps his word, he always has. It’s life and death to him. And he holds others to a similar standard. Others...? Everyone. From lord to serf, and should you break your word? You are nothing.”

“A tryst.” As soon as I said it, I knew it for truth. “You were with someone that night.”

She drew herself up. “As I understand it, you’re famous for your whoring.”

“Well, my prices are quite reasonable.”

“But then, you’re a man, and there is a double standard for such things.”

“As we make all the rules, we thought it wise.”

“You jest, yet you understand. You’re not quite so stupid as you seem on first impression.”

“The lady showers me with such compliments,” I said to Karl, drooling in bed.

“I was detained that night, yes.”

“Where?”

“Does it matter?”

I considered for a moment then shook my head. “No. Not yet, at any rate.”

“Not Coldspire, then, let us say.”

“Fair enough.”

“In knowing this, you know I was not lying to you. I was lying to Pyotr.”

“Raachwald.”

“Yes. You were only there for the retelling. That night ... that cursed night I returned to Coldspire just prior to dawn. After the attack. After my boys were — but before Pyotr arrived. Mary returned with him, mad with grief. She grasped at me, babbling a tale in bits and chunks. I could not tell what Pyotr knew. I ... I concocted a story, utilizing the bits garnered from Mary. Cobbled it together. It ... it was not a cogent story, I admit, but I was forced to maintain consistency, a foolish consistency, but a consistency nonetheless.”

“But why lie to Lord Raachwald? Why not tell him you were indisposed? He and your husband hated each other.”

“You have no idea what it is to be a woman.”

“All sunshine and roses?”

“Impressive,” she murmured. “It is impressive what a woman in this life can become inured to. The pain. The degradations. The...”

“There are others have it worse.”

“Oh? Is suffering a contest?” She glanced up. “If so, then, yes, I concede. No blue ribbons to boast of are pinned to my breast. There are others worse off, indeed, of course. I had a roof, a sated belly. I had a bed. Servants. I also had a man who ... treated me ill.”

“Ill?” I echoed, not wondering at the true meaning behind the simple word. Knowing. “Your husband.” It was not a question.

“Perhaps you are correct.” Acid dripped from her tongue. “Perhaps the life of a noblewoman is all sunshine and roses. Perhaps I am just fickle.”

“You killed two of Raachwald’s guards, yeah?”

She glanced up, caught off guard. She didn’t deny it.

“So why not off your husband?”

“You say it as though it were some small thing,” Lady Narcissa murmured. “The taking of a life. I grew up the daughter of a lord, and so have seen my share of death, of justice, injustice, murder, even. They don’t call it that when they take the head of some dolt peasant for killing deer, but that is what it is. I never thought it right. I found it unsettling, and never believed myself capable of such barbarity. I was a patron of the church. I heeded my commandments. I knelt. I prayed. I suffered in silence. Sometimes not so silent, admittedly, but that was what I was taught. The day Dunmire burned, I learned a new lesson, many new lessons. Would only that I had steeled myself to them sooner.”

“If you wanted my help from the start, why turn your back on me in the Hellwood?”

“With a man like Pyotr?” Lady Narcissa shook her head. “The surest way to ensure your death would have been to beg for your life. You understand? Pyotr is the sort of man who does not take to others’ ideas with alacrity. He is wont to do the opposite of whatever idea someone puts forth, even if that idea shows merit. He is contrary by nature, and thus I offered the opposite, knowing that only by that path there lay some chance.”

I knew men like that. Hell, most were, never wanting to take another’s advice even if it was built square. “Raachwald needs to marry you to obtain Coldspire, yeah? So why not say ‘no?’”

“And what do you suppose would occur then? He murders his wives. You think he would hesitate to do so to me?” She fingered her lip. “Perhaps if my house were intact. Perhaps if I commanded thirty swords. Twenty, even, in these dismal days. If ‘perhaps’ were a flower I would possess a garden. But my house is stricken, my line sundered. I had to bide my time. I am but a prize mare. Yet a prize mare has worth so long as those vying for her see her as such. If Pyotr saw me as a breaker of the marriage oath, he would see me as something other than a prize mare. He would see me as nothing, and I assure you he would treat me accordingly.”

I nodded.

“Stephan spoke so highly of you,” she said. “He was so convincing. I could hardly believe it, yet I knew I must hazard a chance, my sole chance to escape, to regroup, to rebuild,” her eyes blazed, “to reclaim.”

“You want Coldspire back?”

“You think only men possess ambition?” Her lips curled back over even, white teeth. “It is cramped. It is cold. It is hell, but it is my hell. Mine.” She pounded a fist. “I’ll be damned if I let it fall from my grasp.”

“Tell me what happened that night.”

She drew in a long breath, held it, then proceeded, “It was nigh on dawn when I returned to Coldspire. No one was there, no one but corpses.”

“You had no fear of your husband finding out?”

“When my husband drinks — drank, he was on a mission. To oblivion. If for some reason he hadn’t been that night, I would not have left, but he was. There was no chance of him waking, short of being dragged bodily out of bed.”

“How long after you arrived did Lady Mary and Raachwald arrive?”

“Moments. I was in the great hall, picking my way through the carnage, fearing ... I didn’t yet know about my sons. I prayed they had escaped, somehow, prayed I’d not find them amidst the...”

“What then?”

“Pyotr arrived, bidding us remain in the great hall while he searched out the confines of Coldspire, to ensure the killer had truly fled as Mary had claimed. I protested, and we argued, but Pyotr brooked no argument. He put us under guard, and in my own hall.” Her nails dug quivering into the armrests. “And so I waited in the long silence for word of my dead sons, Mary by my side, staring at the broken body of her husband the whole while. Poor Mary.

“Pyotr had my boys borne to Old-Oath. I ... I cleaned them there, mended them, stitched their wounds.” Her eyes were clamped shut as she spoke, a woman lost in a dark wood. “Then I dressed them. I sat with them for ... for I don’t know how long. He had a priest called in to offer them their last rites, bless them, shrive them. I laid them to rest in the crypts below Coldspire the very next day.”

“Did you ever see Raachwald’s son?”

“Cain?” She looked up, considering. “No. Pyotr’s men bore him to Old-Oath.”

“What about his funeral?”

“There was a ceremony, yes, but I was not in attendance.”

I nodded. I still had no witnesses to the boy’s death. “Tell me about the finances of Coldspire. Stephan told me you were in debt.”

“Debt?” She laughed a short strangled snarl. “Nay. A cautionary tale, rather. A survey course in how not to manage a house, how to spin your gold away to nothing, to beggar yourself blind, to clip a raven’s wings.”

“So, yes?”

“For Christ’s sake.”

“But you managed the finances of the house, yeah? Why allow it?”

“Allow?” she scoffed. “I kept track of the family finances as best I could. I begged for scraps, rumor of his spending. I tallied losses, stanched bleeding. I made no decisions, only estimates, and mostly blind at that. Yes, I tried to squirrel away coin, to spin gold from straw, to balance my husband’s wants and lusts and idiocy against some semblance of business acumen.”

“A losing battle?”

“Calling it such would be the utmost of generosity.”

“How bad, truly? A number?”

“We were so deep in debt that I do not believe the full worth of Coldspire itself could have dug us out.”

“You believe Coldspire was in danger of being taken?”

Lady Narcissa straightened haughtily. “No, the ones we owed could never have managed that, could never have touched us. Jews, all of them, according to my husband, but we were very deep indeed.”

“Did he say which houses he borrowed from?”

She shook her head. “My husband was not forthcoming with information.”

Damn. “What did your husband spend it on?”

“Whatever he desired. He bore no intention of repaying, and so he saw no need to curb his desires. Horses. Whores. Weapons. Armor. Gambling. How should I know? He would never tell me. He would only tell me when and how much and only on occasion.”

“Control.” I nodded. “And you’re certain it wasn’t paid back?”

She just glared. “If you think this amusing?”

“Was any of it paid back?”

“They had sent letter after letter gently imploring my husband to pay his debts, begging, pleading. This persisted for months, years.”

“And what did your husband do?”

“He laughed. He burned them. He wiped his arse with them.”

“Was any recourse taken?”

“Publicly?” She considered. “No. What could a Jew possibly do? And against a lord? I’m told various lenders approached the Lord Bishop, but his word would have only strengthened my husband’s resolve against reimbursement.”

“What would you say if I told you most of the loans had been paid off?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Are you indeed telling me this?”

“I’ve it on good authority.”

“Impossible.” She shook her head. “There was nothing left. Nothing. Whoever it was that told you this lied.”

Abraham? No. Not unless he was the most adept of liars, and I was fair sure he wasn’t. Had someone else paid it off? But who? Who could afford to?

“Men have gone missing over the past year and a half or so, Jews and my husband’s men. I was never privy to what was transpiring. No one ever spoke of it, not openly, but there were killings.”

“Who?”

“Both sides. Christian and Jew.”

Was this shades of Red Tom’s Masada?

“A war in the shadows, so to speak,” she continued. “My husband had championed a cleansing of the Jews in Asylum City.”

“You make them sound like laundry.”

“My husband was never strong enough to rally a force capable of doing so.” She shook her head in disgust. “He only railed about it in his drunken foolery, picked at them from his high tower. He lacked the sand of Pyotr. I’ll say that. Pyotr gives no heed. He fights. He takes, openly, but my husband? Nay, it was his undoing.”

“Are there any amongst your husband’s friends who you could call on for help?”

“Friends?” she said, incredulous. “He had nothing of the sort.”

“Is there anyone still in his debt?”

She shook her head.

“What about you?”

“Mary, but she has sacrificed so much already.” Lady Narcissa leaned forth toward the fire, peering into its depths. “I have no allies, but an accord might be bought.”




Chapter 33.

...persisted for two days now. My wife remains yet unaware, and I bear no wish to alarm her; therefore I sit here waiting and watching and...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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“A THOUGHT HAD OCCURRED to me after you left.” Brother Tomas slurped tepidly at his parsnip soup. Some color had returned to his face in my absence. And though yellow was perhaps not the color one would wish to acquire, it beat the hell out of grey. “The three boys were killed with a blade.” Mouth full, chewing, he pointed with the spoon for emphasis. “Their throats were slit, yes-yes?”

“That’s the story.” I sipped at my own spoonful of soup. It was bland and thin and piping hot. It was my second. I planned on a third.

“The method of killing seems in line with the Jewish preparation of food stock.” Brother Tomas reached forward, finger sliding down along the bindings of a stack of books. “Hmm? The Book of Leviticus. Yes-yes. Old Testament.” There seemed even more books stacked in his cramped cell than the day before. He withdrew a book from the stack and began carefully turning through its pages. “Hmm... It involves a single cut across the throat and the subsequent draining of all the blood.” He angled the book so I could see an illumination of a man slaughtering a calf. “A Jewish rite.”

“The blood libel, you mean?”

“Oh, no-no, forgive me, of course not.” Brother Tomas seemed repulsed, embarrassed. “I was merely making a comparison between ... if you were an ignorant person—”

“I’ll work real hard to wear that hat a moment.”

“If you were an ignorant person, and you were trying to lay a false trail, trying to make it appear as though someone else, Jews, in this case, had committed a crime of murder, might that not be an adroit tactic? Inflame the ire of men not known for their cool heads. Playing upon long-imbedded prejudices. The well of hatred for the Jews has seldom run dry.”

“Sure.” Thoughts raced through my head. The bodies. The impossible, no, the improbable wounds. There were connections. Red Tom had confirmed his men’d been killed fighting the Jews. Their wounds were consistent with Volkendorf and Chalstain. And the children had been slain in a manner in line with Jewish ritual. But there were the eye socket puncture wounds... I took a long breath. There were threads, but they were long, tenuous, difficult to see, to grasp. “Say for the moment it were true?”

Brother Tomas stirred the soup. “If what?”

“Black magic,” I said. “Blood magic? What if it were?”

“Oh dear me, yes-yes, or the appearance—”

“No,” I waved a hand. “Not the appearance. The real thing.”

“The real thing?” Brother Tomas crossed himself. “Well, most everyone knows the blood libel stories. Wretched scapegoating incidents to some, holy gospel to others.”

“Jewish cabal shit. Yeah. Murdering for blood. But if it were true, what would they use it for?”

“I’m afraid I haven’t the faintest. And there’s a dearth of Jewish texts outside the Hebraic communities.” Hand to his chin, he considered. “Yes-yes. Here.” Scrabbling from his chair, he nimbly slid through the perilous stacks. “Just the thing.” On hands and knees, he searched until he arose grasping another book. “Malediction of the Upright. By Yurin the Crow. A seventh-century Norwegian monk. A treatise on various magics. It encompasses many religions.” He flipped through the book. “Pagan. Hmmm. Otherwise. Here. The chapter on blood magics. Christianity, the sacrifice of the Lord’s son, Roman burnt offerings, Thuringian sacrificial... Ah here, Judaism.” He scanned the page, his finger trailing along as he read. “Hmmm. Yes-yes. The blood could be used in the binding of shedim and malachim. Ah. Demons and angels, respectively. Another use is the animation of unliving matter, in effigy, so to speak, of God’s own creation of Adam.”

“Binding demons and creating men?”

Brother Tomas reread a passage, nodding as he did so. “Yes-yes. Yurin, unfortunately, fails to delve into deeper detail. His research is pervasive but fails to penetrate the skin, so to speak.” Brother Tomas’s lips moved as he skimmed the text. “Was blood harvested?”

“Don’t know.” In my mind’s eye, black blood pooled, creeping across that floor, a thing alive, growing, consuming like cancer, back in that room, back in that castle. “There was a lot, I’m told. But then, I’m told a lot of things.”

“Precisely. Listen, you also claimed it was a monk that committed the murder.”

“No.” I waved a hand. “I spoke to Narcissa. Finally. Her story’s bullshit, just like I thought. Wasn’t a monk. Don’t know who it was. Don’t know what.” Theories of blood-bound demons started careening through my head, keening, slavering, beating bat wings.

“Oh,” Brother Tomas said, crestfallen.

“Speaking of monks,” I added carefully, “what about your giant friend?”

Brother Tomas blanched, taking a sudden and overwhelming interest in the floor.

A word sprang to mind, dodgy.

“Brother Gaunt?” I held a hand up over my head. “About yay tall. Big scary fucker who reasonably fits the killer’s description. And by reasonably, I mean, exactly.”

Brother Tomas giggled, shaking his head to himself, muttering to his soup as he stirred it. His soup said nothing in return.

“Master of the Teutonic Knights of Asylum City?”

“No, no.” Brother Tomas shook his head.

“Horribly scarred? Hulkingly titanic? Carries a zwiehander longer than I am tall?”

Brother Tomas shrugged.

“Nothing? No memory?”

“I ... I,” Brother Tomas stammered.

I leaned in closer, forcing him to look me in the eye. “You know him, yeah?”

“Yes, b-but he is no killer.”

“I’m afraid that’s all he is.”

“Oh, no-no.” Brother Tomas shook his head as he looked down, away. “John would not harm a child.”

“Yeah. Sure,” I said, just to be agreeable, “but he’d murder the child’s mother and father then let father-winter draw life’s breath from it. Or starvation. Or wolves.”

“He would not.”

“He’s a monk, but he’s also a knight. And I know knights. That’s what we do. That’s all we do.”

Brother Tomas stammered.

“Relax.” I held up a hand. “He’s your friend?”

Brother Tomas nodded a quick twitch, nothing more. “Yes.”

“You sought to protect a friend, then?”

“Yes.” Brother Tomas swallowed. “Fruitless, obviously. I fear I am an improficient liar. Even those by omission. You have my sincerest apologies. You were kind to me in my hour of need, and I have repaid you in the sin of salted earth.”

“Eh?”

“I have urinated in your well, I have—”

“Easy. Relax. We just met. You were protecting a friend. I get that. I just wanted to know for sure. Needed to know, in fact. I keep running into him. Just yesterday. The day before. A delightful chap.”

“Oh, yes,” Brother Tomas said. “He’s promised to visit tonight. That’s why I made so much soup.” He leaned in, placing a hand alongside his mouth, conspiratorially. “He eats as much as a horse.”

“Apologies, brother,” a deep voice rumbled from the doorway.

I burst from my seat, Yolanda whipped clean and quivering point forward at the massive wraith that emerged like mist from the darkness, darker than the darkness, seeming to spread higher, wider, like giant bat wings. “Jesus-fucking-Christ,” I hissed. “How’s someone big as you move like a ghost?”

“With men like you, so entranced by the sound of their own voice?” He closed the door behind him.

“Melodious, though, is it not?” My breath steamed down the length of my blade.

The wraith stepped into the light and past me as though I weren’t brandishing a length of castle-forged death-dealing crucible steel aimed in his specific vicinity. He took a seat by Brother Tomas’s side, armor scraping, and selected a bowl, then ladled himself a portion. “My thanks, Brother Tomas.”

“You’re welcome, Brother John.” Brother Tomas nodded. “You are always welcome.”

Gaunt threw back his hood, revealing that awful face. “You can lower the blade, Krait.”

“You granting permission?”

“There’s simply no need for it. I’m not going to kill you. Here.”

“And who says I’m not going to kill you?”

Gaunt spooned a mouthful in, closing his eyes, and chewed, teeth working, visible through the ragged jags ripped through his face, drool leaking continuously.

“Anyone can be got to, Gaunt.”

“Aye.” He wiped the leaked wet from his jaw. “You don’t look so good, Krait.”

“Having a rough night.”

Gaunt didn’t take the bait, but Brother Tomas swallowed it whole and ran with it. “What happened?”

“Five men tried to kill me.”

Gaunt scowled. “You’re not very popular.”

“Oh, I am. Just with the wrong people.”

“Another ambush?” Gaunt asked.

“Yeah, but this time I saw it. And I caught it.”

“What was your plan?”

“Didn’t have one.” I shrugged.

“There’s the heart of your difficulties.” Gaunt pointed with his spoon.

“And I’m pretty sure I know yours.”

“Well, from chaos came order,” Brother Tomas giggled, leaning forward, pouring himself a lick of drink. “Book of Genesis, creation, all from nothing. A lesson to learn there, no? More soup, John? Krait? Anyone?”

“My thanks.” Gaunt held his bowl out while Brother Tomas ladled some in.

“Yeah.” I lowered Yolanda. “You know, the north-men have their own creation story, too. Says everything in the world was carved from the corpse of a rotting titan. I was thinking Asylum City might be its asshole.” I cocked my head toward Gaunt. “What’s that make you?”

Gaunt’s glare darkened.

“Ain’t my story.” I shrugged. “It just is. And if you have a problem with that you can shove this up your arse.” I patted Yolanda. “I hear monks favor that sort of sport. No offense, Tomas.”

“None taken.” Brother Tomas shrank into his chair.

Gaunt bristled like a bear set to charge.

“Gentlemen,” Brother Tomas said. “Gentlemen, please. Krait. Brother John. To each his own.” Brother Tomas raised a cup, offering it to Gaunt, to me, to anyone. “Cheers. Cheers...?”

“Wine?” I asked without looking.

“Help yourself.”

“Thanks.” I snatched the cup from Brother Tomas and knocked it back. It was good. Damn good.

Gaunt waved off Brother Tomas’s offer.

“Your brother?” Brother Tomas asked me, tapping a finger against his cup. “Has he turned up?”

“Yeah. Most of him.”

Gaunt chuffed, short and sharp, shaking his head.

Brother Tomas blinked, quizzical.

“What Krait means is Raachwald is taking him in part,” Gaunt said, “before the sum total.” He glanced over my way. “Fingers?”

“No. His hand,” I said. “His right hand.”

“Oh, oh my word,” Brother Tomas sputtered.

“He’s to be executed the day after tomorrow,” Gaunt said.

“Yeah. I’m working on that.”

“But, is that legal?” Brother Tomas asked. “In this day and age?”

“Sure.” I took another swig of wine. “Anything a lord does under his own roof’s legal. Besides. Stephan confessed to abduction. Stealing a woman against her will. That’s Raachwald’s reasoning. Penalty for thievery’s the loss of a hand.”

“Then he should be set free!” Brother Tomas announced. “He’s served his sentence.”

“There’s also the small matter of Raachwald’s two dead men, not to mention the razing of Dunmire.”

Frowning, Brother Tomas pushed his bowl away.

“Have you found the lady?” Gaunt leaned in.

“No,” I lied. Fuck off.

Brother Tomas shuddered, eyes widening.

I ignored him. “And what of Nils?”

“Alive.” Gaunt nodded. “Surprisingly. Tenuous, but alive. A tough young lad.”

“Shouldn’t you be watching him, then?”

“He is in God’s hands,” Gaunt growled low. “And the last man who implied I shirked my duty is rotting at the bottom of a bog south of Novgorod.” He wiped his bristling chin with a massive bear paw. “I’ve done what I can. The rest is up to God.” He settled back. “But my brothers are still at the hospital, watching over him if truly that does concern you.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“You found Chalstain’s body,” Gaunt said. “Nils took you out to see it. You were waylaid upon your return. Ambushed. They should have killed you but didn’t. What did they want? What was it you found besides the body?”

“Who says I found anything?”

“You’re lying again.”

“Oh?” I sat back. “How can you tell?”

“I can tell when you speak truth,” Gaunt said. “It is as out of place on you as laughter in an abattoir. Two assassins tried to kill you, in the street, in broad daylight.”

“Maybe they were just highwaymen.”

“I think not. One of the two of you on the city watch? Both armed. Nay. Not highwaymen. And this business of the five? Another attempt on you tonight, through your own admission? What do they want? What is it you possess?”

“Maybe they’re just jealous of my charm.”

“You found something.”

“Go fuck yourself.”

“There’s a price on your head set there by the Lord Bishop himself,” Gaunt said “Gold. A parcel of arable land.”

I was out of my seat, Yolanda drawn. “What?”

“Sizable.” Gaunt ate another spoonful. “A man might retire on it alone. Comfortably.”

“Why?”

“I know not.” Gaunt shook his head. “I know only that His Eminence sent a warrant by emissary to the hospital yesterday, a warrant with your name on it. Dead or alive. He’s issued them across the city, to both enemy and ally alike.”

“May I reiterate, go fuck yourself.”

“Play your games, Krait.” He raised both of his paws outward, as though to lessen his threat. It did not, not even a little. “I care neither for gold nor His Eminence’s decrees. But you found Chalstain. He’s to be interred today, at noon.”

“Oh? How nice for the grieving widow.”

Gaunt rose, knuckles cracking, hands clenching into fists, a mountain set to avalanche. “A little respect for a good man might be in order.”

“Never knew the guy.” I gave no ground, stood eye to eye, or eye to sternum. “But me and my brother wouldn’t be stuck three knuckles deep in this quagmire if that bastard had done his job. So a little respect from me might be a little too much to swallow.”

“Well, open up,” Gaunt snarled, pushing back the sleeve of his mail shirt.

“Gentlemen!” Brother Tomas stood suddenly between us, his stick arms and hands wide apart like the referee of a bare-knuckle contest. “Might that not be a good place to, uh, investigate?” He turned to me, eyes begging. “Krait? Yes-yes? The funeral?”

We both froze, glaring at Brother Tomas.

“Well, shit, yeah,” I admitted. “They tossing him into a plague pit? Or lighting him up?”

“Neither,” Gaunt grumbled like far-flung thunder. “He’s to be buried with full honors.”

“Is the funeral being held on Mummer’s Isle?” That might give me a chance to not only get back on the Isle, but also into the crypts. With a large contingent of men attending the ceremony, I could sneak on. Somehow. With Crowley Street most likely being watched, it was my sole option other than swimming and climbing. So, sneak on, get back into Old-Oath, open Cain Raachwald’s tomb, see if he was even in it. And that just for starters. But I’d need an angle to get past the guards. A disguise. Monk would do nicely. I could procure a cowl and robe from the monastery, move with the procession, blend in, slide my way past the guards in all the furor.

“Nay,” Gaunt answered, slaughtering my plans.

“Shit. Where then?”

“Saint Hagan’s Cathedral. He’s to be interred within the necropolis. Chalstain’s father fought with the church over the decision, I’m told. Desires his son be entombed within Solemn Rock’s crypt.”

“Lord Taschgart?” I raised an eyebrow. “Heard he and Chalstain weren’t on the best of terms.”

Gaunt shrugged. “Taschgart’s pleas made no dint in the Lord Bishop’s plans.”

“I’ll need to attend,” I said, reconfiguring my plans.

“I must advise against it,” Gaunt warned.

“Oh?” I glanced up. “Why’s that?”

“Firstly, I’m tasked with keeping the peace, and so having a lit fuse like you in the midst of so many powder kegs will only render my task more treacherous. Secondly, I would warn against it merely for the fact that the Lord Bishop and Lord Raachwald are both to be in attendance.”

Brother Tomas’s spoon froze midway to his mouth. “Lord Raachwald’s going to be in Saint Hagan’s?” He made the sign of the cross and started mouthing a silent prayer.

“All the five families shall attend.” Gaunt nodded. “More and more fuses jammed alongside the powder keg, all begging for burn.”

“And they all came together and agreed on you to keep the peace?”

“Driven so far apart, rather. More like each man hates me, but hates me equally. Raachwald’s steward, Inglestahd, and the Lord Bishop’s legate, Father Paul, brokered the deal. The Brulerin boy acted, as well. An accord was reached, following a laborious process, I’m told.”

“Hate,” I said in awe, “driving people so far apart they come back together.”

“Thirdly—”

“Jesus, there’s a thirdly?”

“Aye. There is a second party that wishes to see you dead.”

“Are you it?” I asked.

Gaunt ignored me. “I know not who, but they’ve spread the word. I gather it comes from the eastern bank of the river, but I am uncertain.”

“Raachwald?”

“Likely. Your assassins are another possibility.”

“How much is it for?”

“One hundred and fifty crowns.”

I whistled low. “Maybe I should turn myself in? And why’s the Lord Bishop want me? I’m working for him.”

“How should I know? You’re working for two men at cross purposes,” Gaunt said. “Powerful men of little conscience.” Gaunt regarded me with a cold glare. “Perhaps it is Chalstain’s ledger they desire?”

“What ledger?” I asked smooth as a sabre.

Gaunt closed his eyes and seemed to be counting. He counted a long while before he spoke. “You found his body, his personal effects. It is assumed that you also have his ledger. There are many who wonder what is written within its pages.”

“You one of them?”

“I am.”

“And who else?”

“Everyone else. And they who are everyone else would not have cringed from the thought of you dead before. Now with the addition of this bounty?”

“Really? Jesus,” I confided in Brother Tomas, “your friend’s smart.”

“You possess the ledger?” Gaunt asked.

“What business is it of yours?”

“You know my business.”

“Fuck your business, and fuck you.”

“You have it then?”

“I have a ledger. I don’t know if it is the ledger. Hell, I don’t know if the body was his.”

“It bore his sigil on his chest.”

“It bore no head,” I retorted.

“I’ve also heard it through the streets,” Gaunt said, “and if the streets know, everyone knows. And whether or not that is Chalstain’s body or Chalstain’s ledger, they’re going to continue until they have it.”

“Jesus Christ, are you serious?” I asked. “Tomas, is he serious?”

Brother Tomas gulped.

“Why don’t you go off and protect your broken city?” I spat.

“Why don’t you tell me what the ledger says? Perhaps I might offer help?”

“Why don’t you fuck off?”

Gaunt turned to Brother Tomas. “Your friend can’t read the ledger. He can’t read it because it’s written in code.” He turned back to me. “I’m right aren’t I?”

“A code?” Brother Tomas perked up. “Y-you mean a cipher?”

“That’s why he came,” Gaunt said. “He needs you to break it. Don’t you, Krait?”

“Actually, I came for the soup.” I slurped a spoonful. “Mmm... So good.”

“I could take it from you if I desired.”

“You sure about that?” I glared up willful, defiant, and fair certain he could, too.

“As sure as I am about anything.” He leaned forward, face hidden in shadow. “This can go one of two ways, and neither of us is likely to enjoy the second.”

I thought about it a moment and realized I didn’t want to fight a titan in a room the size of an outhouse. So I pulled Chalstain’s ledger out and slapped it on the table.

Brother Tomas quivered in excitement, fingers twittering alive, like a hive of bees, the malaise in his face momentarily suffused by ecstasy. “Is it Sir Myron’s?”

“Probably,” I said.

“M-May I?”

“You know him?” I asked.

“No.”

“You?” I asked Gaunt

“I’ve had dealings.” Gaunt nodded. “He fell not into the trap that befalls so many hunters-of-men. Becoming that which he hunted. A good man, solid, forthright, honorable. A reliable man. Your polar opposite.”

“I’m reliable.”

“For what?”

“Ask the whores at the Stone Ruin Ten.”

Gaunt grumbled.

Brother Tomas hovered like a starving jackal set to descend on a carcass. “Please, may I?”

“Sure.” I nodded, and Brother Tomas was already devouring it. “Only part of it’s in cipher. The rest looks like it was scrawled by some lunatic who downed a fistful of bad mushrooms.”

“Did you read it?” Gaunt asked.

I ignored him, as much as I could. “Can you break the cipher?”

Brother Tomas might have orgasmed at the word ‘cipher,’ I don’t know. I don’t want to know. He was ripping through pages, whipping them right to left, his face suffused by a warm orange glow.

“A fan of ciphers?” I glanced at Gaunt, who shrugged.

“We use ciphers in many of our record keeping.” Brother Tomas licked a finger, kept turning. “Shipping manifests. Sometimes even for amusement,” he whispered gleefully, glancing around as though the abbot might be peering disapprovingly over his shoulder. “Creating ciphers for our brothers, breaking them, an exercise to hone the mind. So stimulating. So engrossing. So—”

“Right.” I knew monks used ciphers, secretive, weird fellows that they were, and with Stephan languishing in Lord Raachwald’s dungeon, Brother Tomas was my only shot. “Think you can break it?”

Brother Tomas might not have heard me, for he was already in the process of decoding it. A pen and ink bottle had appeared on his desk alongside a roll of parchment. “May it?” He pointed at the lantern by my arm.

“No.” I placed it on his table, doubling his light. He scribbled something down, then something else.

“That was—” I started.

“Shhhhh!”

“Right.”

“Has your man turned up?” Gaunt asked.

“No,” I lied. “Hoping he will soon. Hoping he’s freed my brother and the three of us’ll sally forth on our merry way til this shithole’s a speck of nothing in the distance.”

“You hope?” He rumbled. “Your man’s name must be King David or Saint George for him to commit such deeds of valor. Of bravado. Breaking into Raachwald’s keep. Killing his men. Burning his home. Riding off with his whore. And even so, the best men I’ve ever known languish forever in pagan dirt.”

“Bravery’s an illness easily cured.”

“There is no bravery,” Gaunt said. “There is only one’s duty and allegiance to God. You either perform your duty, or you do not.”

“Said with all the moral complexity of a five-year-old.”

“I’m not the one sitting on his arse drinking wine and ‘hoping’ for things to happen.”

“Said the bloke charged with protecting the city who’s presently sitting on his arse and sucking down soup.”

Gaunt exploded from his seat, covering the distance between us in the blink of an eye. His hands clamped like vices round my wrist and throat, slamming me against the wall, stars exploding before my eyes. My legs kicked off the ground. Gaunt’s eyes bulged mad, teeth grinding so hard they might crack. Brother Tomas was at Gaunt’s side, trying to reason with him, placate him, but he might have reasoned with a distempered bear. “I told you what happened to the last man...” Fingers crushed my wrist and throat.

“Errrg, he lived ... happily ever ... after,” I croaked or gurgled or maybe just thought inside my head. Brother Tomas pleaded beyond the buzz growing in my ears, the blurred lines consuming my vision. I drew the butcher blade and pressed it against Gaunt’s crotch. I was close enough to get one solid thrust.

Gaunt’s face twitched at the press of steel below. Then he laughed. Laughed. A grin spread across his wretched face, twisting scar and sinew. “I’m a monk, remember? I don’t fucking use them!”

In that moment I knew I was going to die. I might take him with me; I might not. He’d be a ball short, maybe two, but apparently he didn’t care. So I did the only thing I could. I dropped the knife. It rang out on the floor, a reverberating ting.

Brother Tomas kept yammering.

The gnarled tree root fingers, harder than stone, inched open, and I sucked in a rasp, my legs faltering as I collapsed against the wall, grasping raw at my throat. Brother Tomas was still talking, and even through the buzz, I could tell he wasn’t making any sense.

“I ... I came in peace,” Gaunt whispered to himself, staring at his monstrous hands, clenching, unclenching like beasts breathing, slowly, onerously.

I crumpled to the floor, knocking over piles of books.

Gaunt loomed, a monstrous shade. “This city is a house razed. I see its charred bones stark against the white of winter, huddled amidst the gale, skin blasted off in peels of cinder and ash. Yet it stands and shall continue to do so. It shall not fall. It cannot.” He half-turned to Brother Tomas and blinked. “I’ll ... I’ll bid good night to you, Brother Tomas.”

“Good night, Brother John.” Brother Tomas took Gaunt’s hand. “And thank you. Thank you for the ... the lovely visit.”

Gaunt slid away into darkness.

“Despite his great strength, he can be so fragile in some ways.” Brother Tomas shook his head slowly. “I’ve heard stories.” He waggled a finger my way like some schoolmarm chastising a student. “You should tread more carefully around him.”

“No shit,” I croaked, rubbing my throat.




Chapter 34.

...Irene cannot sleep for worry. Nor can I. I have bade her quit herself to the more protected sanctuary my brother offers, but she refuses adamantly. A stubborn woman with a mind of her own, one of the many reasons I married her.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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I HAD MY APPOINTMENT at Saint Hagan’s at noon, so before daybreak I headed through the streets, retracing my steps from last night’s venture, back across the God-damned North Bridge upon which nothing good ever happened. At least to me. Tentatively, I set one toe on it then waited for the skies to open up, for the earth to rumble. Amazingly, no brigade of destrier-mounted God-sworn devils tried to mow me down. No crowd of starving city folk tried to trample me. No assassin squad waylaid me in the dark. I simply crossed the bridge, still freezing my arse off as usual, but thoroughly appreciating the mundanity of it.

Gaunt had guessed that I had Chalstain’s ledger and, therefore, as he had said, others had probably guessed as well. Was that why the Lord Bishop had set a warrant on me? I’d reported to him. Sort of. I had lied about the ledger. Had he found out? He must have. But how? And what of the second bounty? Was that His Eminence, too, just utilizing other channels? Or was it someone else as Gaunt had guessed? The assassins? Somehow, I’d presumed the two that had ambushed me on the street and the five in the tavern were the same group. Now I wasn’t even sure about that. Was one or both of them the Masada that Red Tom had mentioned? And who was Daniel, the man Casagrande had spoken of back at Abraham’s money house? It seemed a fracture had occurred in the Quarter. Was Daniel the leader of this Masada, and had he been pressuring Abraham into joining? And using Casagrande to do so? Some deal had been at stake. That’d been plain. But what deal, I had no idea.

So through the streets, I walked, swift, purposeful, head down, making my way north again, following the same path I’d trod with Karl last night. Since there was a price on my head, I avoided the front gates. I drew my cloak over my shoulders as I approached the house with the tunnel. All was silent as I approached, as I paused in the alley and watched it for a spell, hunkered in the dark. Shuttered windows never moved, no lights glowing within. The sky was beginning to pink in the east, so under cover of failing dark, I made my way to the front door.

I knocked lightly. Waited.

Footsteps approached from the inside. Someone unlocked the door and opened it a crack. A cloaked man stared at me, a glint of steel below his face aimed my way, a crossbow bolt. “I know you, mister?”

“Naw.” I shook my head. “I’ve a message for Daniel.”

“Don’t know no Daniel.”

“Got a letter to deliver.” I held up a folded piece of paper. A blob of wax sealed it shut. The letter was a farce but might hold up under scrutiny. I hoped it wouldn’t have to.

His eyes narrowed. “Piss off.”

“If that’s what you want.” I stepped back, hands up. “Got enough holes in me already. Ain’t looking for new ones. But Red Tom’s looking to sue for peace. Said it’d be,” I screwed my eyes shut, “mutually beneficial.”

The guard didn’t say anything.

“So what’s ole Red Tom do?” I asked. “What’s he always do? The fucker sends me.” The crossbow was still pointed directly at my heart. A tough shot even considering the distance. “Alright,” I took two measured steps backward down the stairs, “I’ll tell him ‘no.’”

“Shit.” The guard lowered the crossbow, and the door swung open wide.

* * * *
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TEMPLE STREET WAS THE main thoroughfare cutting through the heart of the Quarter, starting at the main square and moving north on through the money district, past the Quarter’s main temple, and on into a barrage of manors and homes until it ended in warehouses and finally the docks. Only the North Sea lay beyond.

The sun was blaring red and low in the sky as I reached the manor house Karl had tracked the assassin to. In the dark of night, the street had held a sinister aura, long, congested, twin rows of infinite monstrosities leering down from on high, half aslumber. But in the light of day? Just two rows of large well-built houses fading off toward the sea. Mundane. Secure. The eight-foot wall surrounding the manor wasn’t insurmountable by any means, just well-built, effective. As I took a sortie around it, getting a feel for it, seeing its four sides, I wondered where Blackbeard was right now. Was this his home? His base of operations? No. This was one of the biggest houses on the street, maybe the Quarter. Probably he was just some foot soldier running errands. This was his boss’s manor. Daniel, this was his home.

Shit. Maybe.

I slid past a half-full corpse cart drawn by an emaciated mule, driven by a man who looked like he hadn’t slept in a year. Black half-moons festered beneath his dead eyes as he plodded on, silent, tapping the mule on his ribbed side with a stick every few feet. The walking dead.

Waiting for him to pass, I slid back into the alley across from the manor. I couldn’t just stand there in the street. Couldn’t be slinking through alleyways in broad daylight. And trudging around lapping the manor all morning’d draw notice, too. I hadn’t seen any guards in the manor, but they had to be there, and if they were any good, and it never paid to think otherwise, they’d be watching.

In lieu of hiding, I decided on the opposite. I’d make certain they’d see me. Make certain I’d be the first thing they’d see. I slung some dead monk’s homespun cloak over mine and pulled the hood as far down over my face as possible. Down the road a piece, in front of the burned-out husk of a house, I hunkered on a set of stairs rising to nowhere and placed one of Brother Tomas’s soup bowls out before me. Along with my new garb, I bore some dead monk’s walking staff. It was thick oak, iron-shod, with a nice heft to it, which was essential, seeing as how I’d left Yolanda hidden back at the monastery. I still had my butcher blade and hatchets but felt naked without her. You don’t name daggers, you don’t name spears, you don’t name halberds. You name swords.

“Oy,” I mumbled, pounding the staff as some harried merchant hustled on by, his eyes wide, kindly offering me a wide berth as he heard the bells jingle, dangling from the tip of my staff. Something else I’d appropriated.

Leper, the best disguise ever. No one gives you a second glance. Hell, no one gives you a first. But they know you’re there. They hear the bells and by rote their legs start tracing a half-mile circle round you, toss a coin if they’re feeling particularly charitable. Certainly, no one’ll talk to you let alone remember you. No one’s going to strong-arm you cause no one wants to touch you, see you, feel the stink of your festering breath on their face.

Mobility’s something of a problem. Lepers traditionally don’t get anywhere in a hurry, but barring that, it’s perfect. Unless they decide to kill you. And by ‘they’ I mean everyone. That’s the only time it’s not perfect, and lepers are traditionally the only group as universally hated and scapegoated as the Jews. So passing time in Jewtown in leper guise might not actually be the sharpest play, might as well be wearing a bulls-eye on my chest, but it seemed lately I was anyways, so what the hell.

The shadows shortened as the sun rose, reflecting off fine glass windows, things of beauty, not just shuttered holes in walls. The street was clean, cleaner than the rest of the city, which admittedly was not a high set bar. Needless to say, there was no dearth of coin in the Quarter. Jews were forbidden from practicing most forms of work, which kept jobs open for good Christians. The one job not tacitly forbidden? Money lending. And with the fall of the Templar Knights a half a century before, along with their prodigious banking system, the Jews had fallen into that niche.

Which begged the question: who had the coin to buy out the totality of Lord Volkendorf’s debts? Had it been someone from the Quarter? Who else had that kind of scratch? And who could afford to hire an entire mercenary crew of Genoese crossbowmen? Room them? Board them? Red Tom had said they were being stationed in the Quarter. Were they working for the Jews? For Daniel? If the Lord Bishop caught wind of that, it’d be trouble, bad trouble. And if it wasn’t that, what the hell were they doing in the Quarter? Or was Red Tom full of shit?

Jesus.

The wind started picking up, swirling gusts of snow coruscating in glimmering ghost sheets down the way. The foot traffic was sparse, but anytime someone hurried by, I banged the butt of my staff on the ground, ringing the bells. Most hustled on, avoiding eye contact, pretending I didn’t exist. But a few dropped a penny, nowhere near my bowl, but who was I to quibble? An hour or so later and this was actually working fairly well. Three pennies. I was halfway to considering a career change when I noticed movement beyond the manor gate. It opened inward smooth and silent.

I continued counting rocks in the street, watching out of the corner of my eye, banging my staff for good measure, bells tingling, calling out for alms until three hooded men exited the manor. The first two bore the watchful glare of bodyguards, each one moving cautious, aware, tense. Their gazes constantly shifted as they marched along, to open windows, to blind alleys, to me. I felt their gazes wash over me like a gust of cold air, a prickle of awareness tingling across the back of my neck, down my spine.

The third man emerging from the gate looked haggard, bent, worn. He moved like Methuselah, an old man sapped of strength and will. Brittle, a word that came to mind. Was this Daniel? This broken old man? As he paused, head down, hand at his brow, shaking, one of the bodyguards took him by the elbow, whispering something close in his ear. The old man glanced up, slow, measured, and nodded, clutching the bodyguard’s shoulder and just leaning there, latched on like a drowning man to flotsam.

“Alms,” I croaked, ringing my bell.

The old man turned, gathered himself, standing upright but bent still, as though some great weight burdened his shoulders. He swayed a bit before ambling on down the street in a fugue, aimless, the two guards steering him along. I watched them amble down Temple Street, south, and when they’d nearly disappeared in the distance, I clambered up, knees creaking, and followed, gaining speed, removing the bells from my staff, walking with purpose, becoming a monk. I wasn’t afraid of losing them because I wasn’t following them anymore because I knew where they were going, and I knew who they were. The old man was Abraham.




Chapter 35.

...past three months ten men have been murdered. Not a particularly high number for this city, however, these were all men of considerable means. Eight held substantial businesses throughout the city...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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THE SHOUTING DIED AS swiftly as it had risen.

From across Saint Hagan’s main aisle, the two men had come to blows, launching from their pews like eagles slamming into one another from on high, slashing, slamming, grappling, crashing. Men roared curses while fist thudded into flesh. Sir Myron Chalstain’s coffin was knocked over, crashing, his corpse spilling halfway out, his helmeted head slamming against the marble floor. It rolled clanging into the altar. Lady Chalstain gazed numbly up at the stained glass depiction of the Lamb of God, a line of crimson rolling down from the corner of one eye.

I stood with cowled head bowed like all the other monks and priests, a veritable holy army, hands folded, penitent.

The two men fought, rolling across the smooth floor, gouging, grappling, fish-hooking. Teeth rained like hailstones, clicking on the stone floor as the Church-man gained the upper hand, hammering down blows, grunting, growling like an animal. Rocked, rattled, the Isle man drew a blade. Eyes wide on both sides, God’s men and Isle men, all bristling, divided, set to explode.

Lord Eustace Hochmund stood above them all.

Despite the abounding hardships ruining Asylum, economic collapse, starvation, plague, Lord Hochmund had managed through sheer force of will and greed and foresight to remain repulsively obese. Inspirational, truly, Song of Songs inspirational. He stood at the pulpit, staring down, observing patiently, his pudgy fingers encrusted with rings as he drummed them. Bravely, he attempted to allay the murderous scrum by the indelible act of clearing his throat, loudly, twice. To no avail.

The other Isle Lords stood in the front row on the Isle half of the church: Lord Raachwald, stern, imperious; Lord Taschgart, tall and stately, his receding hairline of silver only seeming to make him all the more regal. He looked somehow familiar, though I knew I’d never set eyes on him before. Lord Brulerin, a youth of maybe eighteen, tall and straight, obnoxiously kempt and handsome, trying to hold back from aping the combatants’ fisticuffs. The others restrained themselves more accordingly.

The melee ended with Gaunt’s arrival, the wraith, hulking huge, silent, marching down the split, rising behind the two combatants like a perilous black sun across riotous horizon. Armed sergeants followed. Gaunt ignored the church-man. The sergeants descended on him.

The Isle man was another matter. He’d sundered the accord, bearing steel to the event. Gaunt seized him, grasping his wrist like a chicken’s neck to be throttled. The snap didn’t quell the cacophony. It was the man’s shriek that did. All I saw behind the jostling bodies was Gaunt’s other hand, steel-clad, descending toward the Isle man’s face. Then a sickening rip, the sound of leather torn followed by a wet flapping squelch.

Gaunt simply turned and strode up the aisle as though on a jaunt for tea, only instead of carrying a tray, he was dragging a twenty-stone man whimpering along by the portion of his face still attached to skull. A reap of silence preceded Gaunt as his sergeants took station amidst the wake of red ruin. Opulent priests wrestled Chalstain’s corpse back into its coffin. One knelt, cradling Chalstain’s head like a homeless waif might his precious foot-ball, his eyes closed, lips trembling, mumbling, praying.

Lord Hochmund said nothing throughout the altercation but did clear his throat again when Gaunt hurled the man squealing out into the streets. The lord smiled wanly, humming as he waited for the priests to finish stuffing Chalstain back into his coffin with all the tenderness a pagan chief might cram burning rocks up a Christian’s arsehole.

Lord Hochmund completed his eulogy then. Dryly. He sniffed, cleared his throat as he folded his parchment and stepped down from the pulpit as another, in an endless line of speakers, stepped forward and began droning on about something.

I wasn’t listening.

I was watching Lord Hochmund. He strolled on a cloud of entitlement past the other lords, round the corner, toward the back. Strange for an Isle Lord to sit beneath his station. By rights, he should’ve been seated at the front, alongside the other three. Instead, he sat alongside his men. A magnanimous gesture? A man of the people? No. Strange only if you didn’t know him.

I stepped from the rear of the church, lowering my cowl before passing in front of a pair of the Lord Bishop’s men-at-arms, then slid through the crowd of standing monks and lesser clergy, making my way toward Lord Hochmund’s seat, mumbling apologies and tossing signs of the cross about like they were going out of style.

I arrived just before Lord Hochmund. Stepping into the shadow of the headless statue of Saint Hagan, I waited.

“Milord.” I bowed as Lord Hochmund slid into his pew.

As one, his guards turned, twelve grim glares all told.

The lord slid in beside them, a short round man, dwarfed by his fighting men, a ball among sticks. “Brother?” He squinted me up and down, the twinkle of sadness in his eye melting instantaneously from his face like paint washed from a mummer’s mask. My uncle’s story of the three snakes played out in my mind. “Brother Krait. My, my, how droll.” His voice was soft as steam. He sidestepped further into the pew, making room enough for me, and held out a hand. “Please.”

I slid in, making the sign of the cross.

Lord Hochmund stared forward, observing the proceedings. “What is it you desire?”

“Alms for the poor?”

“Of course.” He almost cracked a smirk. “I shall have it delivered to your monastery. Forthwith. Franciscan was it? Or Dominican? Your dress seems at odds with a variety of disciplines and disorders.” He glanced past me to the exit at my right. “And now if that is all...?”

“Might I speak with you in private?”

The lord’s captain leaned in, whispering quick, harsh.

“Impossible, I’m afraid.” Lord Hochmund shook his head. “You see, I pay these gentlemen to protect me, and sadly, they cannot if I am off traipsing with you.” He craned his short neck as another speaker took the pulpit. “Here will do.”

I gripped the pew, “But—”

“Here must do.” He chopped with his pudgy hand. “And tread carefully, Brother Krait. You’re making my men nervous. Especially that crucifix.” He glanced down at my walking staff. I’d tied a cross section to it and made a rather ostentatious crucifix out of it, and by ostentatious I meant shitty. But one pull of the string binding it together and it was walking staff once more. Or club.

“My Captain Abel here seems to think it more of the cudgel variety than crucifix. And he knows his business. I only do business with such men. I trust you’ll remember that.”

“Take it, then.” I offered it. “To put your men at ease.”

“Nonsense.” He waved it off. “Never touch the stuff. And a word of advice, never allow men guarding your person to be at ease. Better they walk the razor’s edge. It may lead to the occasional awkward moment from time to time, but...”

“And by awkward you mean?”

“The occasional overuse of force,” Lord Hochmund whispered.

“Is there such a thing?”

He twittered. “Now, Krait, tell me,” he pinched my monk’s robe between two fingers and lifted it as though lifting a dead rat, “what abysmal circumstance has driven you against your indolent nature and forced you to take such earthly vows?” He released my robe and wiped his hand on a handkerchief. “You’ve not lost your manhood?”

“Some question I ever had it.”

“Ah, I’ve missed you, old son.” He grinned, showing the stubby yellow teeth that barely protruded through his thick pink gums. “Quite.” He turned his attention back to the pulpit, serene, nonchalant, but I could tell he was uncomfortable, his eyes scanning the crowd. “It has been some time.”

“How long?”

“Not long enough,” he answered. “How is your father?”

“Still an asshole,” I said, “and yours?”

“Still dead.”

“Well, then, you win,” I said.

“And your brother?”

“Which one?”

“The poor lad languishing in Raachwald’s dungeon.”

“You’ve heard then?”

“Hard not to. You seem to be in quite the predicament, stretched every which way, and with such a sizable price on your head. Tut, tut.”

“Stephan’s fine,” I said as another speaker took the pulpit.

“Fine? I’m told Raachwald removed a finger.”

“It was a hand.”

“A hand, yes, forgive me. And yet here you stand, playing dress-up.”

“I’ve always yearned for the simple life.”

“Simple is not always tantamount to easy. Imagine the tedium, sitting there all day, copying texts, growing beets, turnips, what have you.” He stifled a shiver. “Now, tell me, what brings you to Asylum City and incessantly to my very doorstep?”

“I came for the work.”

“With the plague raging?”

“Gravedigging.”

He smirked despite himself. “What is it you desire of me, old son?” 

“I need to get onto Mummer’s Isle.”

“The same Isle which I share with my liege lord?” He shook his head. “My liege lord whose love for you is the very stuff of legend?”

“Since when is Raachwald your liege lord?”

“Since he has three times as many men as I.” He loosened his collar with a finger. “Tough times for all. I fear I must clarify our previous proceedings.”

“When you ignored me?”

“Ignore? Nay.” Lord Hochmund shook his head slowly, apologetically, so I knew no apology would be forthcoming. “I would never ignore you, old son.” He patted me tepidly on the hand. “I told you to ‘piss off.’ There’s a clear and patent difference.”

“Maybe from your end.”

“Many a man might have begged to be ignored by the occasional lord rather than wither beneath his vaunted attentions. Your brother is one such who comes to mind.”

“Get me on.”

“Whatever for?”

“Get me on, and I’ll tell you.”

“Why?”

“Thought I’d move into Coldspire. It’s vacant. Roomy. Needs a drunk, threadbare lord to replace the old one.”

“Well, you’d certainly fit the bill. But why should you require my assistance? You’ve already been traipsing around the rock, I’m told.” He offered a sidelong glance. “And how did you get on? Hmmm? Now that would be something worth knowing. The Volkendorfs and Taschgarts both possess ways, I’m sure of it.” He turned. “Or was it bribery?”

“How badly do you want to know?”

“Only moderately.” He waved an offhand. “Though, if you did bribe someone, I should want to know whose guards. I trust they were not mine.”

“Would it buy my boots landing on the Isle?”

“Only if you weren’t in them.” Again, he glanced past me toward the exit. “There exists an accord amongst the houses with regard to, ahem, visitors.”

“I take it that accord includes me?”

“Oh, no.” Lord Hochmund placed a hand on his chest. “Well, not you specifically. Just riff-raff like you.”

“Might I remind you I am nobly born?”

“Remind me again what you’ve been doing for work as of late?” Lord Hochmund inquired innocently. “Caravan guarding for Jews was it?”

“I like to get paid.”

“Ah, yes, as generous as a Jew, they’re always saying,” Lord Hochmund twittered. “It possesses a certain alliterative ring even if that ring is not simultaneously of truth.”

“I have no idea of what you just said.”

Lord Hochmund snickered. “In any event, I shan’t help you. I’m sorry, truly, I am. I shan’t sleep well tonight, I tell you. Verily.”

“Verily?” I wanted to punch his fat face. “I need to get on the island.”

“Dear me, and so here we go again.” He twirled a finger. “Round and round.”

“You sure you don’t know?”

“I know Stephan’s running out of time.” Lord Hochmund nodded to himself. “What is it? A day til the big chop? I’m sorry. It’s not funny. A sad tale, to be sure, but it is not worth my head to help you extricate your brother from Raachwald’s dungeon.”

“Didn’t say I was going to break him out.”

“Oh?” he said. “Then what?”

“You’re a big bad lord.”

“I’m big perhaps, but not so bad.”

“How humble.”

“Yes. I’m the most humble man there ever was, and ever shall, or ever could be.”

“Never thought I’d see Lord Hochmund bow down to Raachwald.”

“You want my advice, Krait?” Lord Hochmund asked. “Look on the bright side. Your pious brother was practically born to be a martyr. He’s probably salivating at the very chance. Tortured? Beheaded? Immortal fame through canonization? I almost envy him, greedy boy, having his cake and eating it, too. You, on the sinister hand, would make a terrible martyr.”

“I have gold.”

There came a rumbling from the crowd.

“Tsk. Tsk,” Lord Hochmund said. “You have no gold, my dear hedge knight, or certainly not enough. The only gold you possess lies on the end of your neck. Best you leave Asylum today. Now. Best you keep it rather than I start reflecting overlong of my empty coffers.” He turned to his men then nodded to the exit. “Gentlemen...”

“She has agreed to deal,” I added.

“Eh?” Lord Hochmund held up a hand, ordering his men to halt. “She...? Am I to assume our previous negotiations have reopened?”

“Yeah. She mentioned you by name. Said you were the only one who could help, or would.”

“Did she mention the sad ending to our previous negotiations?”

“A fluid situation. What was disadvantageous before is advantageous now.”

He considered a moment, fingering his lip, then nodded. “For a price, but the same price I offered before. The price she was unwilling to pay.”

“Done.”

“You will take me to her?”

“No. I’ll take her to you.”

“Where?”

“Your keep.”

“Nay,” he said. “Let us conduct our dealings on the mainland until we’ve revealed our hands, eh? Away from prying eyes. Best, at any rate, for the lady to keep her distance.” He rubbed his hands together. “When?”

“Tonight. Just after sundown.”

“I shall have to scramble.” He calculated, his lips pursed, brow furrowed. “Never a pretty sight. Where?”

“Outside the Gallows Eve Inn. Behind the stables.”

“By the East Gates.” Lord Hochmund nodded.

“And come alone.” I glanced up.

A few things happened as the speaker finished his speech. One: the Lord Bishop rose from his seat and began shambling incrementally toward the pulpit. Two: Lord Hochmund was back on his feet, excusing himself, jostling past me, through me, out of the pew and to the exit. His men followed, near trampling me. And three: Lord Raachwald seized the pulpit ahead of the Lord Bishop.

His Eminence froze as soon as he realized he’d been cuckolded. In jittering fury, eyes afire, he seethed, the few teeth left in his liver-spotted head grinding as his miter hat tumbled from his head.

A chatter arose from the pews. Both sides.

Not good. Not good at all.

Lord Raachwald, tall and straight and horrible, stood like some pagan god incarnate as the sun shone through the colored windows behind, casting a halo of red and green and gold upon him in a nimbus of ethereal scintillation.

The chattering rose to a tumult.

“My boon fellows,” Lord Raachwald rasped in that shifting-shale voice.

I couldn’t hear what else he had to say because the tumult had risen to a cacophony, and because the Lord Bishop had unfrozen from his paralysis of hatred, and instead of a well-barbed argument, the Lord Bishop screeched like a mad harpy, his mumbled keen reverberating as he pointed a trembling finger at Lord Raachwald, “Kill him!”




Chapter 36.

...things connecting these men other than their odious business practices, as well as the fact that all were rumored to have incurred massive debt throughout the Quarter...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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COWARDS AND HEROES make the best compasses. In any situation. You want to roll the dice and die horribly or achieve passing fame? Follow the hero. You want the chance to live and flee another day? Follow the coward. In that moment, as the two halves of the church rose up as one, I chose Lord Hochmund, because in matters cowardly, he would unerringly point north. Thus, the seat on the side of the church, deferring his rights of status to wallow behind boot makers and shit-shovelers simply to be near an exit.

Out the door and down the stairs, Lord Hochmund pounded, trailed by his guards, one after another, a well-oiled-fleeing machine.

I followed suit, casting a parting glance toward the pulpit. Lord Raachwald was speaking but inaudible beneath the rising clamor, while crippling forward, the Lord Bishop smacked Lord Raachwald over the head with his crozier.

Then all hell broke loose.

Both sides of the church erupted into one melee, all but a blur as I tore out through the door, bounded down the first flight of stairs, skidding to a halt before a huge stained-glass window. Bearing his own severed head in hand, Saint Hagan fought a cadre of scimitar-wielding Mamelukes at the fall of Acre. He glared down at me in scintillating glory.

Another set of eyes glared as well.

Captain Thorne, a shadow in relief before Saint Hagan, stood on the landing below, four guards at his back. Our eyes met and recognition sparked, followed instantly by anger. “Hold!” He pointed a wicked flanged mace. “Sir Luther Slythe Krait, you are under arrest in the name of His Eminence, the Lord Bishop Judas-Peter.”

Lord Hochmund and his line of men disappeared down the stairs, swift as a centipede scurrying under a rock.

“Think you’ve bigger dragons to slay.” I thumbed over my shoulder at the raucous din pouring past me, over me, through me.

A moment’s decision was all it took before Captain Thorne barked, “Arnhold, lead them on,” and the guards hauled up the stairs past me, mail jingling, steel gripped in their fists.

Captain Thorne, a glimmer of misgiving at having missed the slaughter by mere feet, clomped up the stairs toward me, using his mace as a walking stick. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“Not too hard, I hope.” He was eight steps down.

“You’ve been making friends.” He paused, five steps.

“Captain, we both know that’s a lie.”

He brought the mace to his shoulder. Now, the mace is a crude weapon, crude compared to the sword, at least. Top-heavy. Ungainly. Unbalanced. But it has one advantage. A mace does not give a damn. It does not give a damn if you’re naked, wearing a gambeson, boiled-leather armor, mail, or even new-fangled coat of plate. Where armor might turn a sword or deflect an axe, the mace’ll continue on through, shattering whatever lies beneath. It’s a crude weapon compared to the sword, but it occurred to me as Captain Thorne finished speaking that I didn’t have a sword. I had a stick.

Footsteps clattered up the stairwell from below, more men, Captain Thorne’s men.

Shit.

“I’m told you have something.” Captain Thorne stood just out of reach, waiting on his men, the safe move, the smart move. “We both know what it is. I want it. Now drop that fucking stick.”

“Afraid of a stick, Captain?” I tore the crucifix’s cross-section clattering free.

“Men!” Captain Thorne shouted over the banister. “Up here. Step lively now.”

Below, the footsteps pounded faster.

“I know how you feel,” I said up to Saint Hagan, whipping up the shod end of my stick. The iron tip missed Captain Thorne’s nose by an inch as he flinched, and I slid down a step, planting a boot-heel into his chest, knocking him backward down the stairs as three guards reached the landing. Captain Thorne barreled into them, knocking them over like pins. I made to leap the banister, but more guards were hauling up from below.

I froze. “Shit.”

“Oy!” Captain Thorne roared, spittle flying. “Grab him!”

As Captain Thorne scrambled to his feet, I was charging downstairs, leaping onto the banister, hurling myself over the captain and his men, turning midair, chin tucked to shoulder, shod end of my staff leading as I shattered through Saint Hagan’s severed head, the world a tempest of scintillating reds and greens and blues all tinkling in symphony as I fell through the air and landed, thudding, rolling down the rooftop. Flying buttresses vaulted up around me, lead tiles ripping free in a swathe. At roof’s edge, I slapped a hand on a gargoyle’s arm and stopped just shy of plummet, the avalanche of tile and glass cascading into open air, dropping onto the crowd below.

“Krait, you fucker!” Captain Thorne screamed, smashing out through the broken window. “Halt!”

I barely heard him as I clutched onto the gargoyle’s outstretched arm, my feet dangling, gorge rising, before dropping ten feet down to a secondary roof, then another ten to the hard stone street. Bodies surged past me. Captain Thorne roared above. I was on my feet, slick-slide tearing along with the herd of bodies pouring out of the cathedral, vomiting forth from all exits, keeping my head down through the gates and into the street beyond, the labyrinth of alleyways and cross streets engulfing me.

I didn’t look back until I was lost and could hear nothing but the buzz of blood pumping in my ears.




Chapter 37.

...struck again at my home. My dear son Alain was felled defending Irene. I arrived in time to save her and drive off the villains. Alas, I arrived not in time to...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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“YOU STILL ALIVE?” I poked Karl with a finger.

“Hrmm?” He rolled over, tearing the blankets off himself. “Say something about a funeral?” Karl licked his cracked lips, split like overcooked sausages. “How’d it go?”

“Well, it wasn’t mine,” I answered, “so that was good.”

“Hrmmm.” He hocked something foul into the bucket by the bed then collapsed back, pale as a dead fish. “Good. Me, too.”

“Hey, you alright?” I poked him again.

Karl grunted something that was probably, “Fuck off.”

The door creaked open. “Leave him alone,” Lady Narcissa ordered. “He needs his rest.”

“Greetings, lady.”

Lady Narcissa slid past bearing an armload of wood, furniture legs mostly, and dropped them atop a pile by the fire. She wiped her hands. “Move.” She pushed past me, laid a hand on Karl’s forehead, held it there. Her cheek was purple, nearly black, where I’d struck her. It did not make her less beautiful. “His fever is no worse. No better, either, but...” She brushed a length of midnight hair from her mouth then poured ale into Karl’s mug. “Here.” She pressed it to his lips, lifted. “Drink.”

“Ale?” I was suddenly parched.

“Don’t you touch it,” she warned without looking. “Drink.”

Karl coughed, sputtered.

“If he doesn’t want it?” I offered.

Lady Narcissa lifted Karl’s head again and poured more slowly, cursing beneath her breath as he gagged most of it up again.

“You’re drowning him,” I observed, envious.

“Filthy cur.” She stomped away.

Karl snored softly.

“I’m surprised you’re still here,” I said.

“Stoke the fire, would you?” Lady Narcissa emptied her rucksack, piece by piece, not looking at me. More wood. An empty bottle. A wedge of greenish cheese. “We had a deal.”

I did as she bid, tossing a couple table legs into the fire. There was a substantial pile. It might last for days. I selected a long sturdy piece.

“Where are you going?” Lady Narcissa demanded.

“For some sound financial advice.” I went to help myself to Karl’s ale.

“Touch that, and I’ll slit his throat the instant you walk out that door.”

“And what if I slit yours first?”

“Then your brother’s as good as dead.”

“Might already be.”

“With you as his only hope, I can but only agree.”

“This isn’t going well.”

“Did you find him?” Lady Narcissa marched across the room and placed a wet cloth across Karl’s forehead. Lips pursed, she pressed it into place. I glanced over to be sure she hadn’t placed it over his nose and mouth.

“Yeah.” I explained about the funeral and ensuing festivities. “Caught Hochmund inside. Before the row. Claims he’ll help. Says he wants the same price as before. Didn’t say what it was.”

Lady Narcissa glared out the window, eyes hard, fevered, mad, before she stifled them dead.

“You alright with that?” I asked.

Her jaw muscles working, teeth grinding. “I do not have to like him. I do not have to be grateful. He is not helping me. He is helping himself. The fat slob.”

“He’s actually well groomed,” I said. “More of a fat dandy, in all fairness.”

“Ever the gentleman.” Her voice was acid, eyes blazing. “Implying that which you lack the fortitude to come out and say plainly. I told you I’d accept his terms, and I shall.”

“And those terms are?”

“None of your business.”

Karl leaned over and threw up into the bucket. A lot.

Lady Narcissa crossed her arms. “Oh, just go ahead and die, already, would you?”

Karl rolled back over and died. Possibly.

“Bug up your arse?” I asked.

“Eustace. Him. All of them.” Lady Narcissa stared into the fire, arms crossed, shaking her head slowly. “Vultures. Picking at a gleaned corpse. He rebuffed me once then acquiesces?”

“He claimed it was you who said no.”

“You say you know the man, aye?” she challenged. “Then you must know what his word is worth.” Her hand clenched into a fist. “He said no. When I was in need. Everyone... They all said no.”

“All except Stephan.” I tossed a couple more legs into the fire. “Look. I know none of this is ideal, but—”

“Ideal?”

“He’ll get me onto Mummer’s Isle.”

“And you trust him?”

“What’s the matter?” I asked. “Cold feet? This is what you wanted. You said we could trust him to be himself, and he’s a greedy fuck, yeah? He wants to help.”

“He wants Coldspire.”

“It’s the same thing,” I said.

“Yes. It is the same thing, for that’s what I am.” She took a mouthful of ale, swallowed it. “Territory. Property. A means to an end. There is no loyalty. No chivalry. Right now there’s some serf sitting in his dung-walled hovel eyeing the piss-mire across the way, ruminating on how it could someday be his. You all want what you have, and then you want more. And woe to whoever stands between you and more.”

“What about your lover?” I asked. “You must have asked him for help.”

She considered. “Once in a great while, a person has been known to surprise me. Once in a great while.”

I snuck a sip of Karl’s ale, unsure of what she meant.

“He did what I expected of him. They all did what I expected of them. Eustace’s fear of confrontation is his greatest character flaw, matched only by his greed. And Emile?” She sniffed. “A proud old fool.”

“I need to know something.”

She glanced up through her haze. “What?”

“Do you think it possible that Raachwald killed your husband and murdered your sons? Did he set this all in motion?”

If I’d backhanded her again, she couldn’t have been more stunned. “What?”

“You never saw Cain Raachwald’s body.”

“Is this another ill-attempt at humor?” She drew herself up, pointing a finger. “I warn you, your hand across my jaw will have gone over smoother.”

I crossed my arms, waiting.

“Of course he’s...” Lady Narcissa grabbed at the table to steady herself.

“You weren’t at Cain’s funeral,” I said. “And Raachwald refused to allow me to investigate his corpse. Mary never saw Cain’s body, either. The three who might have seen him...”

“You think he murdered his own son?” Lady Narcissa was trembling now. “I had not... Rumor told he was a bastard. But would he?” She fingered her lip. “Yes. Yes, he might. And if he did...” She looked up. “You believe he murdered my boys?” She swallowed. “His keep lies closest. He had the most to gain.” Her fingernails dug into the table. “Say it.”

I raised my hands. “Maybe. Or maybe Cain’s still alive somewhere. Hidden.”

“Which changes nothing.”

“It’s a theory. I’ve no proof.”

“Why would he go through all of this?” she asked, as much to herself as to me. “Abduct your brother? Why force you to find the killer if it were he? Why the mummer’s farce?”

“To make you more pliable,” I answered. “If he played the gallant hero and you the grieved mother, maybe you’d acquiesce more readily to his desires? Make his plans move smoother. Did it work?”

Lady Narcissa touched her purpled cheek. “He’ll murder his wife if he has not done so already and then force me to wed. In doing so, he shall claim Coldspire for his own, force me to bear his spawn to cement his claim.” She stared me dead in the eye. “And then someday, he shall murder me.”

“Did it work?” I demanded.

“Yes, damn you.”




Chapter 38.

...because Irene’s soul and her mind are lost, but her body remains behind. Death would prove a relief. In the end, I saved neither of them, failing in my triumvirate of duty: my duty as a father, as a husband, as a man.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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HUNCHED LIKE A HOARY old raven, Abraham sat in his chair, hard at work as I closed the door behind me, carefully, taking a gander out into the street as I did so. Abraham didn’t even bother glancing up as I slid through the partition. He merely raised his hand in my general direction, acknowledging my existence, bidding me wait, then scribbling on like a demon in a ledger so vast it must’ve weighed as much as a child. Five little stone-men now sat on his desk, their obsidian eyes staring expressionless in my direction.

“Hello...” I leaned forward and looked one in the eye.

“One moment.” Abraham looked frail, enfeebled, like a man who hadn’t eaten, who hadn’t slept, a man who’d been sapped of twenty years of vitality overnight.

“What’s it say?” I squinted. Lines were etched into the stone-man’s forehead, a terrain of minute scars.

A pall lay over the room. Silent. Empty. Even the ever-present guards were absent. Abraham studiously ignored my question, his lips moving as he skimmed a page.

I took the opportunity to snatch one of the stone-men. Its form was the same as the rest, that of a man, but a man of immense proportions, wide shoulders, thick arms, and legs, all smooth. It regarded me dumbly, black eyes twinkling. No, not scars. A rune. A letter. Hebrew?

“Ahem.”

I glanced up.

“There are seven characteristics of an uncultivated person.” Abraham adjusted his glasses.

“Only seven?”

“There are seven official characteristics of an uncultivated person.”

“Yeah? How many unofficial?”

“That I do not know. Yet, invariably, I seem to unearth new variants in your presence, and with alarming alacrity.”

“Alacrity.” I nodded, impressed. “And what have I helped unearth today?”

“Snatching things off of someone’s desk without permission.”

“Well, one’s not so bad.”

“Dressing in the guise of something you’re not.” He clucked his tongue at the Jew-cloak thrown over my shoulders.

“Only way to get past the gate,” I lied. “And two’s still not so bad.”

“I’ve counted six more beyond.”

“Six?” I counted on my fingers. “Eight total?”

He nodded. Firmly.

“I’m sure I have my good points, too.”

“You are sure. I, however, am not.” He dipped his pen into an inkwell and began writing again. “I had thought I was clear when I told you your debt was voided, that I wished not to conduct further business with you, that I wished not to see you again, in any capacity.” He glanced up. “Ever.”

“Apologies.” I set the stone-man back on the desk. “But what’s it say?”

Teeth gleaming beneath curled lips, Abraham snatched the stone-man and for a moment, throttling it, I thought he might hurl it. His hand was trembling, but he slowed his breathing, set it back down, pushed it away. “You ... you were saying?”

“Just wondering what the marks on its forehead say.”

“Can you read Hebrew?”

“Would I ask if I could?”

“If you were trying to be clever.”

“I’m not clever.”

“I said ‘trying to be.’ I did not say ‘succeeding in being.’”

“Well, I don’t. Didn’t. Wouldn’t. I don’t know what the hell I’m saying.”

Abraham’s eyes narrowed. “It’s a letter. ‘Emet.’ It means truth. Or reality. Or both, but truly neither.”

“Well, that’s as clear as dog piss. What’re they for? The stone-men?”

“They are symbols.” Abraham rubbed his head, gazing about his desk. He seemed taken aback that there were so many. “Symbols of my innumerable failures.”

“Five’s not so innumerable.”

“What is it you want?” he said. “Your debt is erased. You are free. Go. Go! Do not come back.” He deflated, spent. “Can I be more clear than that?”

“The vault’s open,” I observed. “And where’re your guards?”

“They’re ... it’s Shabbat. A day of rest. Our day of rest.”

“Looks like you could do with some yourself.”

“Sir Luther, I have no money to lend you,” he pleaded. “No time to spend bothering my fellow countrymen on your behalf, no patience left in answering your incessant questions. I have difficulties of my own that require my full attention.”

“I believe you, Abe. It wasn’t merely for my benefit, though.” I patted my chest. “My bothering you, that is.”

“Stephan,” Abraham nodded, “of course. How fares he?”

“Alive. But it’s not threatening long-term status.”

“Ahem.” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Things have been rather hectic here as of late. I meant not to belittle your travails. I have been rude. Forgive me. Lack of manners, another trait of the uncultivated person.”

“If you’re looking to identify more traits, I met this dancer in Novgorod who can pick up a silver penny with—”

“Please!” He stopped me with his raised hand. “That won’t be necessary, now, or ever. Please, if you are able to speak to your brother before the ... give him my regards. He is a good man if ever I have met one. He shall remain in my thoughts and prayers until the end of my days.” Pale lips pursed, he nodded, stood, offering his hand. “Good luck, Sir Luther.”

I took his hand. “You alright?” He was still trembling.

“I ... I could not sleep last night.”

“Lot of that going around.” I released his hand. “Any particular reason?”

“It is a private affair.” He closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose and collapsed back into his chair. “Some of what we spoke of previously. I wouldn’t think to burden you.”

“Men tried to kill me last night. Why was yours so bad?”

Abraham froze. I could almost hear gears turning in his head as he thought, calculated, weighed. “I could not sleep.”

“You already said that.”

“Yes, I ... my son, my boy was attacked last night.” Abraham’s head fell, his eyes glistening full to tear. “By a mob. Stabbed.” Unconsciously, he pulled a finger across his throat. “Forgive me. He died. He is dead. Yes.” He shook his head in grim revelation. “Saying it aloud, gives it weight, hideous weight. My son is dead.” His hand crept like a spider up his chest, clutching. “I should be there, Lord, my wife. I should, but I just could not bear it. I thought I would die. I wished it. Seeing him like...” The room was empty of people, empty of sound, empty of air. “I should return.” Abraham flinched as the front door burst open.

I turned as four men piled in. Blackbeard at the fore. Behind stalked a lanky bastard, pox-scarred face, a shirt of boiled leather covering his chest, another of the assassins from last night. Blackbeard bore a wicked axe, Pox, a dinted sword. Two others strode behind, the guards, Baldy and Locks, short-bladed swords in their fists. The four fanned out.

Silence.

Money house, a bad place to be ambushed. Tough to get in. Tough to get out. There’d be no half-rotted wattle and daub walls to kick through, no boards to pry free, only clean, square stone walls as thick as my legs’re long. I could hear the frown in Abraham’s voice as I vaulted his desk, kicking books and stone-men flying, beakers breaking as I shouldered past him, practically knocking him over, putting the desk between me and the four.

“What is this nonsense?” Abraham gathered himself. “Ezekiel? This is a place of business. Not of...” he glared back at me an instant, choking on what he was about to say.

I yearned for Yolanda as I raised my walking staff before me. Blackbeard and Pox started forward, stepping through the partition.

I backed up through the labyrinth of desks, toward the rear door, kicking a chair from my path, tripping over something and landing on my arse. I said nothing but scrambled to my feet instantly, back toward the wall, staff in hand — and something else. It was as hard as a rock, pointy, smooth, cool. One of the stone-men. I knew it without looking. Beneath my fingers, I could feel its shape, its weight.

Backward, I slid, eyes on the four, til I hit the back door, found the knob, twisted. Locked. I mule-kicked it, fast and low and hard. It didn’t budge. “Shit.” I slid along the wall to my left as Baldy and Locks vaulted the partition at either side of the room. I stopped along the middle of the wall, the open vault a chasm yawning behind.

“Enough!” Abraham shouted, his one arm held out in a vain attempt to corral the armed men. “I will not have this here!”

The four froze.

“Out of the way, Rabbi,” Blackbeard spoke softly, a note of apology in his voice, and then it was gone as his gaze fell to me. “Plague pit’s begging for this one.”

Abraham stared down his nose as though he were a teacher and the four but naughty students. “This is not the way of our people.”

“It’s the way of all people, Rabbi,” Blackbeard said. “Now step aside. Won’t ask again.”

Abraham shook his head, unmoved.

“He’s the one killed Isaac.” Pox pointed his blade at me.

Abraham stiffened as though struck. He did not turn. “Is that true?”

I watched all four simultaneously, tried to anyways, fanned out in a semicircle amidst the riot of tables and chairs. Only Abraham held them back, and only on Blackbeard’s say.

“Was it you?” Abraham smote his desk with the palm of his hand, turning, eyes ablaze, the tired and haggard burned clean free, leaving only anger, hate.

I licked my lips, swallowed, nodded.

“Say the words, Krait.” Abraham clutched his own throat. “I want to hear you say them.”

“Yeah, Abe.” I twitched a nod. “It’s true.”

“Why?” Abraham hissed. “Why?!”

“He was with a squad sent to kill me.”

“Enough,” Blackbeard snarled.

“With those two.” I pointed at Blackbeard and Pox. “I barely escaped. I didn’t recognize him. Isaac—”

“Do not speak his name!” Abraham roared.

“I didn’t know him.” I straightened. “I’m sorry, Abe. Truly.”

“This is true?” Abraham, this man whose son I had slaughtered, stood like a bulwark between me and Blackbeard. “Ezekiel?”

Blackbeard’s dead eyes never left mine. “He’s lying, Rabbi,” he said as he gently but firmly forced Abraham aside.

“And yet now he lies dead?” Abraham said. “You brought my son in on your schemes? Amidst all the death this plague has wrought and still you seek more? All this insanity? You and you’re damned Sicarii.”

Blackbeard lowered his hand, moved forward, his men following suit.

“You’ll wreak death upon us all,” Abraham hissed.

“Talk to Daniel,” Blackbeard said. He wasn’t rushing things. I had nowhere to go. “It was his say. And Isaac volunteered. Brave lad.” He pointed at me with his axe. “Kill this fucker.”

“Aye.” Pox slid forward through chairs and desks, slick as an eel round river rock. Baldy and Locks took the corners. They’d all come at me at once. It wouldn’t be stage fighting where the bad guys attack the hero one at a time, and there was no hero here, except, maybe, for Abraham.

Blackbeard started forward.

Abraham clutched at Blackbeard’s shoulder. “Violence begets—”

Blackbeard shoved him back, tripping over a chair and to the floor.

“Krait! Surrender to them,” Abraham screamed. “I’ll see you’re justly treated.”

“Justly treated’d mean a noose,” I said.

“Aye,” Blackbeard deadpanned, hurling a chair underhanded at me.

I sidestepped it as it broke against the wall; Pox lunged at me simultaneously, sword point aimed at my face. I batted it aside and thrust out my staff, hoping Pox’d overcommit, but he didn’t. Quick as a fox he’d lunged and shot back out of range, blade cocked and ready again. Just testing the waters.

“Please,” Abraham begged.

No one listened.

The noose tightened as Locks and Baldy edged toward me from opposing sides.

I shuffle-stepped left to match Pox as Blackbeard slid to my right. Stepping back again, heel touching the wall, I whipped the stone-man at Blackbeard. He ducked, and it shattered against a post. All four were close now, a half-moon steel trap closing in, all around, no ground to give, no ground to take. As soon as I committed to an attack at any one of them, I’d sprout steel out my back.

“Lovely,” I grumbled.

Pox lunged forward again, flicking the tip of his blade toward my face, not committing again, distracting me as Blackbeard stepped in swinging. I slapped Pox’s blade aside then pivoted, my staff whipping back, out of the way of the falling axe, the tip thudding off Blackbeard’s thick shoulder. Armor. Shit.

Footsteps clomped, and Pox lunged again. I parried and slid back into the protected confines of the vault just before Baldy and Locks converged.

The vault walls offered immediate security. They couldn’t flank me, yeah, couldn’t all fit through the door at once, but I was fucked long term. Short term, too.

The wicks of two old ceramic lamps sputtered swirls of smoke, casting a quiver of light and shadow. Shelves gaped empty floor to ceiling, no coin, no jewelry, no nothing. Lockboxes yawned open, empty, one after the other. Blackbeard and Pox stepped in front of the door, Blackbeard’s wide shoulders eating up most of its width.

The vault door squealed as it began to close.

Diving forward, I tore one of the hatchets from my belt and drove it edge forth under the door, wedging it in; then I sprung up and kicked it in more and set my foot against it. Metal screeched, scraped, ripping apart the floor. The door stopped moving a foot shy of closed.

It bought me a moment.

“Krait!” Blackbeard barked. “Get your yellow carcass out here and fight like a fucking man.”

“You come in,” I bellowed. When he didn’t, I laughed, a taunting laugh, a haughty laugh, a bullshit laugh. We both knew I was screwed.

Pox started forward, blade leading, but Blackbeard’s grabbed him by the shoulder. “No. Ain’t losing another.” He turned. “Simon, go get the fucking crossbow. It’s on my roan outside.” Blackbeard raised his axe. “Sit your arse down, Rabbi.”

Footsteps stomped.

I snatched up an oil lamp.

A door slammed.

“Enough!” Abraham screamed.

I couldn’t see him for the jammed door. Then suddenly Abraham was on Blackbeard’s back, clawing at his axe, the two careening, slamming into desks, casting shadow demons weird and wicked, writhing across walls, until Blackbeard hurled him over his shoulder onto a desk the instant a ceramic lamp shattered against his side. A spray of oil and ceramic shard — Whompf! — and Blackbeard burst into flame.

Orange licking up his side, he lurched up screaming, knocking into Pox, tripping and lighting Abraham’s desk on fire. Flame ripped across the piled tomes like some ravening beast released from its cage. I hurled the second oil lamp, smashing it across the wood floor, a wave of liquid flame spreading out toward Blackbeard and Pox’s feet. In a gout, flame reared up, coiling, scrambling, swarming up a column and clawing across the ceiling in all directions. Pox tore Blackbeard aside, stripping the blazing cloak from his body, flames crackling around both.

Locks stood hunched, hacking, as I burst from the vault, crouched, scrambling through the heavy black smoke, choking thick already. Pox beat at the flames roaring off Blackbeard. Felled by the smoke and heat, on hands and knees, I clawed like a crippled dog through the maze, holding my breath and crawling over the partition the instant I slammed into it, continuing on past for the front door. Black smoke banked down the walls as Baldy burst back in through the front door, crossbow in hand; I smashed him in the face as hard as I could, dropping him.

“Help!” Abraham choked from somewhere behind, in the charnel black.

The misty cool of night kissed my face, and for an instant, I knew heaven in all its glories. But instead of blessed flight, I took a deep cool breath and turned, dropping low and stumbling back to the partition, flames roiling across it. Someone slammed into me, past me, making for the door. I dropped to my belly, could see desk and chair legs, then him, Abraham, splayed out on the floor, bleeding from the head. Covered in char, I scuttled forward as the smoke slithered down, the stifling black crushing down nearly to the floor. Abraham moaned, face blackened by soot, just staring numbly at the shadow flames rippling like a hellish water surface above. Each breath burned. I latched onto Abraham’s arm and dragged him as best I could toward the front door that was suddenly so very far away.




Chapter 39.

...send letters to my children. Six times I wrote the letter, and six times I broke. Perhaps the plague is a blessing in this regard, for should word never reach them, their hearts might remain whole...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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“SAINTS BE PRAISED.” Lady Narcissa stood before the glowing hearth, arms crossed, a look of annihilating disdain souring her lovely face, “you brought a dead, half-incinerated Jew.”

I grimaced up from the floor where Abraham and I’d collapsed in a huffing, hacking heap, coughing black shit from our lungs. “Thought he might grant us three wishes,” I managed.

On the floor, mouth gaping like a fish, Abraham lay, his hair scorched, his glasses bent, broken, but somehow still perched on his nose. I’d dragged him, sputtering, shivering, half-burned and fully broken through the streets back to our safe house.

“Hmm?” The Lady Narcissa loomed over us. “Oh, no.” She nudged Abraham with a prim toe. “He’s alive.”

I struggled to my feet, char-black water puddled beneath me. Lady Narcissa ghosted back as though I bore the plague, drawing her robe snugly about her. I dragged Abraham across the room, wrestled him up, plunked him into a chair by the fire.

“Wine?” I eyed Lady Narcissa.

“For him?” she asked. “Or you?”

“Both,” I answered, glancing over at the bed and the lump that lay within. “How’s Karl?”

“He’s not snoring anymore.”

Not bolstered overwhelmingly by the report, I limped over to Karl, still passed out, white as a ghost. Leaning over him, I listened, watched, poked him. No response. He was breathing, shallow, short. That was something. I drew the blankets back, checking the bandages on his leg. They were clean, and they were new. I glanced at Lady Narcissa. She glared back defiantly, a cup of wine in hand. I sauntered up to her, snatched it, drained it.

“Thanks,” I said, holding it out for more.

Go fuck yourself, her look clearly conveyed.

“Yeah.” I nodded my head toward Abraham. “Him, too.”

“You both have arms,” she said, staring past me. “Well, you do at any rate.”

I shouldered past her, snatched the wine bottle, poured, offering a silent prayer before slugging it back. Into a chair by the fire, I collapsed, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, took another drink, filled it again. I held it out to Abraham who ignored me, consumed by a hacking fit, so I pounded it back.

“There’s not much left,” Lady Narcissa warned.

“We’ll have to rectify that forthwith.”

She nodded at Abraham. “Who is he?”

Abraham struggled to his feet, still hacking, then collapsed back into the chair, fist covering his mouth, a line of black drool attached to his chin near wobbling to the floor.

“Jesus Christ,” Lady Narcissa muttered.

“No,” I said. “Different Jew entirely.”

Abraham kept right on hacking.

“He’ll be alright,” I lied.

“Did he have two arms when you found him?” Lady Narcissa asked.

I just gave her a look.

Abraham’s coughing finally subsided. “P-Please, water.”

“Do we have water?” I asked Lady Narcissa. “And more importantly, do people actually drink it?”

Lady Narcissa was up already, striding across the room, a washing bowl held out before her. She set it down on the table next to Abraham, offering him a washcloth as well.

“My thanks, lady,” Abraham said, taking the washcloth.

“You’re welcome. Let me get you some wine.” She sauntered over to me, snatched the glass from my hand, offering a demon’s dare of a glare. “Here.” She presented it to him.

“Eh?” Abraham took the glass without looking at it and drank. Copiously. “My thanks again.”

“You’re welcome,” she said.

Abraham glanced up. “Forgive me, my lady. My poor appearance. My poorer manners. Abraham. My name is Abraham Ben-Ari.” A coughing fit seized him again as he fought to stand and bow, failing at both endeavors. Lady Narcissa eased him back into the chair. “I have been through ... it has been a trying night, a trying day, a trying everything.”

“No forgiveness is necessary.” Lady Narcissa waved him off. “By all appearances, you have nearly met your death, not to mention you’ve been forced into the company of Krait for what must seem a decidedly interminable period of time.”

Abraham wiped his eyes, cleaned his face, dried it with the towel. “And again, for your kindness, my lady, I thank you. And you are...?”

“Lady Narcissa Volkendorf.” She offered a bow, smooth, shallow, precise.

I stood. “I hate to break up this love-fest, but I need some answers.”

“You.” Abraham turned to me, eyes awake with anger. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you hate us so?”

“I don’t hate you any more than I hate everyone else,” I grumbled.

“I pray you derive little solace from that statement.”

“No, I derive solace from this.” I drained the last of the wine straight from the bottle then belched, just for emphasis.

“I am leaving.” Abraham clambered unsteadily to his feet.

“Abe,” I warned.

“You’ll have to stop me.” He staggered for the door.

“I’ll have to stop you.” I nodded in total agreement, intercepting him as he reached the door. The door opened a crack, thudding to a halt against my outstretched hand. Whistling wind snaked in tendrils of biting cold. We stood eye to eye. He yanked on the door. With a growl, I slammed it shut and took hold of him, snatching him two-handed, grappling him into an arm-bar, forcing him around, over, gasping, grunting. I marched him stumbling on tiptoe across the room and thrust him back into his chair.

“Mother of Mercy, Krait...” Lady Narcissa looked appalled.

I warned her off with a glare. “Take a deep breath, Abe.”

He flexed his hand open and closed. “I must go.”

“No.”

“I have to see my wife, my son. Please, my people.”

“No dice.” I crossed my arms, unmoved.

“I’m a prisoner, then?”

“Until you tell me what I need to know,” I said. “Everything I need. Then, and only then, are you free to leave.”

“I’ll say nothing more to you.”

“Abe, I like you. But you’ll sing.”

“Torture?” He spat. “Nothing you can do would shock me.”

“Lady Narcissa,” I turned, “it just dawned on me. You’ve been left in the dark. Abe here’s the source concerning your late husband’s miraculous, posthumous financial recovery.”

Lady Narcissa turned, swiveling slowly, eyes frigid, empty, predatory, a pair of cat’s eyes locked on an injured mouse. I could almost see her tail flipping as she studied him in a new light.

“Do you know who your husband owed?” I asked.

“As I said, I was privy not to personage,” she said woodenly, “only sums.”

“Well, Abe claims all your debts to the Quarter are square.”

She drew herself up. “Impossible.”

“Abe...?” I turned. “Care to shed some light?”

“My lady, I own—”

Lady Narcissa raised a hand, cutting him off. “I have heard of you. Your house. Did you lend to my husband?”

Abraham nodded. “A considerable sum.”

“That’s news to me,” I said.

“And from how many others did he borrow?” Lady Narcissa asked.

“All of the major houses,” Abraham admitted. “Many of the lesser.”

“Yet you claim these debts have been paid off?” Lady Narcissa asked. “By whom?”

Abraham shook his head. “I do not know.”

Lady Narcissa’s eyes narrowed, dagger-sharp. “How can you not know?”

“Forgive me, my lady,” Abraham pleaded. “Your husband’s record of repaying debt was ... spotty at best. I personally attempted to collect payment, beg payment, even in portions, and was rebuffed at every turn.”

Lady Narcissa offered only a curt nod.

“Who bought the debt off you then?” I asked.

“From me?” Abraham shook his head. “No one.”

“But you said it was square.”

“No.” Abraham raised a finger. “I said it was settled, the greater portion. Some of the smaller houses yet hold marks. Yet for weeks, a man has stalked the Quarter, offering pennies on the pound to purchase your husband’s debt. Many, nay most, jumped at the offer. I, however, was not one of them. It was obvious the business practice was not on the level, as you might say.” He turned to Lady Narcissa. “I redacted your husband’s debts from my books months ago, both the principle and the interest. I knew I would never see payment, let alone return, and so I wiped my hands of it, to be done with any further involvement.”

“That was big of you, Abe,” I said.

Abraham looked at me as though he’d just drunk a glass of sour milk.

“So who is this man purchasing the debt?” Lady Narcissa asked.

“As I said, I don’t know.” Abraham shook his head. “All the transactions were conducted through an agent.”

“And this agent?” I considered. “You’ve no idea who he represented?”

Abraham shook his head. “None.”

“And you thought not to ask?” Lady Narcissa asked coldly.

“I made inquiries, my lady, of course, but this agent refused to relinquish any information concerning whom he represented. None of my countrymen were privy, either. We are, after all, but Jews.”

“Casagrande.” I snapped my fingers.

“Mister Casagrande, yes.” Abraham nodded.

Lady Narcissa looked up. “You know the man?”

“Yeah. A mercenary. A shit. A rat-bastard murderer for hire. Take your pick. Is it true he and his men’ve been stationed in the Quarter for over a month?”

“I have heard so, yes,” Abraham ventured. “But I could not ascertain it for truth.”

“An entire mercenary company stationed in the Quarter?” Lady Narcissa asked. “Who could afford the coin?”

“Not many, my lady,” Abraham answered.

“So you claim, yet all of Asylum’s money is locked up in the Quarter,” Lady Narcissa snarled. “It was one of you. But who? Who could afford to buy all the debt? Which one thinks to wrest Coldspire from me?”

“I—” Abe started.

“Yours is the biggest lending house.” Lady Narcissa cut him off. “Well positioned for such a venture. I could let it be known that your house was conspiring to revolt against the powers that be.”

“You motivated yet?” I asked Abraham, but he didn’t hear me.

“Lady, what proof—?”

“Proof?” Lady Narcissa scoffed. “What but my word would be required?”

“Krait,” Abraham glanced at me, “tell her she is mistaken.”

“Is she?”

“Krait,” Abraham pleaded.

“You know something,” I pressed.

“I tell you, I know nothing.”

“Tell me about the Masada,” I said.

Abraham froze at that, blanching; then he began diminishing visibly, as though eaten away from within. “Very well,” he murmured. “There is a story all Jewish boys learn of when they are young. Staunch parents frown upon them hearing it at too young an age, yet they whisper it amongst themselves.” Abraham rubbed the bridge of his nose. “It is a tale of destruction. A tale of rebellion, a tale of war, and such tales can have but one end. This is the tale of the Masada.

“On the eastern edge of the Judean Desert, rising a thousand feet into the sky, there stands an ancient Roman fortress. Unassailable from any direction. Impenetrable, or so the Romans thought.

“In the year 73, or so writes Josephus, a rebellion burst up amongst the Jews. It began for the reason most rebellions do. Inequity between ruler and ruled, and it was just. It lasted months, years, long years, protracted years. It was dark, and it was deadly, as wars are. Murders in the night. Murders in the light. Murders...” He let out a sigh. “Under the full might of the Roman war machine, though, the rebellion flagged. Men lost hope. The Jewish people were on the verge of breaking, but amongst those resisting there emerged a small cadre of men who believed the Jews could still achieve victory. Trained. Formidable. Ruthless. A group with no barriers, no limitations, no code but utter destruction of the enemy, they had been reined in by the rebellion leaders, for those men in power feared them. These men called themselves the Sicarii.”

“You said something about them to Blackbeard,” I said. “What’s it mean?”

“Dagger-men.” Abraham glanced at me. “These dagger-men were able to evade the Masada’s defenses and slay the Roman garrison to a man. Then they took it for their own. But, of course, the Romans could not stand for that, would not stand for that. They laid siege to the Masada, but it held, for months it held. But give the Romans time, give them men, give them resources, and the Romans possessed all these things, and it becomes a matter of simple mathematics. The Romans breached it, broke it, stormed it, and within discovered a thousand men, women, and children dead. All of them. The Sicarii had committed suicide and murdered their own families rather than be taken alive.”

“This,” Abraham shook his head, “is a story that inspires the youth of my people. Can you understand that? For I cannot. I ... perhaps there is a certain pride in defiance, just defiance. But defiance that ends in such tragedy?”

“Nice history lesson, Abe, but how’s it all pertain to Asylum?”

“Yes.” He took a sip of wine. “A year ago things were bad for my people.” Abraham sniffed. “As though there were some other status quo. Things are always bad, were always, but last year, things grew worse, and worse rapidly. Fiscally, even, we as a people were shattered.”

“Impossible,” Lady Narcissa scoffed.

“What did you see in my vault?” Abraham asked me.

“Nothing,” I answered. “It was empty.”

“Precisely.” Abraham nodded. “And our money is our only ... it is all we have, besides one another. Over the past two years, we lent out coin to various Asylum nobles and received no return. It seemed a concerted effort to break us, and it was working. And do you believe the Lord Bishop forewent levying his draconian taxes upon us even when we received no return? Do you think he would offer us a special dispensation when the Quarter could not pay? No, he did not, and in its stead, he placed liens on all of our properties, our businesses, our possessions. They became his. We had argued that the Isle Lords had bled us dry and that he should turn his gaze in their direction.

“Alas, our pleas fell on deaf ears. Oh, eventually he did as we begged, but by then, it was too late.” Abraham turned to Lady Volkendorf. “Your husband must have heard rumor of our grievances and took umbrage. There was rumor of the five lords set to ride into the Quarter, of imminent slaughter, of holocaust, of erasure of all debt. We were on our own.

“An emergency council was convened. I took part in this council, as did most of the landed men of the Quarter. It was a debacle, as most meetings are between powerful men with disparate views. Pride, anger, wrath, always they impede the path to truth. Whoever speaks the loudest speaks the truest, and the truth was that we as a people were in dire straits. Some counseled running, some surrender. Others cautioned erasure of all debts, just starting over, and some, mostly the younger, counseled war.”

“What did you counsel?” I asked.

Abraham adjusted his glasses. “Erasure of all debt. It would happen anyways, was happening, one way or another. We would need to find a way to persevere, to regroup, to recover, three of my people’s great strengths throughout the epochs. That was my counsel. Alas, my voice was small and fell on deaf ears.

“It was futile, a deadlock, hot words by hot heads were exchanged, enemies made, blood feuds sworn. The council shattered into factions, and no progress seemed possible. Indeed, the old discounted the young as brash and stupid. The young accused the old of weakness and torpor. Truth barbed with lie and its reverse were cast from both sides. Then, one of the younger men rose amongst those counseling war, and he began speaking of the Masada. Yes. An intelligent young man, quiet, forceful, well-reasoned, I can do his words no justice. As he stood there amidst the council, he said he saw himself within those bleak fortress walls, within the Masada, high above the swirling sands, hot sun beating on his brow, the Judean Desert to one side, the Dead Sea to the other. The army of the centurions he saw climbing like locust swarms from all sides. Trapped, he said, left with nowhere to run, and he said he would not run, and he would not surrender.

“Before he finished speaking, others, too, saw themselves within the Masada. And they saw their choices dwindling, shriveling like fruit too long on the vine. The majority now counseled war, and they called themselves the Masada, and those who bore weapons in the fight, and spilled blood, came to name themselves the Sicarii.” He scowled. “Infantile.”

“Did you agree with them?” I asked.

“What?” Abraham stiffened. “No. I pleaded with them, sued for peace through appeasement and failing that, relocation. ‘How many must die?’ I screamed. But my protest again fell on deaf ears.”

“Daniel was this leader?” I asked.

Abraham closed his eyes. “Yes. Daniel said that so much horror and destruction had been wrought upon our people already that ‘they can do no more harm to us than has already been done.’ And they believed him.”

“You can always squeeze more blood from that stone.”

“Youth. Naiveté.” Abraham shook his head. “Nonetheless, the Masada preached war, and the Sicarii waged it, a silent war, a war in the back alleys, a war in the streets, a war of dark ships paddling softly through the sea, taking by unawares. Stealing. Killing. Burning. Whatever could be done was.” He glanced at Lady Narcissa. “Your husband, my lady, forgive me, had little regard for us in the best of times, and in the worst?”

Lady Narcissa stood there, stock-still, arms crossed, listening frowning. “Go on with your story, Abraham Ben-Ari. Finish it.”

“Lord Volkendorf aimed to shatter us. In the cold dark of autumn, he and his men stormed the Quarter. How many were killed in the streets? I don’t know. Hundreds? Dozens, certainly. But the Sicarii retaliated.”

Lady Narcissa spoke, her voice a whisper, “I remember that night, the night he and his men came back beaten, broken, the night I saw something within my husband’s eye I’d not seen before.” She swallowed. “Fear.”

Abraham stared at her.

“You’re proud of them,” I said.

Slowly, Abraham turned toward me. “I am ashamed that a part of me is and ashamed that a part of me isn’t. Does that make any sense?”

“Yeah, Abe,” I said, “perfect sense.”

“Did these dagger men kill my sons?” Lady Narcissa demanded.

“I do not know, my lady,” Abraham said.

“They wanted my husband dead!” she spat.

“Lady, near as I can tell, you wanted your husband dead,” Abraham countered. “Forgive me, but I shall not stand here and indict my people. They acted in self-defense, for survival.”

“You had a hand in murdering my sons.” Lady Narcissa rose up.

“Wait.” I interceded, raising a hand. “He didn’t. These Sicarii did.”

“He’s a liar,” Lady Narcissa pressed.

“Abe is many things,” I broke in. “Liar’s not one of them.”

“But he was part of it.”

“Sounds greyer than that.”

“He admitted guilt!” she said.

“He cautioned against killing.”

“Yes. Precisely. They had a council.” She pointed at Abraham. “He was in attendance.”

“Every community has councils, Lady—”

“But he knew of it, the crime, in advance, and if not the crime, he knew the men who would commit it. He knows who did it, these Sicarii, even now, and he did nothing, has done nothing. He’s harbored them, abetting them through his curtain of silence. What more is there? Even now he has offered nothing of true value.”

“Well, shit.” I glanced at Abraham. “She does have a point, Abe. Might as well skip to the end. I need names. Addresses. Dates. Descriptions. I’ll need a story. They stormed a fucking castle in the middle of a blizzard? I want to know how. Raachwald’ll want to know how. And what of the bloodletting? The witchcraft? The injuries?”

“I ... I don’t know, not any of it,” Abraham muttered numbly. “I think it some sort of sick ruse to muddy the waters.”

Lady Narcissa started forward, murder in her eye, that blade back in hand.

“Right.” I snatched her by the wrist. “Enough.” I dug the knife from her fist. “Relax.” Then to Abraham, “I need to know. Which means you’ll need to find out.” I cast the knife aside.

“Me? I shall not bear false witness.”

“Good, cause I’m only interested in truth.” I shoved Lady Narcissa behind me. “You’d better come around to the fact that you have to ask some serious questions and get some serious answers from some serious people. Cause if you don’t, those same questions are going to be asked of those same people and their families and their friends, only they’re going to be asked as hot pincers pull flesh off of bone.”

Abraham just gawped.

“That’s no threat, Abe. It’s fact. You know it. I need to bring Raachwald something that doesn’t equate to him hacking the lungs from my back. Yeah? That means a story that holds water.” I kept an eye on the lady. “And heads. I want Blackbeard. I want Pox. I want all those bloody-bastards who tried to kill me. And I want the guy who started all this. Daniel. Those three. Those three to start with.”

Abraham opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “This is not negotiable, Abe. Heads.” I chopped my hand into my palm. “I need them. Your people need them.”

“Thou shall not kill.” Abraham gathered himself up, his chin quivering. “You cannot answer murder with murder and call it justice.”

“Just watch me. An eye for an eye, lex talionis. But you feel free to call it whatever you will.”

“I call it scapegoating.”

“And what of my children?” Lady Narcissa hissed. “My sons?”

Abraham turned white, froze. “They would not have murdered children.”

“You just admitted it!” Lady Narcissa hissed. “These Sicarii! You claimed there were no limits to what they would do! They killed them! And here you stand—”

“You twist my words!”

Lady Narcissa snarled, “The blood-libel—” 

“Blood libel?” He cut her off. “Fah! You people will believe anything, but especially the worst. Forgive my rudeness, my lady, but the blood libel is a tale spun by small-minded men of ignorance and overwhelming prejudice. Used whenever they require the appearance of propriety and just cause for mass murder. There is no such thing. Eaters of men?” He closed his eyes, throwing up his hand. “Fah!”

“He defends them!” Lady Narcissa pointed. “And how is it he knows of their actions? Why is that? Because he is one of them!”

Abraham stood tall, his eyes meeting mine. “If you believe that, then take my head now.” He eased himself down to his knees, leaning forward, offering his pate. “Take it, Krait, it’s yours. I shall go to my son, but before you strike me down, see within your heart—”

“Whoa! Would you two shut your bloody traps!” I snarled. “See within your heart? Jesus Christ. Are we lovelorn teenage girls?” I held up my hands. “Alright. This is what’s going to happen. Abe, you’re going to walk out that door.”

Abraham blinked in astonishment.

Lady Narcissa reared back like a coiled serpent.

“But first,” I said, “I need names and descriptions. For starters. And I need to meet this Daniel.”

“I cannot—”

“You can, and you will.” I cut him off again. “I know you’re too damned straight-laced to take part in a rebellion. I know that. And I believe you cautioned against it. But you do know who these Sicarii are, yeah?”

“I will not—”

“You will. Simply because if you don’t, you’re culpable. You and your people. The whole Quarter. You’re all culpable. A good word. Know what it means?”

“It means you’re a monster.”

“It means I’m a realist.”

“You wouldn’t—”

“Enough. I may not want to, but I would. I’d have to, just to save my own neck. And you know how fond I am of it. Not to mention Stephan’s.” I thumbed over my shoulder. “And even if I wouldn’t, you know she would. Hell, she might no matter what I say.”

Abraham’s eyes fell on Lady Narcissa. “If she is to condemn my people regardless, then there is nothing to gain. If they are simply to be slaughtered no matter—”

“Your people won’t be slaughtered.” I cut him off. “Will they, lady? Justice is the desire here, yeah? Not a body count? Not a fucking holocaust? You want the men who did this. And only them. Tell him that. Convince him.”

Lady Narcissa said nothing.

“Tell him that, or this goes no further,” I said. “You want the killers’ heads? This is the only way to get them. You savvy that, lady?”

Eyes wide, glimmering before the fire, she nodded. Once.

––––––––
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CHAPTER 40.

...Vulture now demands I discontinue my investigation. He offers no conceivable reason why other than God’s will. God’s will? What knows he of God?

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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ABRAHAM WAS GONE. I had the names I needed. The descriptions. The locations. Now I only needed heads and more time. Lady Narcissa stood just outside the door, waiting, staring at the snow falling, orange embers glistening in the plague firelight. I shook Karl gently by the shoulder.

“Hey, shithead,” I whispered.

Karl stiffened, cracked an eye, nodded. “You going?” he rumbled softly from somewhere deep. He looked bad.

“Yeah.” I thumbed towards the door. “You coming?”

“Nar, just ... just gonna lie here a piece. Let you do the heavy lifting ... for once. We got a plan?”

“We?” I said. “Well, someone needs to lie in bed all day with his feet up, complaining about chickenshit bullshit and bleeding all over the place, drinking wine, being an asshole.”

“Well, seeing as I got that covered...”

“Damn,” I said, “and here I was hoping I’d fill those shoes.”

“Been filling them for years. Just tell me you got something in mind.”

“I got something.” I told him the broad strokes.

“If it comes to it.” Karl coughed, struggling to raise a hand. “Odin’s eye. I mean, you actually find these fuckers and heel ‘em proper, you think the Cyclops’ll keep his word? Think he’ll let Stephan go? Think he’ll just forego hurling you off some cliff? Cause I don’t.”

“I think a cliff side plummet’s a little too impersonal compared to what Raachwald’s got in mind. But, we’ve got no choice. Or, rather we’ve got a choice. We can say ‘Fuck you, Stephan,’ and then beat feet.” I glanced sidelong at him. Shrugged. “It’s a choice. Even if it’s a mouth full of wet shit to swallow. Besides, Raachwald’s a lord, Karl. He doesn’t have to keep his word to anyone he thinks is beneath him.”

“That include you?”

“I’d imagine it includes Jesus Christ and King Arthur and the signers of the Magna Carta.”

Karl tried to move, failed. “Think you got a grip on it all?”

“No. Not even a little. But I’ve an idea. There are still holes. Who exactly did the killing? These Sicarii? They don’t fit the description. A giant killer Jew? They make more sense, maybe, but not enough. And what of Lord Volkendorf? How could a lord become afraid of these Sicarii? Sure, they’re mean fuckers, but so what? There are mean fuckers everywhere. And then there’s Raachwald. The best positioned for it, the most to gain, the most gained. And his boy, Cain? I still have yet to see inside his coffin. Jesus. Did I say holes? A God-damned rats’ nest full of them, but then they’re always there. Gaping. Legion. Even in the aftermath.”

“Yar.” Karl glanced over at Lady Narcissa. “Don’t trust her.”

“I don’t.”

“And Hochmund? He’d sell his mother to Libyan slavers for pork pie.”

“Pork pie is delicious,” I admitted.

“Yar.”

“Well,” I said, “if I’m not back by tomorrow or the next day...”

“Yar, be seeing you, lad, this side or the next,” Karl muttered, laying his head back, closing his eyes, his face grey, chest rising, then falling.

“Yeah.” I leaned forward and whispered in his ear then closed his eyes with my hand. “See you around, too, you gnarly old bastard.” I stood up, made the sign of the cross, for what good it would do, then strode out the door and past the lady.

Lady Narcissa turned to me. “How is he?”

“He’s dead.” I didn’t look back.




Chapter 41.

...my home smolders, a charnel ruin. It matters little now.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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TOGETHER, WE HUDDLED in the mounting twilight. The shadows grew long and wide, rippling incrementally across uneven earth, distorting, sliding sideways longer and longer until they all merged into one. The windows of the Gallows Eve Tavern were as dark as smoke, opaque, but music leaked out through them, through the walls, in lyrical wafts, ebbing and flowing amber soft. Somber. A horse whinnied inside the stables. Beneath her hood, Lady Narcissa’s violet eyes twitched each time the scuff of boots sounded past the alley’s maw.

“I...” Lady Narcissa cleared her throat, “I am sorry for your friend.”

I said nothing in return.

“He ... he was a brutish oaf, but staid, able,” she managed, “and he did not force himself upon me as I had feared when first we met.”

“Well, that’s about the nicest thing anyone’s ever said about Karl.”

She almost looked at me. Almost. Instead, she nodded, long and slow, drawing her cloak ever tighter about herself, fingers worrying the frayed edges. She was nervous, that was all, or a good actress. Maybe both. Probably both.

“Nerves?” Hell, I was afraid, too.

“No.” She pursed her lips. “Yes. We’re forced to stand out here, behind a slag heap in God-knows-where. Waiting for the least trustworthy man in the kingdom to come to our rescue.”

I gave her a sidelong glance. “You said we could trust him.”

“Bravado, sheer, upon my part.” She pulled a loose strand of hair from her mouth. “Eustace possesses more coin than the other lords. They may listen to him. And he is not without a certain level of cunning and commensurate influence. Even so, the man’s a pig. You know him, do you not?”

“Did I disagree with you?” I pulled out Karl’s flask, took a sip, offered it.

She took it, sniffed, frowned, but sipped it delicately. “Liquid courage?”

“Nay.” I thumped my chest. “I’m too strong-willed to succumb.”

Footsteps approached from the east, gravel and grit crunching under boot, the rustle of mail, the clank and clatter of weapons. I was on my feet, waiting, hand wrapped around Yolanda’s hilt. Ready. A round shade, flanked by two taller ones, waddled from the last vestiges of dying light.

“I told you to come alone,” I said.

Lord Hochmund pulled his hood back. “Trifles.” He winked, promptly dismissing my existence forthwith, and dropped nimbly to one knee before Lady Narcissa like Sir Galahad on May Day. To his heart, he laid a splayed hand, glittering in gold. He gave pause when he noticed the bruise on her cheek, but he carried on. “My Lady Narcissa, even ensnarled in cloth of homespun, you are a vision of ethereal radiance.” His eyes gleamed. “What say you?”

Lady Narcissa curtsied low, offering her delicate hand. Lord Hochmund snatched it like a lifeline and kissed it delicately with those pudgy lips. “My answer is yes, dear Eustace,” Lady Narcissa answered, rising with practiced grace.

Lord Hochmund beamed, dabbing his forehead with a kerchief as he removed a ring from within his coat. “This ring was forged by my grandfather’s grandfather in Outremer. Antioch. The second crusade. They say a sliver of one of the nails of the true cross was alloyed into the gold. A beautiful setting. Classical. Look.” He pointed. “The diamond hails from the Far East, along the Silk Road.” It was the biggest diamond I’d ever seen. “Magnificent and yet still it does you no justice.”

“I’ve not seen its equal,” Lady Narcissa whispered in awe.

“May I, my lady?” Lord Hochmund asked.

Her gaze locked onto his, she nodded.

Swallowing, licking his lips, Lord Hochmund slid the golden band onto Lady Narcissa’s finger. “As though forged for your very hand,” he said. With hand to thigh, he levered himself up and brushed off his knee. He leaned in, sliding his hand around to the back of her neck, and kissed her softly. It was like a fairy tale, a shitty, awful fairy tale. “Ahem...” Lord Hochmund drew back, taking her in at arm’s length. “Does it hurt?” He caressed her bruised cheek with the back of his hand.

“As much as might be expected.” She glanced reproachfully over her shoulder.

At me.

Lord Hochmund nodded sagely, mirroring her disgusted glare, though a smirk shimmered through for the briefest of instants, a desert mirage, and then was gone. He turned to one of his men and nodded.

Beneath my cloak, I gripped my hatchet and butcher blade tight, forcing my breathing to slow.

Lord Hochmund’s guard withdrew a tabard from under his cloak and held it out. It was the tabard of House Hochmund, a red fox on field of orange. “Don it with pride.” Another guard handed me a helm. “My men are guarding the bridge currently, but one never knows whose eye may be turned toward the Bastard.” He raised a hand to his heart. “Apologies. A crude jape, but then, crude is not always tantamount to ineffective.”

While I pulled the tabard over my head, Lord Hochmund took Lady Narcissa’s hand in his, guiding her down the alleyway as though in promenade. He leaned into her, whispering close. Conspirators, a word that came to mind.

Lord Hochmund’s guards stepped together, blocking me.

“Hochmund...” I growled.

Lord Hochmund stopped and turned. “Forgive me, Krait. Come along. Let him pass, gentlemen. We’ve nuptials to attend.”

I shouldered roughly through the two.

“...and so you must act the part of the new servant,” Lord Hochmund finished saying as I arrived by his sides.

“As my lord wishes,” Lady Narcissa answered, her eyes aglow. Lord, she was good.

“Oh, I do like that,” Lord Hochmund twittered. “I do, indeed, my dear.”

Lady Narcissa offered a half smile, a smoldering half smile that spoke volumes in that curl at the corner of her mouth, in the hunger within her eyes. “And I that, my lord.”

Jesus.

“Oh, yes, indeed,” Lord Hochmund said. “Of course, in reality, it is I who am your servant. Try your best not to be so radiantly lovely, my dear, if such a thing is indeed possible. Every eye in the city shall turn our way. Here. Allow me.” He swept his fingers through her hair, brushing it back, letting it collapse in sweeping arcs through his fingers. “Two feet of liquid midnight.”

“You’ve the soul of a poet,” she exclaimed.

I groaned inwardly as he tucked her hair beneath her hood.

“Yes,” Lord Hochmund murmured, stepping back, arms crossed, entranced. “Very ... very good, indeed. Now keep those twin amethysts down, my lady. The ethereal light of your essence radiates through like indigo moons.” He kissed her fingertips then paused, and on tiptoe, added a chaste peck on her cheek.

Donning my helm while trying not to puke, I tied my cloak as they strode off, voices low, guards trailing, keen-eyed, alert, and ever at my back. Lord Hochmund and Lady Narcissa spoke too low to hear, and a cannonball of doubt lodged itself somewhere in the pit of my stomach. The two of them chuckled at some shared joke, Lord Hochmund patting the back of her hand.

The cannonball swelled.

* * * *
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WE PASSED BROTHER TOMAS’S Franciscan monastery. Lord Hochmund waddled along beside me now, jubilantly regaling me with the epic saga of how he had dodged the vice-like pincer attack of plague by hiding within his castle store room and eating his way through half-a-ton of dried meal and other various goods. I was duly impressed.

“You don’t appear to have missed many meals,” I agreed.

“I even managed to invent some new ones.”

“A pioneer.”

“I prefer the term genius,” Lord Hochmund shrugged, “but to each his own.”

Lady Narcissa strode behind, head down, cloaked, the obedient servant. The guards came next. We’d entrained a few more en route. There were eight now, four marching in close formation, the others spread out, ferreting the alleys ahead for trouble.

“But you came out for Chalstain’s funeral,” I said.

He nodded. “An occupational hazard.”

“For a funeral?”

“Sir Myron was a friend, a good friend.”

“Funny. You two seemed to have little in common.”

“We had one thing.” He waved a glittering hand. “Besides, his funeral was the toast of the town. Admittedly, the toast was stale, weevil-ridden, and neither buttered nor sprinkled with cinnamon, but in these times one must persevere. I could not in good conscience pass up the chance.”

“To what?”

“To what?” he scoffed. “To witness a gathering between the Lord Bishop and Lord Raachwald, of course. Two men at each other’s throats come together under guise of honoring the dead? There is no finer spectacle upon God’s earth than a war you wish no part in.”

“I thought all of you Isle Lords were involved?”

“We do our part.”

“I noticed you left early.”

“I noticed you followed.” Lord Hochmund smirked. “One does best not to become embroiled in drama of the stage. Enjoy it from a distance, as it was meant to be.” He shivered. “Though beware, once the players leap from the stage the time for departure has long since fled. I’ve never been one for audience participation.”

“Nor I.”

The Morgrave River sluiced past below, chunks of ice piling up in the middle as they lodged against one another, quivering, rattling around until they were either ground into nothing or shat out like yesterday’s dinner. Mummer’s Isle loomed above.

Lord Hochmund turned back to Lady Narcissa. “My dear, I implore you. I have a safe house near the bridge. My men shall escort you. I would prefer you not accompany us onto the Isle, for your own safety.”

“Eustace,” she glared from beneath her hood, “I am coming on. That was the keystone of our bargain.”

“Lord Raachwald has taken Coldspire, my dear.” He licked his lips like a reptile. “There it is. Forgive me. He ordered a cadre of his men into the keep yesterday. I met with Emile and the boy, and we lodged an official protest, but it did little to dissuade him, of course, and so I must insist, if you are to come, you must remain at my keep. You shan’t visit Coldspire, not until after our business is concluded, yes?”

“Of course.” Lady Narcissa nodded, though I could tell she was seething.

“There, there.” Lord Hochmund patted her hand. “It shall be ours soon enough. And forgive me, but it would be best if you walk again behind.” The Bastard’s Bridge lay ahead. “And Krait, you by my side. Those are the Brulerin guards at the near end. Mine hold the far,” he said. “They’re a lazy bunch, these Brulerins. They shan’t notice you, and if they do, they shan’t care. It is the lady. We must ensure none of them recognizes her.”

I reseated my helm, pulling the nasal guard lower, and slid into formation beside Lord Hochmund. The Brulerin guards wouldn’t recognize me, but there was a fair chance that on an Isle this small all the fighting men would know or at least know of each other. A new guard might raise an eyebrow or two, but certainly, they’d all recognize Lady Narcissa.

Two guards stood at the Bastard Bridge turnpike, both armed with spears and shields. One strode out smartly to meet us.

“Oy, Captain,” the Brulerin guard said as Lord Hochmund’s Captain Abel marched forth. A manly handshake was exchanged, followed by conversation in low tones.

I glanced sidewise at Lord Hochmund as he chewed nonchalantly on a strip of dried beef. I watched the Brulerin guard’s eyes and waited as he and Captain Abel jawed on. I couldn’t hear about what. Beyond, on the far side of the bridge, a thin wisp of smoke roiled up from the guard shack’s chimney.

The bridge spanned some fifty yards, the wind howling as it ripped through the expanse.

Captain Abel guffawed at something the Brulerin guard said then pounded him on the shoulder. The Brulerin guard stepped aside, waved us on. Captain Abel remained, talking as three of his men strode past, followed by us.

“Tally ho,” Lord Hochmund offered a limp salute in passing.

Slowing my pace, I matched him stride for stride, Lady Narcissa and the remaining guards following.

“You and she had a fine discussion,” I muttered out of the corner of my mouth, “back at the Gallows.”

“She insisted.” He shrugged. “She’s insistent.”

“I prefer the term harridan.”

“Oooh, harridan, a good word. What’s it mean?”

“It means she’s a stone-cold bitch.”

“Ah, how nice to sully a lady’s character and yet still sound so literate.” He nodded approvingly as he strolled, slow, measured, feet clunking on the wooden slats.

“We all have our strong points,” I admitted.

“Aye. And she certainly has hers.”

“There’ve been worse looking brides,” I conceded. “Easy on the eyes, but the ears? Voice like a cat being tickled with a bone-saw. Might make a short life seem decidedly long.”

“I’ll not argue the point.” Lord Hochmund smirked. “Though, you’ve felt only the steel point of her personality, as is often the case with persons under duress. And she has been under duress, old son, make no mistake about it. No doubt a lesser person would have folded, broke, shattered, yet she tarries on, climbing back up, rung by rung. A determined woman. Besides, she has other attributes, not the least of which is her wonderful husband.”

“Wonderful?” I flinched. “You?”

“Me? Nay. I’m merely the betrothed. I refer to her previous husband, both rich and dead. What happier combination of possibilities exist?”

“I heard he was poor.”

“Poor? My, my, my, oh no. No no no.”

“Debt,” I insisted. “Massive.”

“Pfaw, coin,” he scoffed. “What is coin? The man owned a castle. The castle.” He glanced up at Coldspire, the stone keep perched precariously hundreds of feet above, piercing the twilit sky. “The abode of kings of old, dear Krait. My ancestors. Her ancestors.”

“Family trees should have a few branches,” I said.

“Nay,” he ignored me, “coin means little. Coin can always be made, had, taken.” He shook his head. “But stone, stone is strength. Stone is power. Stone is as close to permanence as this world dares offer, and one does not simply lose a hereditary keep because of a debt to some Jews.” He raised a hand to cover his snickering jackal mouth. “He had land. He had time. He had opportunity. What he had little of was patience or sense.”

“Now he has neither.”

“And now she does.”

“And you’re the new husband.”

“One must strike while the iron is hot, as they say.”

“What’s Raachwald going to say?”

Lord Hochmund’s eyes flickered toward the bridge’s far end, his pupils wide. That cannonball in my gut feeling struck again. Suddenly. Swelling. Eight guards stood at the far end of the bridge. They wore the green tabards of House Raachwald. Haefgrim towered amongst them. I stopped, turned, stared out over the water as it rolled on north toward the endless sea, “So, exactly how much did you sell me out for?”

“Coin was not transacted.” Lord Hochmund adjusted his collar, a sour frown on his face.

I was on him then, dagger drawn, point digging into his neck as I hurled him smashing against the parapet. Lord Hochmund’s guards reacted in slow motion, all turning inward, surrounding me in a circle of steel. I twisted the collar of his cloak, letting him feel the gusting winds whistle, the long black of the abyss swallowing at his back.

“Please...” Lord Hochmund raised a hand to halt his men. “Don’t do anything stupid or rash.”

“What?” I hissed in close. “Like trust you?”

“Touché.” Lord Hochmund croaked. “You’re making my men nervous. And nervous men with sharp implements are renown for neither restraint nor decision-making prowess. Agreed? Good lord, you truly did not foresee this?”

“I believed you to be a man of honor.” The lie was so worm-riddled I nearly laughed myself.

“Good lord, Krait,” Lord Hochmund snorted, nearly impaling himself on my dagger. “Appealing to my sense of honor? Hire a blind beggar to paint your portrait next time, you’ll achieve sounder results.”

“We had a deal.”

“And I think it fair to say it lies sundered,” Lord Hochmund said. “I’ve given my men specific orders to carry out in the event of my demise.” His glance twitched to the left, and one of Lord Hochmund’s guards pushed into view, the Lady Narcissa held before him, a dagger to her side.

“You’re using her for leverage?” I gasped. “Against me?”

Lord Hochmund cleared his throat. “I think she’ll suffice considering your brother’s entanglement, and I’ve instructed my good Captain Abel that if such a situation presented itself, he was to have the Lady’s throat slit and hurled bodily into yon river. You have approximately a count of five...”

At that, Lady Narcissa’s hand flashed, and she was surging, struggling as three of Lord Hochmund’s guards grappled her, grasping her by the arms. She seethed and sneered in their collective grasp, was brought to bear, a swathe of blood smeared across her face as Captain Abel tore a knife from her grasp. “You snake!” she snarled. One of Lord Hochmund’s guards leaned crippling against the parapet, ashen, clutching at his groin as he slid to the ground, hissing through gritted teeth. The men forced Lady Narcissa against the parapet, near strangling her as she kicked and thrashed and snarled like a rabid wolverine.

Lord Hochmund cast a look my way. “One, old son...”

“Now two...”

“Three...”

“Four...”

“Fuck.” I lowered the knife and shoved Lord Hochmund away from the parapet. A spear point was introduced to my gut and another to my side. The other guards moved in, each taking hold of one of my arms. Another snatched Yolanda, the butcher blade, my hatchet, a trio of daggers.

“Tut, tut.” Lord Hochmund raised one finger to Lady Narcissa. “Manners, my dear.”

Lady Narcissa’s eyes blazed.

“Now settle down,” Lord Hochmund said as though calming a spooked horse. “Lord Raachwald just wants to talk.”

“Yeah?” I said, skeptical.

“Krait,” he glanced over, “are you a praying man?”

The giant and his men pounded close.

“You said Raachwald just wants to talk.”

“Oh, I meant to me.” Lord Hochmund scratching his cheek. “You, though, I was under the distinct impression he most certainly wishes to kill. He mentioned slow, specifically. I think he’s not yet surmounted his loss over the demise of his sons.”

“I got that same impression.” I nodded toward Lady Narcissa, struggling still, a hand clamped round her throat. “And what about her?”

“I imagine he wants to do something entirely different to her.”

“Yeah.”

“And what about you? Lord of Coldspire? All your dreams?”

“All my dreams?” He scoffed. “Am I five? I choose my moments, old son. I choose them well.”

“And this isn’t one of them?”

“This isn’t one of them,” he echoed in full agreement. “I am sorry, if that holds any weight. The situation was dire. You must understand that?”

“Yeah, I understand,” I said. “Hell, I overstand.”

“Then tell me quickly,” Lord Hochmund whispered close. “Why risk your life to get back on this cursed rock?”

I just stared at him for an instant as Haefgrim loomed. What the hell did it matter now? “I wanted to know if Cain Raachwald’s funeral was open casket.”

“Oh, you’re a ghoul,” he said, recoiling, suppressing a shiver. “Ahem. I attended, and it was closed.”

“Did you see the body?” I asked. “At any point? Ever?”

Lord Hochmund shook his head then thought about it a moment. His eyes opened wider, slowly, realization dawning. “Was he truly—?”

“Don’t know.” I cut him short. “I can’t find anyone who’s seen him. So Cain might still be alive. And if he is, Raachwald’s the murderer. How’d that sit with the rest of the Isle Lords?”

“Not well, not well, indeed. But it might not matter, given our present state as a disparate collective.” Lord Hochmund smiled sorrowfully, patting me on the shoulder as he waddled past, offering his arm to Lady Narcissa, still restrained. Lord Hochmund glanced to Haefgrim, just outside the ring of Lord Hochmund’s own. “It is me, or it is him,” Lord Hochmund muttered low. “Your previous ruse, I assume it a ruse, might benefit from your acquiescence here? Remember, you’ve been rescued from abduction, yes? I leave you to decide. Quickly.”

Lady Narcissa ceased struggling, mastering herself. Her breathing came harsh, her breast rising and falling, steam pouring free in gouts from between those perfect lips. Her glare of hatred fled, though, and she nodded. “Forgive me.”

“Nothing to forgive, my lady.” Lord Hochmund glanced at his men, nodded warily, and they released her. “T’was but a moment of hysteria amidst the furor.”

She took his arm, gathering herself, stifling her hate.

I stood still, unmoving, spear points pressed to my flesh.

Lady Narcissa’s eyes were blank, dead.

“Apparently you’re not going to a wedding,” I said.

“Hush now,” Lord Hochmund warned. “She is, or rather, she can attend one wedding and one funeral, or simply two funerals.”

“You’ll want this back.” Lady Narcissa smiled as she removed Lord Hochmund’s ancestral ring from her finger and tossed it casually over her shoulder, glittering as it fell into the river. “Oops.”

“No—” Lord Hochmund lunged, his eyes bulging, and I thought for an instant he might leap after it, but he didn’t. Alas. He just stared down, shoulders slumped in despair.

Lady Narcissa strode through Lord Hochmund’s men to Haefgrim’s side, towering silent beneath that demon helm. He bowed. Then both strode down the bridge.

I stared at the rushing water far below, considering my limited options.

Lord Hochmund swallowed as though clearing a sour taste from his mouth. “I know what you’re thinking, Krait,” he began, “we’re very much alike, you and I. You’re not quite as intelligent as I, and I’m not quite as handsome as you, and though neither of us represents the pinnacle of our respective strengths, we are both more than aware of that sad fact. We’ve no illusions. Yet, we survive and we survive because of that, because we are honest liars, because we possess the courage to levy sheer cowardice even before the full light of day. Many can be bullied into bravery but, nay, not we few.” He followed my glare down to the rushing water. “I leave it to you, but neither one of us, I think, has the fortitude to forge such a leap. Mayhap if instant death were certain, but, mayhap it’s not. Sharp pointed rocks shatter bone, and the water is so very cold, and so very dark, and so very deep.”

“What is our way, then?”

“To tarry on, just a little longer, and see what happens.” He shrugged. “The wind is not blowing your way now, but who can say which way it shall continue to blow?”

“What’d you sell me out for?” I asked as a guard stepped behind me.

“Nothing of worth,” Lord Hochmund sighed, “merely my life.” He nodded to the guard and everything went black.




Chapter 42.

...of money-houses on Lender’s Row. I have stalked the Quarter’s streets, observing them, following them. My questions they have ignored politely, feigned ignorance of; some even claimed illiteracy of my tongue. They hide and scurry away, and I give chase. But in the darkness, they continue to gather...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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I OPENED MY EYES TO darkness. “What...?” A dull white throb tolled like a bell in my head, behind my eyes, pounding, subsiding, striking again with each movement. How long was I out? Hours? Days? I had no idea. I hadn’t pissed myself but could feel the urge to. Hours, then.

“Are you alright?” A voice, breathless, hoarse, outside my cell.

My what? Shit. Stone walls. Bars. A dungeon. Somewhere. My hands were bound before me, numb, useless.

“Uhhh ... no?” I wiped something wet from my face. Drool? No. Thick. Gritty. I could taste iron, so blood. A single flame flickered on a withered stalk of candle set in a sconce beyond the barred window in my cell door. Grunting, groaning, I pushed myself up off the cold floor and slunk across, a chain rasping with each shuffled step. Fetters encircled my ankle, its far end fixed to the wall. Shit. I peered out the window.

A hunched wraith mirrored me from a cell across the way. “I thought you were dead,” the wraith wheezed. Stephan, he sounded sick, beyond sick.

“No, not yet—” Clamping a hand over my mouth, I stifled a gout of vomit, the sour burn, and swallowed it. “Could use a drink.” I looked around. Seemed unlikely. “Where are we?”

“Coldspire.”

A frigid breeze whistled softly through the tunnel. I shivered, staring at the fluttering flame casting horrors across stone. “We’re how many feet below ground, and there’s still a fucking draft.”

“An engineering marvel.” Stephan shambled a bit. His skin and face were revenant-blue, gaunt and clammy looking. His eyes were voids set in his face, a death’s head. My baby brother. He held up a palsied hand wrapped in bands of soiled linen and gripped the bars of his cell door. Each breath seemed a labor.

“How are you?”

“Getting along,” Stephan answered. “And you? You’re shivering.”

“It’s cold.”

“And Karl?”

“Doing about as good as us. Probably see him right after Raachwald cuts off our heads. Or, at least, I will. I imagine slightly different aspects of the afterlife for you and me.”

“What’s happened?”

“Since I last saw you?” I shifted, trying to move my numb fingers. I couldn’t. “Not much.”

I told him everything that had happened since last I’d seen him. I told him of my meetings with Abraham. The ensuing battle. Our discussion afterwards about the Masada, the Sicarii, Casagrande, my thoughts concerning Lord Raachwald and his son. The prices set on my head. He stood hunched there in the dark, looking like Grim Death himself, pressed quietly at the bars, taking it all in, listening, not interrupting, just calculating while dying by degrees.

“I don’t know,” Stephan said. “This business with Raachwald’s son? It just doesn’t sit well with me.”

“Me, either. None of it does.”

“And what’s Casagrande doing in Asylum?” Stephan asked. “In the Quarter? I’m sorry. There are too many holes still. It just doesn’t make any sense. Everything. All of it. Abraham. The Jews.”

“Volkendorf was setting up for another incursion,” I explained. “He was going to ride in. Ride in and slaughter them all. He’d tried it once and failed. But he was gathering forces, or trying to anyways.”

“To erase all his debts?”

“Seems so,” I said. “Fine way to do business. So, the Jews got wind of it or figured it was coming again anyway. So these Sicarii, they struck first.”

“No, not their motive,” Stephan said. “That, I understand. Strike first. Kill Volkendorf before he kills you. Makes sense.”

“Cut the head off the snake,” I said.

“Precisely. But again, their motive I understand. There are men who would do it. There are always men who would do it. Men who would do anything. But are there men who could do it? Men who during the heart of a winter blizzard could scale the heights of Mummer’s Isle? Break through the defenses of a keep and kill seven knights? Could these Sicarii accomplish that?”

“There’s at least one secret way onto the Isle,” I offered. “The tunnel from Crowley Street. I’ve heard rumor of another.”

“Yes, but Lady Mary claimed the killer broke in through the front gates, the portcullis, and then through a reinforced door. You said you saw all three. Broken. Sundered. And she claimed it was one man.”

“Yeah, a giant, a Jewish giant?” I offered dubiously.

“Here.” Stephan snaked a hand out through the bars and held something up. “Look.”

“What is it?” I squinted. “One of the rocks?”

“Yes and no. It’s not rock. It’s clay. Hard as rock. They’re little bits of clay. Fired clay? Dried clay? I think.”

“Clay...?” Something tickled at the back my mind.

“So, it was something someone brought in,” Stephan said. “A weapon?”

“Of clay?” I thought about it. “I’ve heard of clay vessels of pitch, of Greek Fire?”

“But no evidence of fire?”

“No. None.”

“Cannon?”

“I’ve never heard of clay cannonballs.”

“A shield, then,” Stephan offered, “or armor?”

“No. Dinnerware, perhaps. A plate?”

“No. It’s too thick. This means something.”

“Yeah. Been trying to wrap my head around it.” I took a breath, fighting down nausea. “The clay shards scattered on the floors. The injuries. Both the same. It’s like one of Karl’s gods snatched them up, crushed them in hand then tore them limb from limb. Literally. Parts were missing at both sites, too.”

“Land of Goshen...”

“I thought that perhaps two murderers...?” I winced.

“Hmm? That would require a great deal of coordination.” Stephan crossed himself. “It’s improbable, I suppose, but not impossible. It would explain the differing methods. Yet, Abraham claimed these Sicarii would not kill children.”

“Men are men.” I shrugged. “Some kill children. Some do worse. And Abraham’s biased, more than a little.”

Stephan nodded. “A hired man, then?”

“Maybe.”

“Even still, would these Sicarii be so nihilistic as to murder a lord’s brood in a way that would, under scrutiny, be construed to have been perpetrated by Jews?” Stephan held up a hand. “What would be the point? The blood libel business is rot, obviously, but many accept it as truth, and those that don’t never speak out about it. We’ve both seen the aftermath of such accusations.”

“What’s nihilistic mean?”

“Lou,” Stephan warned. “Would these men, so bent on striking their foe in retribution condemn their whole community? Their own families? To what conceivable purpose? It was as though the killer placed a sign on the corpses that said ‘Jews perpetrated this act.’ If they meant to kill the boys, then why not just kill them as they killed the men? Why leave a breadcrumb trail leading back to the Quarter?”

“What if the two murderers acted independently?”

“A coincidence, you mean?” Stephan scoffed.

“Yeah, I know,” I ceded, scrapping the idea. “So, we have two murder scenes. One with clues pointing directly at the Jews. The other one pointing at ... someone else.”

“Which do we believe?” Stephan asked.

“Both. Neither. Shit, I don’t know.”

“Who benefitted from the murders?” Stephan asked.

“Who didn’t? Volkendorf was unusually unpopular, even for a lord.” I started counting on my fingers. “Raachwald. Lady Narcissa. The Lord Bishop. The other three houses. Everyone’s moving up. Losing an enemy. Hell, the Quarter as a whole benefitted, in the short run, anyways. Seems everybody but you and me, brother.”

Neither of us said anything for a long while.

Stephan’s chain rustled.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Just,” he began, “promise me if you get another chance, you’ll take it. You’ll run, escape, scrape and crawl to get back home, somehow. See the kids. See Helen. And for the love of all that’s holy, try to make amends. Honestly try.”

“Right,” I scoffed. “Door’s two inches thick. Level. Solid.” I kicked the bottom. Ouch. “I’ll get right on it.”

“Shhhh...” Stephan clutched at the bars, his fingers as brittle as bird bones. “Someone’s coming.”

A door slammed up the tunnel, hinges squealing, and footsteps clomped down the hall. A slender black shadow blocked the meager candle.

“Sir Luther Slythe Krait,” the Grinner licked his lips, his sallow eyes glaring, “Lord Raachwald humbly requests your presence at his wedding feast.”




Chapter 43.

...there exists a small but highly skilled cadre of armed men in the Quarter.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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MEN HUSTLED TO AND fro, sheaves of crossbow bolts cradled in arm, spears, axes, swords, implements of destruction all rattling, all clanging. Chain mail rustled. Coat-of-plate clacked and scraped. A stack of kegs stood in the corner. Gunpowder. Weapon racks filled the hall. The endless line of men rolled past in and out the great hall door, the same great hall door that had been burst in a month past, the same great hall that’d been littered with broken blades and shards of clay and anointed with dead men’s blood.

The shattered door and line of men were the first things I saw when they yanked the burlap sack rasping off my head, the stink of onions and dirt still clinging to me. The second? The Gallows Lord. Still as a statue, leaning over a table cluttered with maps, wine, weapons. Daggers were stuck point down at a map’s four corners. Crude stone icons as numerous and tactically placed as chess pieces. My mouth watered, stomach yawned. Yolanda, sheathed, lay across the table. Lord Raachwald reached for a dagger, gripped it, stabbed it down, his eyes on me throughout.

Old Inglestahd stood by Lord Raachwald’s side, bombasting feverishly of troop strengths, hammering at the map with his thick forefinger. “Here and here,” he said belatedly, glaring up from beneath wiry white eyebrows. He slid another map over the first.

“My lords.” I bowed as best I could, hands bound still before me, legs shaky beneath, “forgive my appearance. The day has been ... unkind.”

All heads turned as Lady Narcissa emerged from the far darkness, a silent banshee cloaked in white, gliding softly forward, taking station by Lord Raachwald’s side. She didn’t so much as glance at me as he drew an arm about her, leaned toward her, whispered something in her ear, his lips curling back, revealing sharp canine teeth. Lady Narcissa listened, wide-eyed, and nodded.

I waited for him to finish. “My lord, I—”

Lord Raachwald raised a hand. I swallowed. “A fine blade, Krait.” Withdrawing Yolanda scraping from her scabbard, he studied her blade, the swirl-patterned steel glinting like falling stars in the half-light of flickering torch. “Not the blade of a caravan guard.”

“I’ll not deny it,” I said.

Men continued filing past, bearing implements of destruction. Haefgrim strode in, heavy boots clomping, a swathe splitting open wherever he strode.

“I do not recognize its maker’s mark.” Lord Raachwald held Yolanda point-out from his one eye, gauging her lean, scouring for imperfection. He would find none. “Where did you obtain it?”

“Her,” I corrected. “Prester John himself granted her to me.”

“Hrrrrm?” Old Inglestahd sputtered in surprise.

Lord Raachwald, for his part, said nothing. His gaze fell on something behind me, Haefgrim, sauntering forth, looming like the shadow in the valley of death.

“She’s crucible steel,” I said.

“As of the dragon men of old?” Lord Raachwald nodded to one of his men, hauling a small barrel. “Arnulf, I want the pitch in two wagons. At the Brulerin Bridge forthwith. Pass the word.”

“Aye, my lord.” The man staggered on under his burden.

Lord Raachwald turned back. “Continue.”

“As you said, not unlike the steel of the dragon men of old,” I babbled on headlong, afraid that as soon as I ceased talking, he’d see me dead. “The good steel, the Ulfbert. Not that brittle peat-bog shit. She’s of modern design, though, of course.” I gazed at Yolanda, taking her in from point to pommel, continuing my tour. “As you can see, she bears patterned swirls similar to Damascus steel. Indestructible, or so they claim. You can fold her over near in half, and she won’t break. The hilt is pitted.” I pointed with bound hands. “It was my uncle’s.”

“I’ll require a lineage upon the blade.”

“Certainly,” I said. “Pen and parchment and you’ll have it.” And that is how a true lord appropriates your property, magnanimously, while simultaneously requesting you do more work on his behalf. “My lord, as I’ve said—”

“Was this the blade with which you murdered my two eldest sons?” Lord Raachwald asked, still staring at Yolanda.

And there it was, the reason Lord Raachwald hated me. I’d killed his two sons, years past, near a decade. My spine stiffened and asshole puckered as I heard a sudden SHIIIINNNNG behind me. Haefgrim drawing that damnable falchion. I didn’t turn. Didn’t dare. Better to be taken in the neck than the face. I wouldn’t even feel it if it was the neck. I hoped. A sensation of falling maybe? The face, though, there’s just something about a heavy slice of steel lodging in your face, KA-CHUNG, and it just sits there quivering like an axe in a tree trunk, and you’re not quite dead.

An instant passed. Then another...

“Well?” Lord Raachwald demanded.

“No, Lord Raachwald.” I’d killed Kraile Raachwald during the wars, at Crecy, in the first wave that charged up our hill and actually made it through the arrow storm. A dagger through the eye slit. His older brother Arrold I’d bested in single combat nearly a year later to the day. We’d fought at sundown on a hill above a marsh outside of Calais. It had been a close thing. “Both were with different blades. Both long gone.”

“And is that the hand you used to strike my wife?” He turned to Lady Narcissa, brushed her hair back, revealing the bruise.

Lady Narcissa’s eyes veritably glistened, quivering as she glared at me. With glee? Triumph? Or fear? “I shall bear this as a mark of honor, my lord.” She took his hand in hers. “Tis but a whisper, a dead echo of the travails I have endured.”

“You claimed no knowledge of the abduction,” Lord Raachwald turned to me, “no part in its act.” I said nothing; there was nothing to say. “And yet when you found the lady under guard by your fiend, this man who murdered my men, who burned my home, and he is your man, is he not?”

“Was, my lord.”

“You swore to bring me his head.”

“A crossbow bolt to the leg,” I said. “It festered. He’s dead.”

“You think me a fool?” Lord Raachwald turned sidelong in question to Lady Narcissa.

“Yes, he was dying.” She nodded.

I kept my breath even, slow, balanced on razor’s edge.

“And so justice cannot be dealt him.” He took Lady Narcissa’s hand to his lips, offering a granite kiss. “Yet, when you found my lady in this murderer’s possession, this fiend, you did nothing.” He took a slurp of red wine. “Nothing? Nay, not nothing. You kept her prisoner, did you not? Against her will. And you failed to bring her to me. Against mine. You failed in this task. You failed to hold your word by conspiring with my enemy. You failed. You failed. You FAILED!” He slammed his fist on the table, daggers and axes jumping with each declaration of my failure.

I could hear Lord Raachwald’s men freeze, the clink of steel weapons, the rustle of mail, the stomp of boot on stone, all gone. A cold wind ripped howling through the shattered front door, slamming it in dangling pieces against the wall, a clattered rhythm, the beat of death’s disparate drums.

Lord Raachwald turned slow, smooth, deliberate, his piercing gaze lighting on his new bride. “I would know what other injustices were visited upon you, my lady.”

“I—” Lady Narcissa clutched at her throat.

“This is my hall now, and I am lord. It is my court, and it is one of law. I bid you speak.”

“Of course, my lord.” Lady Narcissa bowed her head. “Forgive me. It is only that the ordeal was...”

Lord Raachwald laid a stone hand on her far shoulder and drew her in suffocating close, whispering again, lips working. Lady Narcissa stiffened, nodded, whispering back in near silence. Lord Raachwald cleared his throat then straightened. “I shall bid you speak of what you have gleaned during your capture. No more.”

She held his gaze, glistening, proud. “I shall say only that I have learned that not all knights are worthy of their station.” She cast me a sidelong glare. “Not all hold firm reign over their baser, animal instincts. Not all knights are above commingling with the lesser aspects of civilization, nor becoming embroiled in their poisonous schemes. I was present at a discussion...”

“Go on, my lady.” Lord Raachwald’s eye gleamed with a vile light.

Lady Narcissa clutched at her chest.

“Who was party to it?”

Lady Narcissa nodded, reluctantly, placing a hand on Lord Raachwald’s shoulder as she gathered herself. “Krait and a Jew.”

“And what was the Jew’s name?”

“Abraham Ben-Ari, a moneylender of some repute.”

Lord Raachwald nodded. “I know of this man.”

“Oh, my lord.” Her fingernails dug into the table. “Forgive me. To bear the burden of being the one to tell you.” She bit her lower lip. “It was the Jews that murdered my husband, my sons, and your own son.” My stomach dropped as she passed her death sentence. “This man Abraham confessed as much. He spoke of a council called the Masada. He indicted all the landed men of the Quarter. And within this council, there lay an inner sanctum. A cabal called the Sicarii. Their leader is an outlaw named Daniel.” She wiped her eye. “These Sicarii murdered our sons.”

Lord Raachwald worried a dagger free of the table. The corner of his mouth might have twitched, a cold fleeting grin. “The Jews...” His breath was a bellows as he inhaled and exhaled through flaring nostrils. “A conspiracy.”

Lady Narcissa gathered herself. “Forgive me, my lord.”

“And the blood libel, lady?” Old Inglestahd asked.

Lady Narcissa nodded. “There were whispers of it, aye.”

“My lord.” Old Inglestahd rose up.

Lord Raachwald raised a hand to silence him. “It is grave news you bear, my lady,” he said, “but I pray that with the casting off of it, some burden from your soul is cast off as well. I pray that some manner of peace might take root when the guilty are razed and harsh justice dealt.”

Lady Narcissa bowed her head.

“Excuse me, my lord. My lady.” Old Inglestahd leaned forward and coughed roughly. “But might the lady expound on the methods used in the crime itself? Since when have Jews the strength to tear iron? And smash oak? Crush bone? Tear knights limb from limb? A trial must be held, my lord, affidavits drawn, inquiries made and answered, confessions signed. Aye. Accusations can be made, but they must be supported by evidence, witnesses, the law, even though they be but Jews.”

Lord Raachwald’s withering glare fell on Old Inglestahd, but the old badger did not wilt. “Is the lady’s word not evidence enough?” Lord Raachwald hissed softly.

Old Inglestahd gave pause.

“My lord,” I said, “some of—”

Slam! A fist hammered me in the kidney, wilting my legs beneath me, dropping me crumpled, breathless. Gasping. Rasping. Reaching. I sucked in a stifled croak as Haefgrim clutched a fistful of my hair and proceeded to grind my face into the jagged floor. He bore his full weight down on my skull. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t anything. My teeth scraped against stone.

Old Inglestahd cleared his throat. “And what of Sir Luther’s claims? He should be heard, for the record. The law states—”

“Bring him here,” Lord Raachwald commanded, and I was hauled by the collar like a side of beef to my dead feet, dangling, and slammed against a wall. I fought to stand on wobbling legs, failed, contorting over like some palsied cripple.

“My lady, tell me again what you told me earlier,” Lord Raachwald said.

“It was my distinct impression that Krait owed a great debt to this Abraham Ben-Ari,” Lady Narcissa said. “Through business dealings of some kind or other. Furthermore, it seems this debt was erased, somehow, under opaque circumstances.”

Lord Raachwald’s eye slid to mine. “Do you owe this Jew money?”

“Rrrrg ... no.” I pawed at the wall, numb fingers scrabbling at the joints, for purchase, to stand on my own. I couldn’t. I could only watch as the Grinner slunk into the great hall from outside.

“Milord,” the Grinner said, “the men are ready.”

Lord Raachwald glowered. “And the others?”

“They await at the Brulerin Bridge.”

“Very well...” Lord Raachwald said. “See the men ready. I shall arrive forthwith.” Then to me, “You were in league with this Jew?”

“In league? I, no—”

“You labored in his employ?”

“Yeah. I worked for him.”

“So you were in league with him.”

“I guarded wagons, for shit’s sake,” I said. “You should know. You stole my whole fucking—”

“And you have no outstanding debts?” he continued calmly, icily.

“No.” I found my legs, finally, right where I’d left them, and stood, hunched, nearly doubled over, sucking wind, fighting back the urge to puke.

“But this shipment you lost?” Lord Raachwald inquired. “How was it you accounted for its loss?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I gazed toward the heavens, saw only Lord Volkendorf frozen in glass staring down. “I didn’t. Couldn’t.”

“Yet you claim you are not in this Jew’s debt. Explain.”

“He felt it prudent to wipe clean the loss and sever any future dealings with me.”

“And you consider that no debt?”

“Fuck yourself,” I said because I knew I was.

“Nay, you owe him more than coin.” Lord Raachwald leered forth, his grey cragged head huge, cyclops eye glowering, terrible. “You have sold a piece of your shriveled soul to a Jew for the price of a handful of shorn sheep. And know this, you serpent-tongued devil, whilst you languish below, becoming allies with the dark, awaiting the blood-eagle talons, I shall kill them. I shall kill them all.”




Chapter 44.

...I am certain. The Lady Narcissa was aware of her husband’s debt, though I remain uncertain as to whether she was privy to the full extent of the principal as well as the massive usury...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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ACROSS THE TUNNEL, within his cell, Stephan snored, a soft gurgle rattling with each labored exhalation. Chains clinked as he shifted. At least he was still alive. I stared out the window, listening to the thud of feet pounding far above, reverberating through the rock like thunderheads on a far horizon. Then I went and lay down, closing my eyes, trying to sleep. What the hell else was there to do? The skittering of rodent nails clicking on stone kept me company. Lord Raachwald’s diatribe on the finer aspects of dungeon living rang in my mind. Sleep didn’t take, so I lay there, shivering in the dark.

“Krait,” hissed a voice.

“Huh?” I lurched to my feet, groggy, half-awake, skull pounding in fits. Eyes straining, I peered out the window.

“Krait—”

A woman’s voice. From beyond the tunnel door. Followed by the sound of a key sliding into lock, a sweet sound, it turning, growing sweeter still. The tunnel door opened, groaning like an old ghost. Bearing a hooded lantern, a cloaked figure stepped into the hallway and flitted from door to door, peering into one cell after another.

“Lady Mary,” I hissed, dangling numb fingers through the bars. “Here.”

Lady Mary turned, pale, wide-eyed as she hustled over, a huge jangling key-ring clutched in her small fist. She tried the first key. It didn’t work. She muttered beneath her breath, tried another, then another. I forced my face against the bars, practically ripping my eyeballs out of socket trying to see out.

Another key. Another key. Another wrong key.

“C’mon,” I hissed.

She swallowed. Three more keys and one finally worked, metal teeth shearing past tumblers, turning, clunking with a finality that nearly made me piss my pants in ragged delight. I shouldered the door open the instant the lock clicked. “My ankle.” I hopped on one foot, fetters jangling. The fifth key unlocked them.

Lady Mary was at Stephan’s cell next, trying a key. It didn’t work. Jesus. Neither did the next.

“Eh?” came Stephan’s voice, groggy. “Who...?”

“Lady Mary and your brother,” she whispered, tongue between lips as she inserted another, tried it, was stymied. “Judas Priest...”

“Narcissa’s maid.” I hovered over her shoulder, shoving my bound hands practically in her face. “A blade?”

“Watch it.” Lady Mary withdrew a small blade from her cloak and sawed away my bonds.

“Jesus.” I nearly collapsed as blood rushed back to my corpse hands.

“Leave me.” Stephan wobbled like a newborn colt, arms shaking as he pressed himself up then collapsed. He coughed, and I could hear the fluid in his lungs, the infection, the death creeping. “I’m a dead man.”

“Like hell you are,” I said knowing full well he wasn’t wrong.

Lady Mary tried another key.

“No, it’s ... it’s not this.” Stephan shook his crippled stump. “They’re going to execute me. Tomorrow. Or,” he stared off a moment in a fugue, “was it...?”

“Shut your mouth.”

“There’s ... there’s no time.” Stephan oozed to the door, crawled up it. “Go. Please. Both of you.”

“Fuck you, you little prick!” I growled. “When’s the guard change?”

“Now,” Lady Mary hissed, working. “They’ll be here any moment.”

“Go.” Stephan pleaded. “I’ll only slow you down — ulp!”

Thrusting my hand between the bars, I grabbed his throat. Numb tingles buzzed through my hand with each phlegm-rattling breath.

“Do it,” Stephan hissed, his eyes wide, black, unfocused. “Then go.” His gaze shifted. “Thank you, my lady. Forgive me the hardships I’ve undoubtedly caused you.”

Lady Mary cursed, shook her head without looking up, focused still on the lock.

I growled, released him, pushing him back. “Give me those.” I snatched the keys from Lady Mary, dropping them with a metallic clatter. “Idiot,” I muttered to myself, bending, snatching them back up with cramped claws.

Lady Mary glared me up and down.

“Jesus—” We turned at the same instant; footsteps and voices echoed from beyond the tunnel door, the clatter of steel.

“We have to go,” Lady Mary said. “When they find the guard...”

I snatched her hooked hand, feeling wet on it, rubbing the thick, viscous black between my fingers.

Lady Mary looked down, away, “I...”

“Go.” Stephan pointed a skeletal claw outside the bars.

“Fucking martyrs.” I shoved the key ring back into Lady Mary’s hand. “Weapons?” She held up the small knife. “Anything else?” She shook her head. “Did the guard have one?”

“I ... I don’t know.”

My eyes focused on the iron hook. “That thing come off?”

She glared at me.

“Fuck.” I tore down the tunnel, took a left then a right and found a small chamber with a desk and overturned chair. Behind the desk, on the floor, lay a guard, corpse white, splayed out, leg propped up on the fallen chair, a black pool of midnight stagnant beneath him. Behind him, a stairwell spiraling up into stone. Voices echoed from above, light and shadow bouncing, flickering, black and orange triangles growing and receding with each step. A truncheon leaned against the desk. I had it in hand a moment later.

The footsteps drew closer.

Voices. Guards. Two.

I dragged the corpse against the left wall. Flexing my hands open and closed, I slid to the right corner and crouched down a moment before the first guard stepped in. Then the second.

As the first caught the corpse and froze, I rose and smashed the truncheon across the back of the second’s head, CRACK, dropping him like a stone and continuing on through, whipping out on my backswing at the first, clipping across his bared teeth.

“Blackguard!” His head whipped back instinctively, blade gleaming half-drawn from its scabbard as he stumbled back, my foot driving heel-first into him, catching him in the gut, driving him against the wall. He crashed, head smashing, but the wall caught him and held him upright. He ripped his sword free, but two-handed, truncheon hurtling, crescent-arced, I smashed him again. No glancing blow this time. Solid. The bones in his forearm shattered in half, his blade clattering to the floor.

He raised his other hand to fend off.

I broke that one, too.

Then I broke the rest of him.

* * * *
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STUMBLING, BARREL-ASSING after Lady Mary, naught more than a swinging lantern ahead, we hauled through rock-hewn catacomb vaults, natural caverns, claustrophobic passageways. I ducked beneath an overhang, lurched through a tight passage, and froze, nearly dropping a nut as I clutched at the uneven wall. Gale winds ripped past. Staggering against the biting cold, I stared out over a void overlooking the dark waters of the Morgrave, churning hundreds of feet below.

“Over here.” Lady Mary beckoned.

I nodded, following the uneven path, about three feet wide, sheer rock face to my right, a drop into nothingness to my left. Crabwise, I edged along, back pressed to the wall, my left arm clutching Stephan’s waist, my right holding his arm draped across my shoulders. Like lugging a corpse.

I glanced back at the way we’d come, nothing but a crevice in the rock face. Then onward. Nothing visible but the western half of the city across the river, a dark tumorous mass ripping into darker night, pockmarked by points of quavering light, church steeples jabbing at the sky like teeth, and roaring plague fire burning bright.

“In here.” Lady Mary ducked into a fissure in the rock.

“Jesus.” I nearly collapsed as I made the tunnel.

Stephan did.

“Krait,” Lady Mary knelt by Stephan’s side, “this will kill him.”

“There are worse ways to die,” I grunted, catching my breath, leaning against the wall. “Sorry. You saved our arses. I know that. I suppose we should thank you.” I took another breath, slowing the pounding in my ears. “So, thank you. For me. For him.” I bent over, grabbing my brother. “Come on. Up.” I tugged on his arm, half-heartedly. “Bad place to stop.”

“We...” Stephan crouched, raising his crippled right arm, nothing but a stump at the wrist. “We must stop him, Lou.”

“By ‘we’ you mean ‘me,’ yeah?”

Lady Mary drew a wineskin from within her cloak, knelt, and held it to his lips. “Drink.” She upended it.

“My thanks.” Stephan stared at her hook hand.

“Thank me by fulfilling your vow.” Lady Mary covered her hook.

I scoffed, pulling my brother to his feet then snatching the wine, taking a swig.

“Excuse me?” Lady Mary asked.

“Fulfilling my vow?” I glared. “To who? The mad lord bent on murdering me and a city’s worth of Jews? Or his loving wife who sold me out?” I looked at Stephan. “We don’t owe her. At worst, we’re square. Even. Hell, if Raachwald wasn’t consumed with genocide, we’d both be blood-eagled across—”

“What choice did she have?” Lady Mary’s tone withered.

“She could have not sold me out.”

“You’re referring to that mummer’s farce up there?” Lady Mary asked. “I saw. You think she had any choice? You think for a moment if she said anything he didn’t like, she would still draw breath? Ask where his former wife is, why don’t you? Poof.” She snapped her fingers beneath my nose. “She has one ‘missing,’ like all the rest. My good lady steps a razor’s edge. One misstep and she falls, and even should she not, still she bleeds.”

“‘Good’ is a bit strong,” I deadpanned, “but just because she didn’t like the options didn’t mean she had no choice.”

Lady Mary rolled her eyes. “We don’t have time for this. Lord. You want to get out of here? You want to stop Lord Raachwald? She told me if you bring her justice — the heads she desires — she’ll see Lord Raachwald halts his invasion. She vowed it.”

“Is her word supposed to mean something?”

“Don’t you see?” Stephan clutched at my shirt. “She did what she had to stay alive.”

“You think Abe and his people’ll give two shits about that when Raachwald comes calling? I didn’t trust her before. You think I’d trust her now?”

“She claimed you would say that,” Lady Mary said.

“Yeah,” I shook with fury, “and what hell else did she say?”

“She said that Cain Raachwald’s tomb lies empty.”



Chapter 45.

...whispers of a cabal of men from the Quarter sworn to protect themselves and their families from whatever may come. They have some sort of puissant weapon at their disposal...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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GARBLED VOICES AND shouts careened, echoing off hot gouts of air blasting from within the monastery’s great hall. The clash of steel, the stomp of boot, the shudder of tables moving, dinnerware crashing to the floor, shattering. Roars. Screams. The ring of steel on steel.

I clawed my way through a mass of broken chairs tossed haphazardly down the middle of the hallway. A harsh glow blared like molten sunshine beyond the double doors, growing stronger, hotter, as I neared the dead feast. A war axe leaned against the wall, bent at the haft, cracked, broken, bloodied. Armored carcasses lay splayed out across the floor. No tabards called out their house, their affiliations, the nameless dead.

I crept closer, sweating, truncheon in hand.

Cupping a hand against the glare, I peered in, and they stared back, the three great blazing eyes roaring like the furnaces of hell. The three hearths, once desolate and cold, were now overladen with dead monks stacked like cordwood, immolating five high. Some were sat up, some bent back, others knurled inward like dead leaves as the fire ate at their bones, nude skulls staring down from on high, bright hellish white blackening fast before the hammer clash of a melee song. Six avatars black as ash stood in bas-relief before the rippling red gouts, six avatars of shadow dancing before the rip-roar of crackling flame, the burst of cooked bone.

His back to the flames, a shade, a giant, pivoted behind his shield. It was Gaunt; it had to be, his hand rearing back, a sundered blade clutched in his gauntleted fist. The other five harassed and harried him like wolves might a wounded bear, nipping, stabbing, jabbing with lightning strikes. Four fought up front, spread out, leaping tables, casting aside chairs. Blades drawn, whipping, they licked out, driving Gaunt back, back, back through the maze of great tables, toward the blaze. One warrior hung back, a loaded crossbow brought to bear, waiting for a clean shot.

As steel clashed and men swore, I waded through the labyrinth, keeping low, stalking up behind the crossbowman. He was focused, and not on me. Two-fisted swinging, I shattered my truncheon across the back of his neck. The fucker dropped, crossbow releasing, the bolt chip-skittering across the floor, sparking the trail of a dying star. But no one noticed. No one but Gaunt and the silent jury of hellfire monks. Clash and clang. Sword on shield. Spark and crack. Hissing garbled swears and taunts from the four. Gaunt, though, fought on silent, ceding ground, always ceding, never gaining, until the demon flames licked his heels, poured out over his shoulders, his back, and he could cede no more.

But I’d reloaded the crossbow, and I fired it, point blank at the nearest of the four.

“Gah!” he screamed, the bolt feathers just visible, sticking out of his right flank. He dropped to a knee, contorting awkwardly before I smashed him in the head with the crossbow stock then hurled it at another as he turned to his comrade’s cry. The solid oak drilled him in the face.

My onslaught split the remaining warriors’ awareness, and Gaunt took advantage. Full. Lashing out, he drove forth from the fire, hurling his sundered blade at one, sending him ducking. Then Gaunt pivoted, latching onto the blade of the other with his free hand, yanking, drawing the man in a half step as Gaunt’s shield, like an executioner’s axe falling, descended in a great arc, glancing off the man’s head. He staggered aside, crumbling, broken, half-catching himself on a table as his comrade lunged back in, burying his blade into Gaunt’s side.

Still silent, Gaunt swung his adversary’s stolen sword, reversed, hilt first, burying a quillon into his foe’s face. The man stood there an instant, a look of dumbfounded disbelief on his face. Then he fell. Gaunt hefted his shield two-handed, bringing it down on the man’s head, crushing it.

“Krait...” Gaunt turned toward me, blood streaking down his arm. He marched with purpose, the blade sticking out of his side, awkward, like some vestigial appendage. He snatched a huge war-mace from off a table and ripped his helm from his head. It clattered to the floor steaming with cooked blood.

“The ledger.” I snatched up a blade, leveling it before me. “Did he decipher it?”

“Aye.” Flame roared at Gaunt’s back.

“Where is he?” I stepped back.

“There.” Gaunt pointed toward the shadows.

Bound spread-eagled across a table, Brother Tomas lay, flickering orange cascading over him in waves as the holocaust roiled behind. The ripple of flames seemed almost to give him life, movement, but it was illusion. A spear stood from the center of his chest, aimed toward the heavens.

“Who were they?” I swallowed.

“I don’t know.” Gaunt staggered out from behind a table. “Armed men. Trained men, for certain. Isle men? God-men? Mercenaries?” Blood trickled from his flank, down his leg. “I might ask you.”

“How the hell should I know?”

His anger permeated the room like a caustic fume, a thing palpable, pressing outward, threatening to crack the mortar, dislodge the walls, bring down the roof. The funk shifted a mite then, and I could tell he meant to kill me.

“You have a question, Krait?” He stepped forward, devouring distance.

“You don’t like me very much, do you, Gaunt?”

Gaunt ignored me. “How did they know to come here?”

“I need it.”

“How did they know to come here for that damned book?”

“Think.” I took an involuntary step back. “Everyone knows about it. I was followed. Ambushed. You said yourself everyone knew about me. Hell, maybe it was you they trailed.”

“Death trails you now, Krait,” Gaunt said. “High time it caught up.”

“Tomas chose to help me.” I retreated another step.

“Brother Tomas was an innocent.”

“And innocents die. That’s life. But he chose to help me.”

“They were torturing him when I arrived.” Gaunt stomped the head of a corpse, shattering skull. “You know that? No. You’re aware only of yourself.” Drool coursed slick down his chin. “And they knew their craft. And I tell you this. You would have broken. You would have sung whatever tune they desired. And I say this,” he put a hand to a table, steadying himself, “so too would have I. So, too, would have anyone.” His voice faltered. “But that scraggling little pipsqueak of a man would not break. For you,” he slammed a table with his fist, “FOR YOU!”

I glanced at the spear, upright in Brother Tomas’s chest.

“The spear was mine.”

“A mercy, then.”

“Aye. Allow me to offer you the same.” Gaunt raised his war mace high. “You scab of a man. Wandering through lives with a disregard for the carnage riding riot in your wake.”

I was running out of room. “Tomas didn’t die for me, Gaunt. He would have, but he didn’t. He died for what I’m doing. He died because I’m the only one in the bloody city doing anything about the murder of three kids.

“You claimed this city is your charge to protect,” I continued. “Well, guess what? You’re a fucking failure. Raachwald’s amassing an army to raze the Quarter. Tonight. He aims to kill everyone. Everyone. And just maybe there’s something in that ledger that’ll solve this rotten puzzle. Something that’ll stop him. Or don’t you care because they’re Jews?”

“Do not attempt to convince me you do.”

“I suppose like the Lord Bishop, they’re your own personal piggy bank, too. Is that it? Coin? Oh, tell me it’s not. I thought you the blood-thirstiest of berserkers. Tell me you’re not at heart just some bean counter like the rest. Berserkers at least warrant respect.”

Gaunt loomed, mace poised high, two-fisted for a killing stroke.

“Raachwald’s attacking tonight,” I spat. “Hell, maybe now. So tell me where the ledger is, and let me do what I can,” I adjusted my grip on my blade, “or come on and kill me if you can.”




Chapter 46.

...I had always remanded such fantastic stories to the realm of myth and legend...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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OVER MY HEAD, ARMS wobbling, I slid the mail shirt, holding the sleeve ends, letting go of the rest, an icy river of rippling steel cascading over my head, chest, and arms, settling in a ringing, rustling skein. I gathered the best weapons I could from amongst the nameless dead. A longsword. Daggers. I took the crossbow. Lady Mary scoured the great hall for bolts. Through coughs and sputters, Stephan blazed through Brother Tomas’s translation of Chalstain’s ledger.

“Where are you going?” Lady Mary asked.

“Don’t know,” I glanced over, “Stephan?”

Stephan held up his stump as he huddled by the flames, a blanket wrapped around his sparse frame, shivering despite the heat, Chalstain’s ledger held close to his face, the immolating dead reading over his shoulder.

“What are you going to do?” Lady Mary found another bolt.

“No idea.” I buckled the sword belt around my waist, cinched it tight.

“Shouldn’t you have a ... a plan?”

“Probably.”

“Well?”

“Stephan, ideas?” I asked.

“You’re going to find Abraham,” Stephan said without glancing up. “Find him. Warn him. His people.”

“The Lord Bishop’s got soldiers guarding the Quarter,” I said.

“Yes, but they’re not expecting a full-blown invasion,” Stephan countered. “You said you got a glimpse at Raachwald’s maps?”

I closed my eyes. “Yeah. A frontal assault, right through the gates. All his men. Meat and potatoes.”

“That’s something,” Stephan said. “You’ll need the heads, too, of course, of these Sicarii. Get them. Deliver them to Raachwald.”

“I’m an assassin now?”

“Call it judge, jury, and executioner, like in the old days.” Stephan looked up, cheeks sunken, skin grey, but eyes clear with defined purpose. “And when you offer the heads to Raachwald, you must do so in a public forum. Make sure witnesses are present. His men, Lady Narcissa, as many as possible. Force him to honor his word.”

“You truly believe he’ll call this off for three fucking heads?”

“If you don’t believe it, why are you donning mail?” Stephan asked.

“Not huge fan of getting stabbed.” I stuffed a pair of daggers into my belt. “And I think maybe we should just lay low. Find a bolt hole.”

“Raachwald’ll call this off if he gets the heads,” Stephan said. “We have to believe that. And we hold Narcissa to her word that she’ll fight to that end. Lady Mary? Her word is true?”

Lady Mary looked away, saying nothing.

“Lady?” Stephan raised an eyebrow before I could.

“You think there’s a prayer in hell she’ll honor it?” I pressed.

“Will it matter?” Lady Mary ran a hand through her uneven brown hair. “I don’t know. But yes, she’ll keep her word. She’ll try, for Michael and Gilbert, for them, but that’s only half of the bargain. Lord Raachwald?”

“Lotta links in this flimsy chain,” I muttered. “The axe...”

Lady Mary picked it up, tossed it across the table; I caught it on the fly.

“It doesn’t matter.” Stephan rose, eyes blazing, the audience of skulls glaring from the flames. “That rests on him, on his conscience, his soul.”

“You think he’s got either?”

Stephan ignored me. “Justice is at stake, yes, but more importantly, lives. We must do whatever we can to stop him.”

“And if we fail?” I asked.

“Failure’s your bread and butter,” Stephan said, “and you choose now to fear it?”

“Ouch.”

“The Quarter needs fighting men,” Stephan said. “More. As many as possible.”

“What of Brother Gaunt?” Lady Mary asked.

“I warned him of the attack,” I said, stuffing bolts into the quiver.

“But what’ll he do?” Lady Mary asked.

“Probably get killed, if he’s not dead already,” I said. “And he has no alliances with any of the lords. I don’t know how many he can muster. Not enough, that’s for damn sure. But he is mustering.” I glanced at Lady Mary. “Your husband was a warrior. How many’s Gaunt got?”

“Before the plague struck?” Lady Mary fingered her lip. “Twenty heavy cavalry. Twenty at most, I should think. And about that of foot soldiers.”

“Forty, then.” I nodded. He had in the realm of fifteen men at the funeral. Five on the bridge. The plague had hit them just like everyone else. “A third of that, then, on a good day. And cavalry’s actually footmen if they’re manning a wall. So twelve or fifteen against ten times that. Shit. But they’re closer. Will muster faster. Disciplined bastards, I’ll say that. But we still need more.”

“Who has more?” Stephan asked. “Who has more and hates Raachwald?”

“The Lord Bishop,” Lady Mary answered.

“Good. Yes.” Stephan nodded. “You must warn him, Lou. He’s the only one.”

“Yeah, but...”

“But what?” Lady Mary asked.

“The Lord Bishop swore out a writ for my arrest. For my head.”

“I did not take you for a coward, Sir Luther,” Lady Mary said.

“Really?” I said. “Where’ve you been?”

“You must warn him,” Stephan pressed.

“No, I’ve a better idea.” I slung the quiver over my shoulder and fixed Lady Mary a glare. “You go. You warn him.” She made to protest but I bulled on through. “No, you’re his enemy’s enemy. Which makes you his friend. Sort of. Maybe. Look. He hates Raachwald. You hate Raachwald. He’ll listen to you.”

“Lord Raachwald allowed me to live.” Lady Mary shrunk away.

“After he tortured you, yeah?” I said. “After he took your hand. You owe that shit no loyalty.”

“Maybe I’m just afraid...”

“I didn’t take you for a cowardess.”

“Touché.” Lady Mary shook her head, feeling the sharp tip of her hook with soft pink fingers. “A truth, and a hard one at that.” She closed her eyes, nodded. “I shall go. For what good it shall do.”

“Might do some,” I said. “Hell, might do some bad. Most things’re that way. Now, who else has men?”

“The Jews,” Lady Mary said. “The Sicarii.”

“Yes,” Stephan said, “and they’re already in the Quarter.”

“Jesus.” I checked the edge on my new blade. It would do. “So, I’m supposed to warn the Sicarii and bring Raachwald three of their heads? That’ll go over like a wet fart at the altar.”

Stephan waved his hand. “Just warn Abraham. He’ll warn the Sicarii. He’ll have to.”

Scanning the dead one last time, I toed one of the carcass’s heads towards the light of the hearth. He didn’t look so much like a bastard dead; he just looked like some fella who’d laid himself out for a snooze. I glanced over at Brother Tomas, strewn out across the table. “Why not just use three of these heads?”

“Because you gave your word to Lady Narcissa you’d bring her the actual murderers.” Stephan shook his head, disgusted. “And even if you were to break your word, and you won’t, we don’t know who these men are. What if Raachwald is the one who hired them?”

“No,” Lady Mary glanced over the faces of the dead, “they’re not any of his.”

“You’d know.” I considered. “But maybe he hired some new men? Mercs or hedge knights? Or hired some on the sly?”

“No.” Lady Mary shook her head. “Something this important?” She followed my gaze to Brother Tomas. “Assassination? He’d have sent Haefgrim. Or Slade. One of the named men to head the squad.”

“They were fighting men.” I scanned the carnage. Gaunt knew his business. Sure as shit. “Well-armed. Trained.”

“But not Raachwald’s,” Stephan said. “Whose then?”

“I’d recognize at least one, most likely, were they with one of the other Isle Lord’s men,” Lady Mary said.

“You know the Lord Bishop’s men?” I hoped.

“No.” Lady Mary shook her head. “Not many.”

“Then they’re the Lord Bishop’s,” I offered. “They were coming after me. The bounty.”

“Their skin is dark.” Stephan squinted from one corpse to another. “All dark hair. Olive complexions. Mediterranean looking. Jews?”

“Or Dagos.”

“The Genoans?” Stephan said.

“So how do you tell a Dago from a Jew?” I asked. “Sounds like a bad joke. It probably is, somewhere. Somehow. What’s the punchline?”

Stephan and I just looked at each other.

“You could, ah...” Lady Mary held a crossbow bolt pointed up.

“Ah, what?”

“Well, if they’re Jews, they’ll be...” She made a chopping motion across the head of the bolt.

“Huh?”

“What in heaven’s breadth?” She rolled her eyes.

“Circumcised,” Stephan exclaimed. “That’s part of their covenant. If they’re not cut, they’re Casagrande’s Genoans.”

“Yeah,” I muttered. Obvious. Idiot. I waited a moment for either Stephan or Lady Mary to show some initiative. When neither did, I sighed, drew a dagger, knelt by one of the dead, slit a trench in his pants and took a gander. He wasn’t a Jew. I checked the rest of them. “All not Jews.”

“The Genoans, then,” Stephan said. “Casagrande’s men.”

“Yeah, best we quit this place,” I said. “The sooner the better. Won’t be beneficial to our long-term health to be here when he comes calling on his men.”

“But who’s he working for?” Stephan asked.

“That’s the big question,” I said. “The answer? Still don’t know. Not for sure. He was putting pressure on Abe, though, to buy up his share of the Volkendorf debt. Abe says he was trawling the Quarter, buying it all up. Pennies on the pound. Amassing a negative fortune in Coldspire debt.”

“So he’s not working for the Jews?” Lady Mary asked.

“No. Not Abe, anyways,” I said, “but there’s the split in the Quarter. The hawks and the doves. Maybe Casagrande’s working for the Sicarii? But why would he want the ledger?”

“He doesn’t.” Stephan shook his head. “Whoever he’s working for wants it. Because it says something about them. Evidence. They want it destroyed.”

“What the hell’s in that God-damned thing, anyways?” I asked.

Stephan snapped it shut. “You’re not going to believe it.”



Chapter 47.

...Raachwald now commands more men than any other in the city, barring the Lord Bishop. And there is the matter of the Genoese mercenary company that has gone to ground. Whose yoke do they labor under?

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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THE JEWISH QUARTER lay silent except for the pounding of the surf ten blocks to the north. It was a ghost town this late. This early. The air sat dead, heavy, the houses all dark, morose, gothic, looming up and over like slumbering beasts. They’d wake soon enough. Gaunt hadn’t arrived, which was bad. But neither had Lord Raachwald.

The gates to the Quarter sat wide open, and the Lord Bishop’s men were conspicuously absent. For the first time in the past week. So, the Lord Bishop had recalled them. When, though? And why? Or had His Eminence gotten wind of the invasion and was setting a trap? There were no soldiers nearby, so no trap, just an open invitation to slaughter. Maybe Lady Mary could convince the Lord Bishop to get the guards back? Them and the rest of his men.

I moved on into the Quarter but had no idea where Abraham was. I checked his house. The front door to his home was burst off its hinges, the dark inside so silent, so still, so pervasive, I could tell no one was within.

I checked anyways.

No one, nothing, but palpable darkness lay within.

I checked his money-house next. It sat right where I’d left it, the roof collapsed, the rest burned nearly to the ground, crumbling stone walls jagged, wood supports black and reaching, invisible but for the void of stars they cast upwards. I stared at the smoking remains.

Where the hell had he gone?

What the hell was he doing?

Had he been taken?

Had he lied to me? Was he actually with the Sicarii? And if so, where? I checked the three addresses he’d given me. They didn’t exist.

Shit.

I meandered through the streets, aimless, lost.

I could do a door-to-door search. Might only take me a month and a half, and that was if the Sicarii didn’t kill me on first sight. Same thing for warning them. Would anyone listen to the half-mad ramblings of some haggard Christian fool traipsing around in the dead of night? They’d probably throw me into the asylum. I’d be sitting right there next to Chalstain’s widow, mewling, drooling, weeping crimson tears. Besides, there were half a thousand houses in the quarter, not to mention temples, shops, money-houses, warehouses, a whorehouse—

I froze, nearly staggered, my mind working for once, finally, drawing lines, making intersections, connecting people, events, Chalstain’s ledger. Then I tore off running.




Chapter 48.

...cut the legs out from under me. I possess no powers now, no influence, no place of refuge. I cannot fathom it...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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I COULD SMELL HER FROM across the room. Drunk. Wasted. Slathered across a chair, the goddess of drek and Bacchanalian despair, all lolled out, a bottle poised in one hand, red-gold hair disheveled in twisted ringlets plastered across her face. An eye cracked open, and I swore I heard the sound of rusty hinges creaking.

“Hey.” Her hair wafted up in front of her face as she spoke. She smeared it aside, her arm slapping like a dead eel back down onto the armrest. A table by her side was littered with bottles, some empty, some not.

“I told you not to come back here,” I said.

She smirked, waved a hand, muttered something.

“You need to leave.” I strode over, snagged a bottle, shook it. Empty. Shit. “Now.”

She didn’t move.

“Where’s the boy?” I tried another. Empty, too.

“Who...?”

“Girard.” I found one with some slosh, yanked the stopper. “He still here?”

“Our boy?”

“What?” I took a drink. It was wine, cheap wine, glorious wine, and it didn’t stand a chance.

“Our boy...” She laughed without mirth. “You called him that when you ... when you left last time.”

“I suppose I did.”

“Well, that was so much horseshit.” Lorelai struggled up in her chair. “I knew it was horseshit when you said it. So did you.” She pulled at the collar of her blouse. “It doesn’t matter. He comes and goes. I haven’t ... haven’t seen him much.” She reached for another bottle, toppling others over in the process. “Damn.”

A crust of bread and some crumbs on a plate lay next to the bottle graveyard. “Who brought you the bread and the wine?”

“Sakes alive.” She fumbled for a bottle, seized it, and hurled it. “Fuck you!”

I ducked it. Barely. “Been awake much?”

“I don’t need advice from you.”

“Fair enough, let’s go.” Tossing aside the bottle, I grabbed her by the arm, pulling her out of the chair.

She tore slithering from my grasp, staggered back, arms flailing, nearly falling. I caught her, steadied her. “Let. Me. Go.” She jabbed an accusatory finger into my face. “You have no idea. Everyone ... everyone dying. Sick. Everyone killing. Everyone dead.” She sobbed into her hands as she melted to the floor. “Everyone.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Just leave me alone. Ow!” she shrieked as I grabbed her by the elbow. “You’re hurting me.” Wildly, she cast a slap at my face, missing wide, drunk-wide. I let her go; she oozed bonelessly back to the sanctuary of her chair. “I know why you’re here, so get on with it.”

“Get up. Now. We’re leaving.”

She stuck out her tongue, the petulant child. “Fuck off.”

I glanced up at the ceiling. Someone was upstairs. “Girard?” Dagger in hand, I stepped softly to the bottom of the stairwell. “That you?”

After a moment, a voice came from the top. “Sir ... Sir Luther?”

“Yeah.” I took a long breath; it was him. “It’s me. Come on down here, kid.”

Girard crept down the stairs like a deer setting hoof into an open field, wide-eyed, set to bolt.

“Get your things,” I said. “You’re leaving.”

Girard’s eyes went wide in question to Lorelai. “Where?”

“Don’t listen to him.” Lorelai flopped a hand.

“Listen to me, boy,” I said softly. “I came to say goodbye.”

“Fuck your goodbyes,” Lorelai said.

“Apologies.” I squared up on her. “I know it. I’ve never been any good with goodbyes. Or hellos. Hell, or with anything in between.”

“He’s come to kill me,” Lorelai moaned.

“She’s drunk,” I said.

“Don’t mean she’s wrong,” Girard whispered, half hid behind the banister.

I paused, straightened, nodded. “Yeah. It doesn’t. But I’m not going to.”

“How do I know that?”

“You don’t. That’s just how it works.”

“Why’s she think you’re gonna kill her?” He pointed with his chin at Lorelai. “Huh? Why’s she think that?”

“She thinks that because she betrayed me to some men who want me dead. She tried to set me up. Get me killed. Twice. She thinks that because she believes she knows me pretty well. And up until this moment, she didn’t know if I knew. Isn’t that right, Lorelai?”

“Don’t leave,” she pleaded to Girard.

“Know any good bolt-holes in your old neighborhood,” I asked Girard. “Clean? Dry, preferably? Away from the Quarter? But close enough to stagger to?” I snatched another glance out the window. Still no soldiers marching up the road.

“I could find one,” he said softly.

“Might be a tall order?” I said.

“I’ll manage.”

“Good. You’re gonna take Lorelai to the nearest.”

“Alright.”

“Good. Go upstairs. Get your shit and get out. And don’t ever come back here.” Outside the back window, I could see the old Roman wall abutting the back of the house, separating it from the Quarter. Wouldn’t pay to be this close. Not tonight. “Take the alley, not the street. Work your way west for four houses. Wait for us there.” Girard stood perched at the bottom stair, his eyes flitting back and forth between me and Lorelai, questioning, hesitating, torn.

“Men are coming to burn the Quarter,” I said. “They mean to kill everyone inside. And killing like that won’t be contained by walls. It’ll spill over. It’ll drown you both in hellfire, or worse, if you stay. Go get your things. Please. And hers, too. And be quick.”

“Fuck.” Lorelai grabbed at the last stoppered bottle, missed twice, got a good hold. She worked the stopper free then huffed down deep into her chair, catching her breath. Then she took another drink.

“May I?” I snatched the bottle away. It was heavy, full.

She scowled up at me. “That’s the last—”

I took a pull, wine sloshing out the sides of my mouth as I struggled to maintain, glugging it down, swallowing, guzzling, emptying it. “Ah...” Wiping my mouth, I pounded it back on the table. “You ready now?”

She snatched it, shook it, upended it. “You shit!” Lorelai struggled to pull herself from the chair. “Why’d you come?”

“You can read, yeah?” I nodded to myself. “Kept the books for your husband, maybe? I’d wondered about the Crowley Street note.”

She recoiled. “You are going to kill me.”

“Did you fuck Devon?”

“Who?”

“Come on, Lorelai. Devon. Ezekiel. Blackbeard. Whatever his name is. The man that came to kill me. The man you helped. The Jew you helped.”

“Jealous?”

“No.”

She shrugged, settled back. “It’s what I do.”

“You didn’t tell me he was a Jew.”

“I didn’t know.”

“How could you not?” I let it sink in. “You sold me out. They came to you, and they offered you coin. I won’t ask how much. Don’t know if I could take it. But you did.”

She sat frozen as a spooked rabbit.

“Don’t look down. Look at me.” She did, glistening eyes quivering. “You’ll find no monster. No Galahad. Just something bent and broken and in between. I don’t blame you for taking their money. What am I to you? A mark. John. I know it. You owe me nothing.” I raised a hand. “Maybe there was a moment where you weighed who I was against the coin. I can see that now, thinking back. You tried to tell me...” I ran a hand through my hair. “I don’t know. I’m sure of which side the scales fell. Well, you were right. I am scum. I do deserve to die. Most men are and do, you look close enough.”

“I didn’t have a choice.”

“No. You did. You always have a choice.”

“I changed my mind.” She sobbed. “In the end. I stayed with you, didn’t I? I could have cut and run.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “You could have. Would have been the smart move.”

“Seems I never make the smart move.”

“You and me both, lady.”

Girard pounded down the stairs.

“Got what you need, lad?” I asked over my shoulder.

He nodded.

“Good. Here. Catch.” I tossed him a sheathed dagger, and he caught it on the fly. “Smartly done, lad. You’ll need to watch her. You up to it?”

Girard studied the dagger. “What are you going to do?”

“Go wait where I told you. Stay clear of the main roads.”

He nodded but still didn’t go.

“Go on,” Lorelai hissed. “Get out of here. Piss off.”

Girard looked me in the eye. “She gonna be alright?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

Girard nodded once then slid out the back door, closing it behind.

“You need to go,” I said, “but first, I need to know about Blackbeard and his men. Jews. You knew, and when I asked, you said you didn’t. Probably still riding the fence at that point, yeah? Didn’t want to throw in with me all the way. But couldn’t bring yourself to be party to murder. It was more than some might have done. But I need to know. And I need to know now.”

“Know what?” she spat.

“Anything. Anything at all.”

“No, I ... nothing. We just drank and...”

“And they never said anything to you?”

“No. I wasn’t a partner to them. I was just a thing.” She closed her eyes. “I’m always just...”

“A place. A name. A business. An address. A building. Neighborhood. Anything?”

She shook her head.

I drew a dagger.

Her eyes widened, but she scoffed. “Do it then.” She rose in her chair, chin up, defiant. “I’m ready. Been ready.”

“I ain’t gonna kill you, Lorelai.”

She made to sit up, scream, but I covered her mouth, clamping a hand over it, forcing her sinking into her chair. “Him, though...?” I glanced to the door Girard had just exited.

She struggled.

I held her down. “You know I’d do it, yeah?”

Panicked, she blinked, said something, muffled, struggled, twitching a nod as tears coursed down her cheeks, my hand.

My dagger point rested just under her breastbone. “Tell me.”

“I...” she swallowed, looked away, “one of them ... give me a drink, please. I need a drink.”

“One of them what?”

“One of them mentioned a ... a temple. A warehouse.”

“There are half a dozen temples in the Quarter. Warehouses, too.”

“They’re both by the sea,” she moaned. “Something about a wall, a temple wall falling in. Collapsing. And the sea reclaiming it. Flooded, I think. I don’t know. That’s all I know. I ... I think they might have something to do with that. Some place where they go. And they said something about a sick ... sick—”

“Sicarii,” I said softly, rising, turning.




Chapter 49.

...money and power and the promises of fissure the landscape, but who is it that pulls the puppet’s strings?

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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I SLID BACK THROUGH the gates of the Quarter moments after I’d left Lorelai’s. Still shy three heads. Still no guards manning the gates. Gaunt hadn’t shown. Nor Lord Raachwald, thankfully. I stood there a moment, staring at row upon row of peaked edifices, shades trailing off toward the sea, everyone still sleeping, the iron and oak gates gaping wide.

Off to the south, caught on a fell wind, I could just hear the pounding of hooves on cobblestone. The march of footsteps. Far off. Just not far enough.

Shit.

I chose the door of the first house I could sprint to and started banging on it. Like a lunatic. It took a moment, but a man finally poked his head out a second-floor window.

“Is it a fire?” the man called.

“Soon enough.”

“What are you saying, man?” He turned to someone unseen, “No love, just some madman. Now see here, I’ll call the watch, you blackguard.”

“Look. I’m a friend of Abraham Ben-Ari.” Sort of. I raised my hands. “Lord Raachwald’s coming to raze the Quarter. Tonight. Now. Right now. Listen, do you hear me?” The man sputtered. A second head appeared at the window, a woman. “Did you hear me? Lady? Lady, listen to me. The Lord Bishop’s men are gone, and the gate lies open. Unmanned. And Lord Raachwald’s coming. He’s coming to raze your house, and he’s going to do it with you in it. The same for all your family, your friends, everyone you know.”

Both man and woman stared silent from the window.

“I have to go,” I said. “I’m leaving it to you to warn your people, yeah? YEAH?”

I didn’t wait for an answer; I just tore off, vaulting down their steps and up the street, north along Lender’s Row, running past silent monstrosities, toward the sound of waves pounding against the fallen walls of a dying temple.

* * * *
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IT WAS AN ANCIENT TEMPLE being consumed by the sea, gnawed inch by inch, stone by stone, year by year, by surf and by gale. The Temple of Moses. Once, it’d been a magnificent structure, one of the largest buildings in Asylum, barring the largest churches, but the sea had forced its way in, years, maybe decades ago, and the people had abandoned it. A series of walls, breakwaters, had been built out into the harbor to stave off the sea but had all failed, incrementally, beneath the pounding blows, the chew of salt and cold. Give anything enough time and it’ll fail, the one certainty in this world.

Like some titanic leviathan beached on the shore, the temple sat, the collapsed northern wall yawning open, jagged like some tooth-filled grimace. The leviathan lay silent, unmoving but for the echo of waves reverberating deep within its maw. A slick of salt and rime whitened the precision-cut stone. Barnacles and dried sea foam. Clinging seaweed. Glistening slime.

I crept into the courtyard, toward the temple’s front doors. Through a broken window, I caught a glimpse of a dim flicker within the inner sanctum but could make nothing out. I couldn’t tell if the light were some torch flame quavering or some trick of the moonlight reflecting off water or glass.

Across a wide mall, waves rolling up halfway through it, lay the warehouse.

I’d check it after. If there was an after.

I circled west around the temple, sliding close along it, the loaded crossbow cradled in my arms as I ducked windows, starting at noises, making my way toward the fallen wall and the sea that had claimed it. Waves pounded on hewn stone, echoing, rebounding within, growing louder as I crept on. The leaded roof above was sagging, virtually unsupported, one haphazard pillar of disjointed stone reaching up, tenuous, but still touching.

I swallowed.

A mountain of rock and scree lay tumbled before me.

I slipped the bolt from the crossbow and discharged the string. Wouldn’t do to shoot myself scaling the damned mound.

Around stone blocks as wide as I was tall, I clawed up the lower jaw of the leviathan, through jagged rubble teeth, all piled amidst the rolling waves, the sagging roof leering above. Achieving the summit, pressed into a crevice, I paused for a moment, listening to the waves boom, flinching at the cold spray of salt, reaching me even up here. Beneath it all, voices seemed to echo from within. Low. Furtive.

I poked my head up just enough.

Within the infinite black, I could make nothing out. Were the voices real? Imagined? Or just tricks of the dead air and space? But the cyclopean moon chose that moment to cut through cloud and for an instant shone brilliant, a caustic white glare illuminating the sea in a shimmer of molten silver shivering off into the infinity of the north. The blade of silver cut a swathe through the leviathan’s maw. Three white faces glared up. Sucking in a hiss, I didn’t move, didn’t blink, didn’t anything but pray I wasn’t seen. The pale faces looked down again, the moonlight fading and dying as cloud churned past, the shroud of night settling once more.

I took a breath.

Staying low, trying not to offer my outline against the night sky, I scaled down the slope, slithering headfirst lizard-wise through crevices, squeezing beneath a felled obelisk, into the temple, the surf roiling below. At the bottom, a wide tidal pool lay between me and the sagging flagstone floor on the far side.

Leaning back against a jag of broken stone, I unslung the crossbow from my shoulder and placed it down between my legs. Setting the stock against my stomach and grimacing, I pulled the thick string back with two hands, wincing as I set it behind the catch.

The pound of waves and hiss of foam stifled any noises.

I hoped.

Placing a bolt between my teeth, I rolled over onto all fours, stifling a groan as I sunk my arm to the elbow in the brine, barnacles rough against my palm, cold biting to the quick, to the bone. A deep breath then before crawling on hand and knee into the pool, feeling the brush of spiny sea creatures with chitinous beaks and tentacled feelers palpating soft and wormlike past. The crossbow. I held it above the water, trying not to get the string wet, weaken its draw, doing my damnedest as waves rolled in through a channel, buffeting me from behind, the chop deadened by the stone but not killed outright. Grit and sand and sharp rock scoured past under hand and foot until replaced by the smooth ocean-washed stone of the rising floor.

Wincing at every wave, gasping at the merciless cold, breathless and shivering, I reached the far side, dragged my numb carcass up, out. Behind an ancient altar, I collapsed, rolled onto my back, stared up at the ceiling. I opened and closed my hands, trying to pump life back into them.

A soft orange light flickered in waving tendrils across the ceiling.

When I could feel my hands, I rolled over, crawled along the edge of the pool and slid behind a massive stone column.

I peered around.

Two men hunkered by a shielded fire, one warming his hands, rubbing them over the flames, the other pacing like a wolf. A third sat nearby on the floor, his head down. He was bound by ropes to a stone statue, manlike and tall, so tall its face was lost in shadow. Echoes of what Stephan had read to me tolled like a death knell in my mind. The bound man glanced up, staring in my direction, head wobbling. His face swollen, black and blue, Abraham glared at me, one eye a red slit which he surely could see nothing from.

On my knees, frozen, I held my breath until he lowered his gaze.

Of the other two, I recognized one, Pox, Blackbeard’s swordsman. Shit. Blackbeard’s very able swordsman. A bandage was wound around his head, a blade sheathed at his hip. The other man was armed, too, a wicked spear at his shoulder as he paced back and forth, up and down the room with a pronounced limp, his orange cloak rippling in spasmodic waves as he vaulted along like he had no joint in his right leg, no knee, but moving with precision, as though he’d been at it some time.

Pox knelt in close to Abraham, brandishing a lantern, laying one hand on the back of the old man’s neck, talking close, familiar, gesticulating with his free hand. Shrugging, he pulled a blanket up over Abraham’s shoulders, worrying it tight around his neck, tucking it in with care.

“You need not do this,” Abraham said.

“We do, Rabbi,” Pox said, his voice carrying, distorted. “Daniel’s making the calls now, and he doesn’t want you swaying the Masada.”

“Boys,” Abraham pleaded. “Don’t do this.”

“We aren’t boys.”

“But can you not see?” Abraham implored. “They must hear! They must heed. I warn you, this shall prove a black mark upon your soul. A holocaust is coming! I swear it.”

“There’s nothing to be done now, Rabbi. I’m sorry.” Pox patted Abraham on the shoulder then turned back to the flames. “And I’m sorry about the ropes.” Pox rubbed his hands over the heat of the flames. “Truly, I am.”

Abraham lowered his head again.

Behind the column, I loaded the crossbow, took a deep breath, rose. I stepped around the monolith and into the light. The only of the three facing me, Abraham’s eyes went wide an instant before I squeezed the trigger — “No!” he screamed — as Pox whipped around, springing up from his crouch, blade already drawn. The bolt took him in the chest, burying itself deep, knocking him off his feet.

Instantly, the Limper turned, wide eyes blazing, spear leveled and charging, vaulting the fire. Sneering, I hurled the crossbow at him. The Limper parried it aside with the shaft of his spear, embers exploding as it landed within the flames. The Limper didn’t break stride, lunging at me with a thrust to my chest—

“Krait!” Abraham screamed.

Pivoting from the spear’s path, ripping my sword free, I caught the haft on my blade, binding onto it, steel biting into wood and forcing the spear-point down. Away. The Limper retreated a step, retracting his strike and thrusting again. But I held the bind, keeping my weapon to his, gauging without thought, slipping it past to the other side as I slid in, snaking a foot around his maimed leg and dropping my shoulder, staggering him back. Short-blading my sword and following, I threw a roundhouse punch, quillon leading, catching him in the face, punching teeth down his throat, rocking his head back, an arc of blood streaming.

I turned as Pox forced himself woodenly to his feet, using his blade for leverage, struggling, grimacing, grasping at the feathers sprouted in his chest. Pale, haggard, he spat a mouthful of blood as he trudged forward, his blade tip squealing across stone behind.

“Abe, tell him to stop,” I said.

Abraham just stared, hang-jawed.

“Abe,” I hissed, “tell him he’s a dead man. Make it easy.”

“Fuck.” Pox stared down at his chest. “Fuck!” He collapsed to one knee, staring me in the eye, all hatred and wroth. Steadying himself with one hand, red drool dangling limp from his chin, eyes blazing with a dying light, he pushed to his feet again, sword raised, roaring an oath. Forward he staggered, a clockwork man driven by warped gears.

He made a cut—

I stepped forward and to an angle, dodging his clumsy swing and cut back-handed. A crippled shriek as he lurched, eyes open wide. The pristine weightlessness of my blade sliced through the cold air, a rooted strike, my hips driving the action, my shoulders squaring, arms like ropes, relaxed, their only purpose connection, my hands guiding, angling, levering forward at the last, edge whistling through Pox’s neck as though it were nothing.

“What is it that you don’t understand about, thou shall not kill?” Abraham fought against his bonds.

I shrugged, huffing, catching my breath as I peered around the silent temple. “Are there any more?”

“What...?” Abraham’s eyes bulged. “Is two not enough? I’ve known those men since they were children. I stood for both of them at their bar-mitzvahs, watched them grow, become men. I guided them.”

“And you did a real bang-up job, Abe.”

“Make a joke, then,” he spat. “That’s all you’re good for. Men lie dead, scattered like chaff, and you make jokes. Who’ll laugh over your corpse, Krait?”

“Whoever’s there, I’d hazard.”

“Well, I’m sure there are more than a few with that thought in mind.”

“Good. Let’s talk more about them,” I said. “Where are they right now?”

Abraham clamped shut.

“How about a touch of gratitude, yeah?” I asked.

“They were not going to kill me.”

“Says you.”

“They were merely holding me. Holding me prisoner for a time. And I didn’t want to be set free. I just want to speak to the council. I can sway them.” He recoiled in horror as I bent down, snatching up Pox’s head by a fistful of hair. “What are you doing?”

I sauntered over to the Limper, knelt, placing Pox’s head on the floor. I wiped my sword on the Limper’s cloak then took it off him. I drew a dagger.

“Is ... is he dead?” Abraham hissed. “Release me and maybe—”

“These two were both Sicarii, yeah?”

Abraham looked away, swollen jaw clamped.

“Then you know what I’m doing.” I went to work.

“Oh, my Lord,” Abraham looked away.

When I’d completed my grisly task, I wrapped the two heads in the Limper’s yellow cloak and stood, tucking the end of my makeshift bag through my belt. “A necessary price. And they are guilty of murder, I might add.”

“Since when in your lexicon is armed men killing armed men murder?”

“How about the three children?”

Abraham grimaced. “They were not responsible for them.”

“You lied to me once, Abe.”

“They were not—”

“Then who was?” I cut him off.

Abraham glowered.

“Right,” I spat. “What the hell’s that mean, anyways? They weren’t responsible? How do you know? You believe the men that beat you and tied you up are saints? That they have some sort of code? Expedience, that’s their code. You know something? You were a man who spoke truth. Once upon a time, anyways. So what is the truth?”

“The truth shall be the death of us.”

“Now there you go again, getting all cryptic. Care to expound?”

“You wouldn’t—”

“Then tell me!”

Abraham froze, taken aback. “I’m talking about old magic, Krait. Older than Solomon, older than Moses. I’m talking of the magic of shedim, of the dark lady, of Lilith...” He closed his mouth, trembling.

“I’m here trying to save you and yours.” I knelt in front of him. “So you owe me. Get it? You owe me a story. You owe me a head. You owe me, you owe me, you owe me.” I patted the makeshift bag at my hip. “Here’s the start. I’m looking for the finish.”

“No,” Abraham said. “Enough. Enough blood.”

“It’s never enough.”

“Then take my head,” Abraham pleaded. “Do it. Come on, brave knight. Do what you always do. What you’re made to do.”

“Fucking martyrs,” I grumbled. “I’m done with you all. I’m not going to kill you, Abe. And it’s not truth that’s going to kill you. Hidden or otherwise. You were right, a holocaust is coming. And Lord Raachwald’s bearing the torch. He’s coming to burn, and he’s coming to kill. And he’s not going to stop til he’s done.”

“I’m surprised you’re not riding with him.”

“Now who’s spouting jokes?” I shook my head. “No, wait. You’re right. It’d be the smart move. But then, I don’t usually go in for the smart move. But you know that already.” I drew my blade, the same blade I’d used to cut off the Limper’s head, the same blade I’d used to threaten Lorelai, the same blade I’d used to murder his son. “What’s the last trait of an uncultivated person?”

Abraham recoiled, eyes locked on the blade.

“Not acknowledging truth when confronted by it,” I said. “Raachwald’s coming, Abe. Now, look into my eyes. You see any jokes? Any lies? Any schemes?”

“No,” Abraham swallowed, “I see only death.”

“Good.” I slit his bonds, stood, yanked him to his feet. “Then you finally do see the truth.”



Chapter 50.

I am being hunted...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain

***
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THE WAREHOUSE LOOMED above, squat, wide, immense. Left and right, its brick walls disappeared into oblivion. To the south beyond, a light was beginning to glow amidst the Quarter.

“Move.” I shouldered past Abraham, pulling the ring of keys I’d snatched off Pox. The fourth key unlocked the door. It swung back to reveal nothing but impenetrable night, a yawning chasm thick with the scent of dried pine and ages-old dust, and something else. Decay. Death.

“I need to know what happened.” I glanced sidelong. “I need to know about it.”

Abraham sucked in a hiss. “It?”

“You’re a shit liar, Abe,” I said. “The stone-man, the thing. Whatever the hell it is your people set free. I need to know what it is.”

Abraham stiffened.

“In.” I shoved him through the door. “Your people. Your Sicarii. It was Chalstain who unraveled the threads. In his madness. My brother who wove it back together. The pieces of clay. The impossible injuries. The smashed portcullis and gates. Stephan told me what it was. I told him he was crazy, but...”

“Very well.” Abraham beckoned, the darkness within cutting him in twain like some aspect of Hel. “This way.”

“Yeah.” I tailed him in, liquid abyss cloying like oil. I stifled a shudder. The sole comfort I could muster was my grip on my blade. Pox’s lantern. The sound of the ocean muffled a few feet in and only the pounding shock of surf could be felt, softly beneath my feet, through the air, a rhythmic reverberation like the footsteps of some titan striding afar.

“Once there was a city.” Abraham shuffled on ahead through a corridor of stacked crates. “Forget its name. Its name is unimportant. Know only it is gone, its people scattered like ash to the four winds. In this city that is no more, there dwelt both Christian and Jew. The Jews were treated as most were treated, in that time as in this, which is to say poorly. The bad times began with drought and, as bad times are wont to do, began to fester.”

We meandered through the labyrinth of crates, five, ten, twenty feet high, continuing on seemingly forever. Support columns rose amidst the twisting corridors like massive tree trunks in some dismal forest, canopies lost in the dead night above. Stagnant air pressed in, the reek of death growing stronger.

“With time, the drought became famine and Famine is never long without, for his two siblings Pestilence and Death invariably arrive soon after, each one exacting their pound of flesh.”

“Thoughts turned ever to the why of it all, and for men of dark mind, and darker purpose, invariably came the who? Who has done this? Who has laid us so low? Who is responsible? And these men searched for a reason, and when they found none, they concocted one.” Abraham took a deep breath, his shoulders rising, falling. “It is an old tale, a tale retold through the ages, a tale with only one conceivable conclusion.”

Sweat beaded across my forehead as we stalked along like rats through a warren, scuttling through chases and corridors, past dead ends and cul de sacs, following along the path, turning and twisting onward through Hades.

“Except, that in this time, the conclusion was different.” Abraham turned back, his eyes glimmering. “These Jews who owned no weapons, who had no training, and had not numbers, possessed but two things: faith and knowledge. Our faith was as solid as stone, our knowledge as ancient and deep as the sea. And these two things that we possessed had come together through the ages in the form of our stories, and a story can be a powerful thing.”

He started back onward with a sigh. “One of those stories was that of the golem, a thing shaped by man, formed of mud, of stone, of any unloving material. Unloving? Forgive me, I meant to say unliving.” He waved a hand. “This thing, this golem, it was said man might breathe life into, through eldritch rite and ritual, a pale shadow of how Jehovah breathed life into man, but a life nonetheless.”

I was breathing through my mouth now, the reek of death so strong.

“Intimately,” Abraham continued, “one man knew of his people’s history, the stories of the cities of Chelm and of Prague and of Slaughtertree, the story of Adam and of Lilith. This man, this one foolish man, thought he might...” Abraham cleared his throat. “You see, he possessed tomes no one else possessed, tomes that had been ancient when Cain wandered the wastelands of Nod, tomes entrusted to him from an infinite line of men, men of will, men of wisdom. Good men. And so this man, privy to this secret knowledge, sought to build a golem to save his people. You see, he believed himself one of these men of will and wisdom, one of these good men. Such thoughts did not afflict him long.” Abraham trod on, picking his way past a stack of lumber, his breath coming in rasps. “Hubris, destructive pride, are you familiar with it?”

“My meat and potatoes, Abe.”

“To build something whose sole purpose is destruction and yet believe it might be harnessed?” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “The height of hubris. But this fool built it, nonetheless.

“In the beginning, this thing of destruction, this thing of stone, of clay, of sorrow and red ruin could be harnessed, could be directed, and it did destroy his enemies. A warrior beyond all measure, indestructible, unstoppable, a thing of the Old Testament.” Abraham stepped into a wide-open area, free of boxes and crates, an area so wide I couldn’t see the far side. “It annihilated the Christian folk, exterminating them, man, woman, and child.” Abraham stood there in the pressing dark, sobbing gently. “But then it did not cease. For when it had destroyed them, it did the same to us.”

“How did you stop it?”

Abraham looked away. “At great cost.”

“Your arm?”

“This?” He held up his ruined stump. “This is nothing.”

“And for all that, still you raised another.”

“No.” Abraham shook his head. “I possess many faults, Sir Luther, hubris being chief amongst them, but stupidity is not one. I vowed never again to raise another, and my vow remains intact.”

“Then who?”

“I should have destroyed them.” Abraham pursed his lips. “My tomes, you see? They had been entrusted to me long ago, and I should have, but I did not. Could not. Their historical value was beyond priceless, and so I kept them under lock and key, kept them secret, kept them safe.” He sighed. “I had claimed before that I am not a stupid man, but I fear I must revisit that sentiment, for the height of stupidity is to allow oneself to befall the same troubles over and again. Hubris. Pride. Again.” Head downcast, he nodded to himself, weeping and pointed up. “They were stolen.”

“Mother of God...” A figure loomed above, a huge silhouette nigh on par with the dark, some twenty, twenty-five feet tall. An abomination of stone and rock metastasized into something only peripherally manlike. I saw why they had called it the monk. Its misshapen head was wide, angular, reminiscent of a monk’s cowl, white eyes gleaming, caught in the lantern light, its shoulders nearly as wide as it was tall. Arms as thick as a horse’s torso hung down, one huge hand on a ludicrously long arm stretched out across the floor. An immense version of the clay sculptures infesting Abraham’s desk.

I stepped back.

“A monstrosity.” Abraham nodded in confirmation.

It was not made entirely of clay, of stone. A circular shield lay plastered into its head, a sword, too, molded to its form, a monstrous riot of smooth and jag. Other shapes, only hinted at for the dark, cobbled together its repellent form.

The golem stared down at us dumbly when a voice barked out from beyond the circle of light. “Abraham!”

I drew my sword.

“These are the men you seek,” Abraham said quietly.

“Lay your steel on the ground, you cunt.” Another voice. Blackbeard.

Turning around, steel and flame in hand, squinting into the geometric shadows, I made out a gallery of silhouettes amongst the stacks.

“Ezekiel bade you lay your weapon on the ground,” the speaker stepped into the circle of light, a dark blue cloak cast over his narrow shoulders, “and you have not.” His arms were thin as the blade of his dagger, his nose hooked like an eagle’s beak, beneath fierce eyes. “I advise you to do so.”

“I’d appreciate knowing who I’m surrendering to.”

“Forgive my rudeness.” His empty hand went to his chest in mock apology. “My name is Daniel.” He offered a nodded-semi bow, holding his hand out to the shadow gallery behind. “We are the Sicarii, as Abraham said.” Seven men edged from the dark, Blackbeard at the fore, a crossbow cradled in his hands leveled my way. Bandages swathed his neck, his arm, parts of his face. His beard was singed clean away on half his chin, a haunted look in his eyes. The other six looked hunted, war-weary. One bled from the head. Another held his arm in a makeshift sling. Four crossbows stared me down straight.

“I came to warn you.” I tossed my blade aside. “Lord Raachwald’s planning a massacre. Tonight.” 

“You’re too late.” Daniel’s eyes were dead as he spoke. I could tell that in his mind’s eye he was watching me die. Wordlessly, Blackbeard stepped forward as another man emerged from behind, stripping me of the rest of my weapons, one by one, and finally the lantern. “The Cyclops has already taken the gates, the square. He burns his way north.”

“Yet you’re all here?” I said.

“Is the ledger on him?” Daniel asked.

“No.” Blackbeard aimed the crossbow directly at my face. “Where?”

“Fuck off,” I said.

Blackbeard glanced to Daniel, asking the question I didn’t want answered.

“Abraham’s had your ear.” Daniel smacked the flat of his blade against his palm then pointed with it, a fox grin toothy behind the steel. He stepped up onto a crate. “And perhaps before tonight, he might have had mine. But not now, and not ever again.”

A staircase of stacked boxes lead up to the golem’s head.

“Tell me, Krait,” Daniel asked, “are all your holy men lying hypocrites?”

“Mostly,” I answered.

“And do you know how your Men of God treat us?” His footsteps echoed hollow, one by one, as he strode up the staircase. “We who garner their gold? Outstripped only by the amount of ill will garnered. Yes. We strip the populace of its coin, but on his behalf. The Lord Bishop. Yet it is we who are reviled.”

“Good deal for him,” I said.

“And do you know why your people hate us?” He had almost reached the top.

“My people never need a reason.”

Blackbeard adjusted his grip on the crossbow. Swallowed. He stood just out of reach, eyes focused, unblinking, begging for the word, his fingers white, tense.

“Nice piece.” I glanced at his crossbow. “Genoese?”

“Daniel...” Blackbeard warned. More men emerged from the darkness. Twelve now, at least. “Please.”

“We’ve lost already, have we not?” Daniel stepped atop an obelisk of precariously stacked crate, the golem’s monstrous head looming beyond. “Tell me some good might come of it, and I’ll do as you ask. Will it change anything?” Daniel held something white and square in his hand, a slip of folded parchment. “Will it?”

“No,” Blackbeard barely choked out.

“Then vengeance is all we have left.” Daniel laid an open hand upon the golem’s forehead, “Open, Mentsh,” and where there was no mouth before in the malformed expanse, a ragged crack appeared, stone rumbling as a jagged beak parted. “You must finish what was started.”

“No!” Abraham lunged. “Look at it, just look!”

To the shoulder, Daniel reached his long arm into the jagged maw then withdrew it, his hand emerging empty. He placed a palm on the monstrous thing’s dented forehead. “Close now, Mentsh, and go. Do your good work.”

“Stop!” Abraham wailed as men wrestled him back. “Please!”

The golem turned, the sound of an earthquake, of millstones grinding, boulders cracking, shifting, splitting, and as it took one ponderous step then another, pebbles raining down, clattering, it clomped off, driven by powerful, stumpy legs. Each step boomed. A huge set of doors rolled open, sideways, parting the distant dark, followed by a fresh inrush of sea air, sea air tainted by the scream of woman and child, the roar of man, the score of steel on steel, the char of flame and burnt flesh.

Eyes wide, I pointed toward the golem, “No!” I screamed.

Blackbeard turned — and I bolted in the opposite direction.

“Alive!” Daniel screamed behind. “Heel the fucker alive!”

I darted back into the labyrinth. Crossbow bolts thunked, splintering wood as I tore left then right then left, slamming shoulder first into wood, trip-trampling over falling boxes as boots clomped after.

“Krait!” Blackbeard roared.

Engulfed by the maze, I hurtled on, blind, hauling through passages, past crates piled twice as high as I was tall. I kept running. My only reference point came from behind, the stomp of feet and grunt of men running, tripping, slamming into thin-shelled wood.

The warehouse was endless.

Blackbeard’s voice boomed. Barking orders. They were to either side of me, gaining, outstripping me in parallel passages, a half moon, calling out, herding me on like some questing beast as I tripped, got up, stumbled along.

I rounded a turn and froze. Shit. A dead end of timber stacked ten-feet high blocked my path. The briefest of pauses, then I was moving again. Up. I leapt, latching on with fingertips, nails ripping, splinters biting as I scrambled up. Reaching the top in spastic disorder, I could just make out the far side of the warehouse, the double doors twenty-feet high, as the golem ducked out ponderously.

“Shut the bloody doors!” Blackbeard roared somewhere behind.

I leapt from one crate to another, nimble as a drunk bear, careening over a four-foot path ten feet below then scrambled up another five and down the other side, freezing as someone glared up from below.

“He’s here!” he screamed.

I kicked a box down into his face.

Blackbeard was invisible off toward the double doors, calling out his men. In the half-glow of hidden lanterns, the maze was illuminated from below, the hell city of Dis, chock full of ranting devils.

The massive cargo doors began rumbling shut.

But I wasn’t headed that way.

I hopped another chasm and continued on. The door we’d entered was near. A slight breeze blew in offering me strength. Hope. I hopped another chasm. Close. Closer.

I was two chasms from the door, in midair, when a bone-crushing vise cinched round my ankle. I grunted, snatched a glimpse of a black beard followed by the glimmer of steel as I fell head over heels, slamming upside down, back first, into a crate wall, splintering it before landing face-first amid an avalanche of falling goods.




Chapter 51.

...I can sense it. I have snatched glimpses of it. It is no man.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain
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COLD. FREEZING. I CAME to, bound to a great stone jutting up from the rocky shore, lodged not far from the break of the open ocean. Harsh hemp rope bit into my wrists, my ankles, my chest. An orange glow lit the horizon, outlined by building silhouettes.

The Quarter was burning.

In the distance, carried on fell winds, came the shouts of men, the clash of steel, the clomp of hooves. Ash fell like snow, wafting, whirling like dust devils. The night sky thundered with cannon fire, reverberating waves of sound slamming into me, over me, through me. Pebbles danced. I turned my head, the ropes rasping. Daniel sat on an ancient piling, his eyes wide, visage haggard as he sharpened his long knife in measured strokes.

“What’s happened?” I asked, my head pounding.

“The Sicarii ambushed Raachwald.” Abraham sat slumped on a rock by the rolling surf. “Near the square. They are fighting, and they are losing.”

Daniel turned, cold embers in his eyes flaring to fire.

“Where’s the golem?” I asked.

“It is no golem, it is a shedim.” Abraham glared at Daniel. “A thing of darkness, a demon, and it has gone mad.”

Daniel stopped sharpening. “I control it yet.”

“Where it is?” I asked.

“I sent it on an errand to fetch His Eminence.” Daniel pointed with his dagger off to the southwest, a horrid grin stretching across his face. “A first of many tasks tonight.”

“What?” Abraham’s jaw dropped. “You’d kill the one man who keeps the wolves at bay?”

“Wolves at bay? Even now as a holocaust rages? Are you blind? Deaf?”

“And who is it that shall step into his shoes?” Abraham hissed. “Raachwald? Someone worse? The devil you know, Daniel. Have you heard the expression? Do you not ken its meaning?”

Daniel shook his head slowly, disgust contorting his visage.

“You’re a fool,” Abraham sneered.

“I’ve done nothing you’ve not, so spare me your words, old man.”

“You’ve killed us all.”

“Coward.”

“So we’re all up shit’s creek, yeah?” I said.

Blade gripped shaking in his fist, murder in his eyes, Daniel strode forth. Grit and sand crunched underfoot.

“Do not kill him.” Abraham stepped in his path.

“Why?” Daniel spat. “The man’s trash. Offal. Nothing.”

“I beg you not to kill him for what it shall do to you, not him,” Abraham said.

“Thanks, Abe,” I muttered.

“You’re no murderer,” Abraham pleaded, clutching at Daniel’s shoulder. “You were supposed to learn from my mistakes. You were supposed to be better than me. Please.”

“Unhand me, Abraham,” Daniel said.

“Do not call me that.” Abraham clutched tighter.

“It’s your name.”

“I am your father.” Abraham straightened, rising, eye to eye with his son. “And I know my own son. He is still in there. Somewhere. Thick-headed and mule-stubborn as always, but he is in there. He can hear me, I know it, and he will do the right thing, in the end, in the now, you will do the right thing.”

Daniel lowered his blade, staring out over the flames leaping across rooftops. “And what is the right thing, father? Fight and we die. And if we don’t? What difference is there?”

“I ... I don’t know anymore, son.” Abraham nodded toward me. “But not this, never this.”

“You don’t know?” Daniel sneered, incredulous. “And yet here you stand offering counsel? Bah!” He tore free from his father’s clutch. “Counsel from a man who consorts with the murderer of his own son? I can’t understand you. I won’t.” His teeth gleamed. “Think of Isaac. No. Don’t look away. Think of him cold and alone in that box in the ground.” Abraham was weeping. “Now look at Krait and tell me he doesn’t deserve death.” He brandished the blade. “Tell me in your heart you believe that.”

Abraham fell to his knees. “No...”

“Hey, shithead,” I craned my neck, “you’re the one that pushed Isaac out the fucking window. Then you blame the ground for the bloody result? Well, I was the fucking ground. I admit that, and I regret it. But I didn’t know who he was. You did. You’re the one who sent him to his death.”

“Fifteen years old.” Daniel fingered his blade, testing its edge.

“I’m sorry, Abe.” I strained to look. “I know that’s shit. So let me do something to balance the scales. Let me go. I’ll bring the heads to Raachwald. I’ll finish the deal.”

“Shut your filthy trap,” Daniel rasped.

“There’s a chance—”

“You think Raachwald will just call off his attack?” Daniel asked. “Just turn around? Leave? Order the fire to cease its burn?”

“He promised.” I knew how empty those words sounded even as they came out. “His keep is called Old—”

“No. His keep is called Coldspire, and he has won his game,” Daniel nodded to himself as though coming to some decision, “or so he believes.”

“Isn’t it worth a chance?” I cried. “However small?”

“One thing is certain.” He loomed over me. “No matter what happens, you will not walk out of here alive. I want you to see the hell you’ve wrought before you die.”

“The Quarter’s burning down around you. Your family’s out there somewhere in the cold dark night and the only thing that’s going to warm them’s the firestorm.” I shook my head. “And you’re here wasting vengeance on me?”

“Truth be told, killing you won’t garner much.” Daniel knelt by my side. “It won’t bring Isaac back. It won’t balance the horror of tonight. And as far as the ledger?” He shrugged. “A small matter now. But it will be a reckoning, of sorts. The life of one murderer to balance that of my brother.”

“Murderer? Take a look in a mirror, you skinny little shit.”

Daniel frowned. Retracted. He didn’t like being called a murderer.

“You hold me responsible for your brother’s death?” I asked. “I’m as responsible as you are for the Volkendorfs.”

“No,” Daniel said, “there’s no comparison. We put down a rabid beast. A rabid beast who was a scourge to our people. You—”

“You had more than one put down if I remember correctly.”

“They’ve been killing Jews for decades, centuries, eons,” Daniel spat. “Murder. Genocide. And Volkendorf was plotting, did they not tell you that? It was time to fight back. High time.” He laid the blade across my throat. “Something ... something had to be done.”

“And you murdered children in the process?” I swallowed.

“Bite your tongue. You’re the only child murderer here.”

“I know three ghosts who might tell different.”

“Bah! Raachwald slew them.”

“His own son?” I challenged.

“The boy was a bastard, and a man such as he could hold such a creature only in contempt.”

“You know that for a fact?” I asked. “Cause I know for a fact that Raachwald didn’t. I read Chalstain’s ledger.”

Daniel waved a hand. “One of his hirelings, then.”

“No.”

“You’re a liar,” he seethed.

“Yeah.”

“The golem did not kill them. I did not kill them.”

“Someone did, though,” I said, thinking, trying to work it out. “Someone who knew the golem was going to attack. Someone who knew your plan. Who was it?”

Daniel paused, the blade still resting against my throat, his eyes growing wide with recognition, wider with realization.

“There it is,” I said. “You know who it was, now, don’t you?” I turned to Abraham. “Gears are turning. A second murderer. That very night? Amidst the storm? How could he get onto the island? How did he know?” I swallowed. “Because he’d been dealing with you, Daniel. He knew the golem was attacking that night because you told him. He trailed it in and committed the murders after it attacked. Hell, maybe during. And he left two clues afterward. One pointing at you and yours, the other at Raachwald. He fucked you over.”

Daniel’s lip curled back.

“Please, let him go, Daniel,” Abraham pleaded.

Daniel cocked his head in question, birdlike, as though he didn’t quite understand what had been said. “What kind of man are you, father?”

“You’re no murderer,” Abraham pleaded.

“I am tonight.”

I could feel his hand quivering through the blade, the near nothingness of the edge biting at my Adam’s apple.

“He could help us,” Abraham begged.

“No. And even if he could, I would not have it. I’d rather we were all dead. All of us.”

“Who else knew of the golem?” I hissed. “Who is this man to take the Lord Bishop’s place? The one who knew? The one directing Alonzo Casagrande? Who bade you murder Chalstain? It’s him, don’t you see? He’s not your ally.”

“True, Krait,” Daniel said as he leaned close, “but then, neither are you.”
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THE BLADE RESTED AGAINST my Adam’s apple. I could just barely feel it, so thin and sharp, almost nothing, biting into my flesh without any pressure, holding itself there seemingly of its own accord. Then Daniel’s hand tensed. I closed my eyes, inhaling reflexively, waiting for it, the quick nick, the rip, slicing me open like a slaughtered pig, spilling me across sand and stone. The surf slammed the shore, rhythmic, regular. I waited, breath held, thinking of my wife, my sons, my choices, a fucking cliché.

And nothing happened.

I cracked an eyelid.

I’d thought it the pounding of the surf, the quiver of the ground transmitted through the rock and into my back, but it wasn’t. It was footsteps. Giant footsteps. Its footsteps.

Daniel gawked up as the stones around shivered into a dance. “What...?”

Amid the thuds of stone on stone and wave pounding against rock, there was something else. Screams. Muted. Muffled. A cacophony of weeping song, a dirge of pain, of agony, of terror, all crying, all broken, all mindless.

It was awful, a new kind of awful.

Thoom... Thoom... Thoom...

The golem came, a titan of scripture old, twice as tall as it had been in the warehouse, at least. It lumbered past the fallen temple, gripping a cornice with a great three-fingered hand, crushing stone, sending an avalanche tumbling to the earth. The roof and walls of the ancient edifice’s leviathan maw bit downward, groaning, failing, devouring itself. The golem slathered its fistful of rock across a gaping chasm in its chest, filling it.

Daniel staggered back. “Father...”

“Madness...” Abraham gibbered.

“You’re not wrong,” I murmured.

Malice poured off the golem in a choking fume. One of its eyes was a white skull, the other twinkling cold as a dead star. It glared down. Something about it was different and worse, infinitely so, and not only for being bigger. It strode on like some warped, crippled thing, its long arm scraping along the ground behind like some misshapen tail. The screams grew louder as light from the burning city caught it, and I wished again for the darkness.

“What have you done?” Abraham gasped.

The golem’s surface, its skin, cracked and uneven, protruded at angles not fit to describe. Smoking debris, the hafts and blades of weapons jagged out like hellish quills amid patches of steel and stone, and amidst this riot hung bodies. Man. Woman. Child. Appendages stripped of flesh, burnt black, dangled limp. Others, slathered bodily in, plastered whole, still moved, fingers twitching, hands grasping. Riddled flesh twitched feebly. Faces frozen mid-scream peered out from its arms, its legs, its chest. Mouths gaped fishlike, struggling for breath, emitting warbled moans, a sound I’d never heard before and hoped never to again.

The demon, for Abraham had been correct, it was no golem anymore, lifted its massive arm and within its grasp, against the night sky, hanged a man by a single leg. The glint of his eyes caught the light. His thin arms clawed meekly, in futility, pawing at empty air. Alive. Still. Then the demon slammed him down onto the rocky shore, smacking him flat as a dead mackerel.

“The Lord Bishop?” Abraham muttered.

Dust settled. His Eminence Judas Peter’s once immaculate robe of office was soiled brown and black and red. It was torn, ripped, fouled. His palsied hand twitched on the ground like a white spider, tremulous, followed by his shivered whimper.

“Jesus Christ,” I whispered as the demon stepped forward without hesitation, no moment of pause, of poise, of impending doom, and crushed the Lord Bishop. It laid its entire weight into him, twisting its elephantine foot the way a man might smother the dying embers of a campfire. The Lord Bishop’s decrepit form resisted for not even the whisper of an instant but it seemed somehow longer. His brittle bones popped and crackled like flames as he squealed, so high-pitched, so intense it snuffed out instantaneously.

“Jesus... Fucking... Christ!” I writhed against my bonds.

“You must destroy it,” Abraham muttered.

“I...” Daniel gasped, turning to the sea.

The demon snatched Daniel up quicker than it ought to have been able, engulfing him in stone and clay and grasping flesh. His bones crunched audibly amidst his screams. His blade, twinkling in the moonlight, fell like a star as the nightmare smashed him into itself, smearing his carcass across its chest, slathering him into itself, into nothingness.

“Abe,” I hissed.

Abraham collapsed to his knees.

“Abe!” I roared. “Grab the fucking dagger!”

Abraham blinked down, casting his numb gaze about like maybe he’d dropped something.

“By your left foot!”

Abe nodded dumbly, stooped, picked it up, looking at it as though he had no conceivable idea of what it was or how to work it.

“Cut the fucking ropes!” I hissed, spit flying, as the monstrosity turned, eclipsing everything behind. Crushed faces stared down as the ropes began to fall, Abraham sawing furiously, pulling, weeping, muttering in tongues.

“Hurry!” I whined, practically leaping from the stone as the demon trod toward us, its nubby head glaring, skull eye tracking us as I nearly tore Abraham’s remaining arm from its socket dragging him along. “Come on!”

“No!” Digging in his heels, Abraham tore from my grasp, turning toward the monstrosity, the tidal wave of cemetery dirt and stone, of bone and corpse, of drek and ruin.

“Run!” I yelled.

“No,” Abraham said calmly, his son’s blade dropping from his nerveless palm, clattering to the rocky shore as he stepped away from me, toward it, waving his lone arm. “Save them, Krait.”
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I BOLTED WILD ROUND the corner of the warehouse, tripping, righting myself, skidding to a halt. A horse reared, whinnying, screaming in terror, its hooves flecking mud past my face.

“Whoa!” roared the knight astride it, his arms flailing then clutching, crushing his steed’s neck. As twin hooves crashed down, sparking across stone, the knight lost his seat, flying head over heels as his squad of crossbowmen dove aside.

Grunting, mad-eyed, I dropped my shoulder and bulled through them, hurtling bodies, splitting the sea of yellow-tabarded crossbowmen. I might have felt the barbs of steel bolts sprouting in my back had the demon not clambered around the warehouse — through the warehouse — in that very instant. My blessed savior. Fists swinging like wrecking mauls, hacking through stone, smashing brick and mortar, rock tumbling after it in an avalanche, the screams of the squad joined those of the damned as they threw down their weapons and scattered.

Only the terror-driven steed possessed the speed and wherewithal to match my cowardice, the horse galloping hard, gaining, hooves clobbering behind as I sprinted south toward the orange gleam. From the corner of my eye, the horse drew even, outstripping me. I snatched onto its saddle with one hand, hopping, fighting to maintain grip as it poured on, nearly dislocating my shoulder as I made a leap of faith, of hope, of blind desperation, dodging steel-shod hooves, landing arse-up halfway across the saddle. The horse kept on galloping. I dared not glance behind, nor forward, just clung there fighting, cursing, to slide one foot to a stirrup, somehow finally managing it, then levering up, kicking my other over, gaining my seat, grabbing the saddle, reaching for the whipping reins. I snatched them and risked a glance behind.

The demon clambered on, slamming into a house, collapsing it into ruin as it hounded me from the cold dark of the shore and into the unholy conflagrations of hell. Men screamed as the demon trod on them, over them, through them. I yanked the reins, shouting, forcing the horse down another street, a tighter one, then took a left and continued on, hoping to shake the monstrosity. A gout of flame roared across our path, bursting from a burning house, rolling over us as we pounded on.

Flames leapt from roof to roof, holocaust claws rending the sky, caustic wind howling like fiends, burning my flesh like dragon’s breath.

Hooves clomped like the beat of a hundred drums. Choking spume churned through the cramped road, wave after wave, clear as mid-day one instant then gone the next. Nothing but smoke and char coating my tongue, my throat. Hacking, coughing, retching, I tore on the reins, forcing the horse down a dark alleyway and out onto Temple Street.

“Shit!”

Bolts zipped through the air, a swarm of wasps stinging past.

We tore on south towards the clamor of battle, waves of concussive heat slamming us. Bands of warriors, killers, madmen, roamed the streets. Armed men. Fleeing men. Fighting men. Women and children limped along in huddled clusters, lost, eyes wide with fear at the pound of hooves, the clash of steel, the cacophony of chaos and murder.

My world was blinks of the eye. Glimpses. Impressions. I tore past Blackbeard, axe gleaming in hand as he stood with his back to a burning alleyway, fighting off the concerted attacks of three of Lord Raachwald’s warriors.

White tabards blackened by soot and blood and holy cruciform came next, a squad of Gaunt’s men-at-arms, God’s monsters, axe or mace or maul in hand, shields and weapons swinging, hacking, them all silent but for one, helmetless, spouting orders, pointing, driving before him another troop of yellow-tabarded crossbowmen, all scattering, stumbling in disarray, some fifteen men and less by the step, a wake of limb and corpse breadcrumb-trailing through the nightmare.

My horse leapt the trail pretty as a picture.

I didn’t look back.

Alonzo Casagrande, tabarded in yellow, lay around the next bend, small, quick, a long thin dago-blade, little more than a spike, dripping in his fist, a mad gleam in his eye as he thrust it into the eye socket of some poor struggling sod. The blade slid twisting in slowly, almost gently, disappearing in its entirety, a grand finale, a mad magician’s baleful prestige. Casagrande giggled impishly as the man fell limp, weeping tears of blood. His eyes aglow, Casagrande rose and tipped an imaginary cap as I blazed past.

His men aimed their crossbows—

I crouched against my steed’s neck as a shower of bolts zipped past, around, one striking me like a fist to the kidney. The horse screamed — awful — bolts thunking into its haunches and neck, but it fought on, foaming mad. Rounding a corner, I was nearly thrown, my legs and arms clutching, burning, the horse screaming, the conflagrated building before me spouting smoke and flame, erupting into a hail of brick and mortar. Like some Hadean birth, the demon ripped through it, emerging as though from some rock womb, a massive three-fingered hand clawing free of its stone caul, all aflame as the monstrosity stumbled and slammed shoulder-first into the money-house across the street.

It rose, righted itself, turned.

Galloping, I stared back in awe, terror, horror.

Casagrande and half of his squad bolted, the other half obliterated beneath the crush of avalanche. The demon reached out, hellfire raging across it, brickwork and mortar, flaming detritus of lumber and corpse clinging to it, becoming it.

Over a pile of bodies stacked five high, we leapt, pouring into the Quarter’s open square and skidding to a halt. “Jesus Christ.”

The whole world was aflame, buildings, edifices lining the square, all blazing. Salvation lay only through the gates to the south, a horde of folk fighting mad to escape.

“Kill him!” Lord Taschgart roared, perched atop a toppled monument, pointing at me. His sky blue eyes riveted onto me until he looked beyond, dropping his sword. “Mother of God...”

The demon trudged into the square. Its gaze met Lord Taschgart’s. He broke and ran.

I didn’t blame him.

“Yah!” I whipped the reins, kicked the horse’s flanks.

It was Gaunt I glimpsed next, one man amongst many, against many. Surrounded by Raachwald men, Brulerin men, Taschgart men, he towered above them, standing alone, a huge war-mace gripped two-fisted swinging. He roared. He challenged. Men of the Isle fell with each swing, shorn of life and limb. They pressed around him then froze, gawking north as a peal split the air. It was Lord Taschgart, screaming, caught up in a smoldering three-fingered death-grip, crushed writhing, burning alive, dying, then suddenly not.

Gaunt stood alone then. His foes as one fled before him, scrambling over one another, trampling comrade and brother.

Gaunt did not flee.

He tore his ruined helm free and cast it aside.

I pounded toward him as he marched toward me — no, not toward me, toward it. Heaving that horrid mace to his shoulder, he strode forth, eyes shimmering aglow, a glow of madness-born war-lust, a light of desperation, of insane glee, of messianic consummation, his voice booming hollow like some forlorn god of war extolling the onrush of swift death. “Yes!” he roared. “YES!”

Like a dagger-thrust to the heart, my steed plunged into the packed crowd, hammering aside bodies and running them down. Some dove aside, some stumbled, some didn’t as we pounded into them, over them, through them, crushing limb and body, bounding over wagon and corpse. I smashed heels to flanks, screaming my bloody head off and snapping the reins until snorting red foam poured from my steed’s nostrils and the bastard just fucking died beneath me, collapsing to a bloody mess and flipping me face-first across the street.

A forest of legs slashed past, bodies falling, flailing, feet kicking, stomping. I caught the blank stare of a little girl dragged past, drained hollow by terror, a ragged doll of bound cloth hugged in her arms, stuffing leaching out through its belly like entrails. And all throughout, gargantuan footsteps shook the earth behind. 
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KNIFING MY WAY THROUGH gaps and holes in the throng, forcing myself forward, I fought on through, sliding, swearing, slashing my way south. Always south. The gates rose ahead, but the space between lay glutted by riot.

“Move, you fuckers!” I screamed.

A body slammed into me, spinning me round.

The song of steel rang out as someone unsheathed a sword. I saw the tabard of a red fox on orange. He slammed me aside with his shield, and I stumbled, arms wheeling, caught another same tabard then two more, side by side, a wedged phalanx moving with the crowd, no, through the crowd. I shoved bodies aside, hurling them, smashing them and dove in behind the phalanx, joining it, clamping a hand on the rotund bloke’s shoulder in its midst. I screamed in his ear and drew his own dagger from its scabbard, and held its point to his flank.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Lord Hochmund’s eyes nearly burst in disbelief. “You’d be doing me a favor!” His voice was lost below the dirge of collective terror. “Put your backs into it!” Lord Hochmund dropped his shoulder into Captain Abel’s back and shoved onward like the Greek hoplites of old. “PUSH!”

I dropped his dagger and followed suit.

Lord Hochmund grunted then snarled and pushed, and we were through the gates and out of the Quarter. The press lessened, liquid for a few blocks, then re-solidified, the phalanx stopping dead. Underfoot was paved in corpse, each step a snapping pop as bone broke.

The North Bridge rose before us.

“Are you fuckers daft?” Spittle flew from Lord Hochmund’s mouth. “We’ve one shot at this!” He dropped his shoulder, bulling on to no effect. The bridge was jammed solid with bodies. The far side of the river, the western half of the city, was burning, flames licking the night sky. “Push your fuckers!” Saint Hagan’s was burning, so was the bridge. “Push, you dandies!”

“The bridge is on fire!” I pointed.

Lord Hochmund swore, “South, then!” as he grabbed Captain Abel. “Make for the Isle!”

A sudden crack, like lightning, split the night. I glanced back at the shades behind, lost in the crush of body and blind animal panic. The hellfire demon crashed through the gates, the ground trembling, embers glowing, swirling like snowflakes amidst a storm. They swept up into the sky orange and yellow and red as it strode, its eyes the sole thing not engulfed in flame, nothing now but twin holes of stark emptiness bored straight through its core of ash.

The press of bodies, frozen, fractured, fissured, let loose.

“Move!” Lord Hochmund bulled onward.

“Push!” I wailed. 

Captain Abel tripped ahead. I caught him, somehow, dragging him along and hauling him back up to his feet, barely, as I took the fore. 

Mummer’s Isle rose like a fist in the glimmer of hellfire burning. Bodies glommed in, crushing us, hurtling us onward. One of the shield men disappeared. Lord Hochmund’s big head smashed me in the chin, and I nearly bit off my tongue as I stiff-armed him back. Another guard disappeared, trampled, cut off, I don’t know.

We scrambled along the Morgrave within a river ourselves, a river of flesh, a river of screams, a river of sorrow, three lost amidst many, flotsam borne along the mad current, swept along, pushing, running, staggering — I couldn’t say which.

Then the Brulerin Bridge rose ahead, Mummer’s Isle across it, and high atop its cliffs another battle raged.
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ACROSS THE BRIDGE, atop Mummer’s Isle, men of the church fought men of the Isle, a riot of close combat, of murder, scattered across the wandering cliff trail up. Blades sang. Bodies rained like hail, arms flailing, plummeting, screaming like sheep as they caterwauled off the footpath, smashing into stone below.

I forced my way across the bridge amid the crushing hail of flesh and iron. There was nowhere else to go. Hundreds surged along with me.

“Shatter them!” Lord Raachwald roared above, his fell voice carrying. Steel clashed against steel. He and the Isle men fought up the trail, held at the summit by the men of the church. Swarms of bolts rained down.

Lord Raachwald forged through the clamor, cutting down men, tireless, emotionless, a cold-blooded killing machine. Weapons glanced off as he strode forth seemingly invincible, ducking blows, shunting them off with a raise of his iron gauntlets. Through the riot of bodies, he strode purposeful, raising Yolanda, stabbing her through the neck of some soldier, beheading another. He turned matter-of-factly, pointing, ordering his men. Men tabarded in every Isle color jumped to his command, surging onward, suicidal, upward.

A wave of heat struck as I set foot on the path. Behind, someone had fired the bridge. Refugee and soldier alike fought up the trail, I amongst them.

Halfway up, I turned. “Jesus Christ...”

A riot of cries pierced the air from below, the sound of a thousand harpies’ keens. Trapped between the rampaging demon and the burning bridge, the tide of bodies below, inhuman silhouettes against the blare of raging flame, surged forth, lurching toward the bridge, the chasm. Driven forth, the herd stormed en masse over the parapet, arms and legs flailing, the inhuman shades reclaiming their humanity in that last instant, their faces illuminated by hellfire as they poured over into infinity.

“Move it, Krait!” Lord Hochmund and Captain Abel shouldered past me.

I gave chase, stumbling to the summit. Church and Isle men lay in a corpse tangle across the flat cliff top.

Azure-Mist, the Brulerin keep, rose before me, and before it stood two lines of some fifty-odd men, all Isle men, grim silent men, colors mangled together, longbows and crossbows in hand, the fear of God in their eyes.

I swallowed.

City folk tore haphazard past through the lines. Lord Raachwald stood before the Isle Men, the wind blowing his white hair, madness in his eye. “Release!”

I ducked reflexively as twenty-five archers unleashed steel-tipped missiles screaming through the night. Their feathers singed across my upraised arm. Not a single missile missed its mark and not a single one made a shit’s worth of difference.

The demon strode on.

“Second line, ready!” Lord Raachwald roared. “Aim!”

The second squad, tabarded in Raachwald green, stepped forth.

“Release!” Lord Raachwald glared down. “First line!”

For an instant, the demon paused before the burning bridge, as though considering, then stepped upon it, an instantaneous squeal of protest quivering into abject failure. The burning bridge crumbled as though constructed of bird bones. The demon plummeted into the abyss, disappearing below, the world beneath shuddering, quaking, followed by the hiss of some titanic serpent as the demon’s fire quenched. An impenetrable mist billowed up, suffused beneath by an orange glow.

Men and women cried out.

“Make ready, you fuckers!” Lord Raachwald roared. “Anything in your life ever been that easy?” His gaze locked onto me as he spoke, lit by an unholy glow. Haefgrim and the Grinner slunk out of the gathering mist, marshalling at Lord Raachwald’s shoulder.

I turned to run, froze. Shit. Run where? People continued spilling up the trail, scrabbling, falling, kissing the ground.

“Heel him,” Lord Raachwald rasped.

His two lieutenants started toward me.

“I think you’ve bigger fish to fry.” I nodded at the glowing mist rising.

Haefgrim stepped forward and belted me in the jaw, dropping me to my knees.

“Lord Hochmund,” Lord Raachwald said, “many thanks.”

Dazed, drooling, I glanced at Lord Hochmund, his eyes wide, a deer staring down the business end of a bolt, and for the sliver of an instant, he begged my forgiveness. Then he blinked, and it was gone, his mask back up. “A pleasure, my lord.”

“I know who killed your son,” I grunted from on all fours.

“Haefgrim...” Lord Raachwald blew snot out one nostril.

Haefgrim kicked me in the ribs.

Sputtering. Gravel in my mouth, my ears rang.

“Across that rock,” Lord Raachwald ordered.

I fought to stand, to fight, to struggle, but my arms weren’t working, legs either, as Haefgrim snatched me by a fistful of hair and dragged me kicking to the cliff side. He lifted me bodily, and for a moment, I thought he was going to hurl me into infinity. Instead, he slammed me chest first onto a rock jutting up at the precipice. A rib cracked, my knees screamed. He snatched one of my arms, twisting it up, back, behind, a sliver shy of snapping. “Slade,” Lord Raachwald commanded. The Grinner oozed in, grabbing my other arm, torqueing it out wide.

“Fuck!”

Lord Raachwald drew that black axe from his belt, its beard pronounced, sharpened at the fore and back of the blade, made for chopping in and prying back, cutting through bone.

“I found the killers.” I tongued gravel from my mouth. “There was more than one!”

Lord Raachwald loomed over me. The cold steel beard of his axe slid into the collar of my mail shirt, snaking in cold as an eel, then ripped back, up, popping riveted links. Again, ripping back and up, cutting a metal gash down my back, chain links ringing, singing out in a soft sorrow dirge across stone. The Grinner and Haefgrim gripped my slit mail and tore either half outward, rasping across my back.

Gasping at the cold, I stared into the chasm, waiting, wanting, praying like the bloody hypocrite I am. Lord Raachwald set one heavy boot on my back and leaned in, lips close to my ear, just breathing, having his moment. “Black magic, Krait,” he whispered, “black magic from the Quarter.” Spitting aside, he raised the axe, not high, for these would be precision cuts, just enough to cut through my ribs at the spine. Not kill me. Not right away, at least.

“It wasn’t them,” I hissed. “They didn’t kill Cain.”

“Who then?”

“My Lord,” Old Inglestahd appeared, bulling his way through the press, “Coldspire’s been taken!”

“What?” Lord Raachwald straightened. “Who?”

“The Church. The Taschgarts.”

“Emile Taschgart is dead,” Lord Raachwald growled.

“Both banners fly—”

“It’s Father Paul Innocent,” I gasped. “He’s a Taschgart. The last. The heir.”

“The eunuch priest?” Lord Raachwald wiped his chin. “How many men?”

“I know not, my lord.”

I opened my mouth to say something wholly inconsequential when there was a crash, a thunder, an elongated ripple that shook the rock beneath our feet. The men released me, trying to maintain their footing. I clung to the rock as men trembled to their knees.

Lord Raachwald, still afoot, peered over the precipice, unperturbed. “It is coming.”

“No shit.” I licked my lips.

It ghosted up from the chasm, just a noise, muted at first, muffled by the fog, and it was terrible. It was the sound of a man tortured nearly to death, a man pushed past his limits, a man broken to the extent that he could no longer feel pain, could no longer assess reality, a man no longer human. Then it changed. Something awoke within. Something shook that man and forced his eyes open, forced his heart to beat faster and stronger, forced his mind to understand the horror around him. And those screams grew. They grew along with the orange glimmer rising through the mists below. They grew along with the wet slap and thwack as though someone was slapping a ton of fresh-killed carcass against cliff.

“Raachwald,” I scanned the squads, “arrows won’t cut it.”

Lord Raachwald ignored me. “Bind him.” A knife was at my throat as my hands were bound before me. “He goes where I go.”

“Do you have a cannon?” I yelled.

And for once, Lord Raachwald acknowledged me without the hatred, the vengeance, the lord’s eye view. “The whelp has cannon.” Lord Raachwald thumbed over his shoulder to Azure-Mist’s high walls. From high atop the battlements, framed by night sky, Lady Narcissa stood watching, wrapped in her ermine fur.

“Brulerin’s coming,” someone yelled.

“Not fast enough,” I said.

But even as I said it, I heard the creak and clatter of wheels, the stomp and chomp of boots on rock. Lead by the Brulerin youth, a squad of men hove into view, dragging a cannon, followed by three more. A handcart followed, then two more, each full of powder and stone shot.

The wails rose along with the glow from the mists, intensifying like sunrise from the gorge as the thing below scaled the cliffs.

“Load those monstrosities!” Lord Raachwald yelled.

The tall young lord lead his men swiftly, dropping his own shoulder to the end of a cannon to aid in turning. They spun it swiftly, as precise as automatons, aiming the fire-belching end toward the precipice, his other men following suit. I couldn’t hear his words but knew Lord Brulerin was directing his men with concise orders, and the men were responding, loading the cannon like they must have a thousand times. “Fine work.” He took a length of slow-match, smoking, in his hand. “On my word,” he looked each of his men in the eye, “no one else’s.”

“Aye, my lord!”

Lord Brulerin’s eyes flickered toward me an instant. He nodded, eyes filled with fear, but with steel, too. To possess such poise at a young age? I hated him instantly.

“Roll those abominations to the edge!” Lord Raachwald bellowed.

“Hold.” Lord Brulerin raised a hand, calmly stifling the order. He said something to his men, raising a hand as he knelt, sighting along one of the gun barrels. “We hold here.”

“It’s coming, you whelp,” Lord Raachwald growled.

“We hold, you wraith.”

“Coward!” someone yelled.

“We hold.” Lord Brulerin glanced up from the cannon at Lord Raachwald. “Why don’t you go claim your prize?”

“An assault on Coldspire?” Lord Raachwald seethed. “Ladders. Grapples. Men, how many?”

“There’s another way.” Lord Brulerin pulled a chain from within his mail shirt. A key dangled. He cast it at Lord Raachwald’s feet. “A secret way. Through my wine cellar. Take the catacombs.”

Lord Raachwald stared with his dead eye. “You’re to guide us then.”

“Nay.” Lord Brulerin adjusted the cannon’s aim, nudging it as he sited along its barrel. “I’m a mite busy.”

“On your feet, whelp!” Lord Raachwald roared.

“Ask your beloved bride,” Lord Brulerin blew on the end of the slow-match, ember glowing, readied by the cannon’s touch hole, “she knows the way.”




Chapter 56.

...in blood I scrawl verses of madness in the dark.

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain
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DANK, FREEZING, WE stood in the stairwell, huddled against the wall. Lord Raachwald strode past, following Lady Narcissa up to the landing. Haefgrim and Old Inglestahd trailed, close weapons and torches jutting from their fists as they spearheaded the last vestiges of Lord Raachwald’s men. Twenty men, maybe. Twenty spent men.

Lady Narcissa stopped atop the landing, at the same door Lady Mary and I had days ago.

“Beyond lies the great hall.” Lady Narcissa clutched her collar, fingers working, worrying the fabric.

Muffled sounds of footsteps were muted beyond the thick wood.

Lord Raachwald turned, “Should Krait escape...” he left the rest unsaid, merely pointing with that axe at the yellow-eyed bastard.

Eyes flashing, Slade licked his lips, “Aye,” tightening his grip on the fistful of my hair, wheedling the tip of his dagger into my flank unconsciously, or consciously.

I was shivering.

“On my command.” Lord Raachwald hissed like a serpent, his voice wending past his men trailing down into the spiraling dark. Mail rustled softly. Lord Raachwald waited the space of three breaths then lowered his shoulder into the door. He disappeared through, followed by Haefgrim, Old Inglestahd, and then the rest, one after the other, a pack of wolves loping toward fresh kill.

A count of ten I made in my head before shouts lit out. The sound of hacking, steel thunking into flesh, gurgling. Someone screamed. Shadows cavorted, men grunting, blades rasping. It was over in a flash, nothing but the reverberation of steel ringing into silence, the hacking smacks of cold iron into immobile flesh.

“Move.” Slade prodded me on.

Scattered, broken, four church-men and five Taschgarts lay dead across the floor. Only two of Lord Raachwald’s held that distinction. The rest stood huffing in a circle, their blood up, unquelled, still hungry, ravenous, waiting for orders, begging for orders, begging for orders that would unleash them for more slaughter.

Lord Volkendorf’s stained glass effigy stared down, emotionless in his disapproval.

“Up.” That was all Lord Raachwald said as he set his booted foot on a dead church-man’s head, holding it down as he pried his axe free, levering up the handle. Then up the stairs, he loped.

His men followed.

The Grinner shoved me past a pair of cannon, a pyramid of stacked powder kegs, and into the stairwell.

Upstairs and through hallways, Lord Raachwald led his assault, quick, sudden, rapacious, driving the scattered remnants of the church and Taschgart back and up, always up, until only the door to the keep’s acropolis lay between him and foe. The heavy door was locked. Wind howled outside.

“Those behind lie dead.” Old Inglestahd emerged from a hallway, wiping blood from his forehead. Haefgrim loomed by his side.

“Open it.” Lord Raachwald stepped aside.

Haefgrim shouldered past, ducking a rafter, snatching a battle axe from one of the men. Setting his feet, he started hewing into the door. Teeth gritted, grunting, savage, he swung. Wood chips flying, he murdered it, hacking til it was naught but kindling dangling from scarred hinges.

“Parley!” A voice commanded from beyond.

Lord Raachwald held up a hand and edged forward, keeping to the wall.

“I would discuss terms.” It was Father Paul. “I would discuss terms with you, Lord Raachwald. Only you.”

“I am here!” Lord Raachwald bellowed back.

“In the open,” Father Paul shouted.

“As you wish,” Lord Raachwald snarled, grabbing a fistful of my hair and nearly hurling me through the doorway, using me as a human shield.

“Fucking bastard,” I cried, thrust stumbling forth. Six men, six I could see, crouched behind a waist-high wall of barrels and block and tackle set by the far side of the acropolis. “Don’t shoot!”

“Hold!” Father Paul rose from behind the barrels, his sky blue eyes wide, wary, the loaded crossbow cradled in his hands rising along with him. He looked like his father, Emile Taschgart. I could see that now. “Sir Luther?”

The acropolis of Coldspire stood silent, a jagged finger of stone perched eagle-eyed above the burning city. The air reeked of smoke and ash, suffused by the taste of gunpowder and burnt flesh. Cannon fire erupted from the south then on a fell wind came the screams of men.

Footsteps. Footsteps came next, slow, measured, massive. The keep shivered beneath my feet.

The church-men rose from behind the wall of barrels, seven men all told. Captain Thorne stood amongst them, a pair of crossbow bolts flanking him aimed my way.

Craning my neck, I looked out, searching, could see nothing.

But it was coming.

“Still trying to fix things, Father?” I asked.

“My men?” Father Paul asked.

“Dead,” Lord Raachwald rasped from behind.

Father Paul stared off over the dark river cutting through the heart of the city. “An expected risk.”

“It is coming,” Old Inglestahd warned.

“He’s the one had Cain killed,” I hissed behind.

I saw it the instant I spoke the words, Father Paul’s eyes widening, lips moving, “Loose!” as Lord Raachwald bull-rushed me onward, crossbow bolts firing. Lord Raachwald’s men howled like depraved wolves as they poured out en masse. A bolt ripped past my shoulder as I stumbled forward, Lord Raachwald hurdling me, Yolanda shining in his fist as he took a bolt to the chest. Still, he kicked through the barrels, bringing Yolanda down on a guard, shattering through his blade and into him.

Captain Thorne leapt the barrels only to meet Haefgrim, that falchion of his slinging down like murder incarnate, smashing Thorne’s guard down. Sparks flying. Again. And Again. And again. Breaking him. Hammering him down into nothing.

The others fell quickly, Lord Raachwald continuing his onslaught, the Grinner stabbing and smashing, hacking like a madman, Old Inglestahd roaring a blood oath as his war-hammer shattered a helm and skull within.

And then it was over.

Father Paul stood, back to the chasm, shorn of his church robes, clutched in one hand, snapping in the wind. One by one his fingers opened and the gale took them. Upon his chest lay the Taschgart family sigil, the red phoenix rising. His crossbow was spent. He dropped it. “They would have followed me. They all would have...”

An orange glow rose behind like the morning sun.

A forest of legs surrounded me, grim faces above staring in awe as weapons were raised, the men silent, shaken, but not one broke.

Flames leapt into the sky as a huge three-fingered paw latched onto the parapet, fingers thicker than a man’s chest pulling mortared stone apart like a child might a castle of sand. Coldspire groaned, shifting underfoot, shuddering as the demon hauled itself up. Flames poured up and over in a whirlwind firestorm.

“Mother of God...” Father Paul collapsed to one knee.

The numb lifeless eyes of the demon loomed above. Its great burning hand reached out, snatching Father Paul up as a man might a flipped coin. Immolating in white fire, Father Paul screamed as the demon’s hand closed, wilting inward like the petals of a dying flower.

The hellfire demon stared down at the charred thing in its hand, abyssal-eyes watching without feeling, without sense, without humanity. Father Paul’s charred carcass shriveled, crisping to a crippled cinder. Waves of flame whipped alive, incensed, across its body as wind tore past, feeding it. The corpse demon looked down at me and Lord Raachwald, as though considering.

“Attack!” Lord Raachwald raised Yolanda overhead.

Orange light shimmered off drawn steel, and the corpse-demon struck, swiping its long arm, backhanding, through the mass of men. Heat and flame ripped overhead as I ducked, rolled, scrambled. The men scattered, screamed, flailed, were hurled flaming into infinity.

I was running, running for the door, for the stairs, for my life. Haefgrim stood in my path, a barrel of gunpowder hoisted over his head. Somehow. I ducked as he charged, hurling it at the demon. An explosion followed, a shockwave kicking like a mule, knocking me breathless across the rooftop. Flames erupted. Timber cracked. The demon stumbled, one of its legs blown off, its flailing arm obliterating the stairwell, pulverizing stone and man alike as it sank through the roof like it was mud.

Coldspire shivered, seized.

Another explosion rocked me sprawling against the parapet. I gasped. Stones dislodged. A tangle of legs and arms flailed around me as I fought to stand, scrabbling at the parapet, fighting through the daze. Lord Raachwald, next to me, smoking, rose, too. I looked up, saw the block and tackle crane looming above as the floor gave way, collapsing like an inverted wave. Scrambling up, I knocked the brake open and leapt, grabbing the rope as it tumbled free and fell weightless into abyss.

And as I fell, the demon fell, too, disappearing through the rooftop above.

The rope tore to a halt, yanking me up like a fish on a hook, burning my hands, dislocating my shoulder with a sucking pop. I felt no pain, only a dim wrongness. The burning city swirled before me, stars rotating above. I dangled for an instant, watching the world collapse when an explosion tore out in all directions below.

Blown sideways, I landed caterwauling across a slanted roof, bouncing, rolling, sliding as tiles shattered, rock and body avalanching. Hitting the ground, I broke loose a tooth, rose and was on my feet, scrambling. I clawed my way past the ancient obelisk and stumbled out the sundered gates. Turning, I nearly collapsed, grabbing onto something, someone, to maintain my footing.

The Isle rumbled.

Inwardly, awkwardly, inexorably, Coldspire collapsed, what was left of it, nothing more now than a skeletal ring-wall aimed jagged and hollow as a broken bottle at the sky, glowing windows glaring like eyes, charred stone and timber falling piece by piece into a blaze that Hell itself might envy.




Chapter 57.

...should anyone find this book, if the thing does not destroy it, if I should be...

—Journal of Sir Myron Chalstain
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“TELL ME, KRAIT,” LADY Narcissa stood by my side, watching her ancestral home burn, “are they all dead?”

I glanced at her, sidelong. “You still have that blade?” I held out my bound hands.

A look of reluctance, of consternation, glimmered in her eye as she drew her knife, clutched in a death-grip, her knuckles white, hand shaking ever so slightly. Inhaling sharp then exhaling slow, measured, her hand steadied, and she sawed at my bonds.

A section of tower collapsed, sending spark and ember bursting skyward, a flock of luminescent angels soaring.

“Lady, I...” The world went grey, buzzing to a haze. I sat on a fallen pillar. Drooled. Swallowed. After a moment, my vision cleared. “You have my thanks.”

Lady Narcissa took a seat and waited, watching.

“They’re dead.” I followed her gaze to the fire. “The ones that killed your boys, all of them.”

“You are certain?”

“Yeah.”

Lady Narcissa smoothed out her skirts, saying nothing. Then she rose, ashen, and strode off in a fugue. She was beautiful, more so even than when first I set eyes on her, when she was clean and fresh and something new. Her cold arrogance was gone, along with the haughtiness, replaced by a drawn sadness heavier than all the sundered stones of Coldspire.

A crowd was gathering to watch Coldspire burn. Nobles, ladies, paupers, merchants, Jews. Lord Brulerin stood in their midst, soot-stained, powder burnt, but still whole. Lord Hochmund lazed on a rock, sipping wine, staring at the flames. It was something to see, the object of so many dreams, so many machinations all going up in ash. Fighting men, tabards of every color, milled about, interspersed amongst the masses, engrossed by the flames raging above, only the black obelisk still intact, still erect, still unmoved.

Out of the peal of blaring bright, two silhouettes emerged, striding from the shattered keep, nothing but shades at first, mirages rippling in blur, solidifying into focus with each step. Lord Raachwald. It was him, limping, purposeful. Haefgrim strode by his side, tall, unbent, unbroken.

“Jesus... Fucking... Christ.” I rose to slink off through the crowd when I felt a prick at my back.

“Miss me, Krait?” It was Slade, charred black with soot, only his yellow eyes and jackal grin giving clue to his identity.

“Not especially,” I deadpanned.

“The demon is slain!” Lord Raachwald stopped amidst the throng.

A moment of silence, then as one, man, woman, and child, hands raised, weapons aloft, metal clashing against metal, they cheered. Lord Hochmund, off to the side, shook his head slowly, raised his bottle in salute then downed a mouthful.

Lord Raachwald continued through the crowd, arms embracing him, patting him on the back, congratulating, thanking, praising. I could feel his gaze, though, could see hands edge towards weapons.

“Bring him here,” Lord Raachwald demanded as the Lady Narcissa, all crystalline beauty, intercepted him, entwining her hand through his arm. She kissed him, his glare at me black murder even then. A cheer rose even as the Isle men around me turned as one, a thicket of weapons brought to bear, blades angled toward my throat from on all quarters.

The cheer rotted from within to without and died.

Those unarmed melted back, away.

“Pyotr.” Lady Narcissa pulled Lord Raachwald’s face toward her, holding it there a moment, whispering to him, mouth working. What she said, I couldn’t hear. But he shook his head, lips curling back in a sneer, and pushed her away, firmly, inexorably. Then he came limping toward me, a hobbled thing, a lame thing, a terrible thing.

He parted the thicket of steel encircling me.

“Never enough for you, is it?” I said.

“Enough of what?” Lord Raachwald said.

“Enough of anything,” I said. “Everything.” But no one heard me, or if any did, none cared. Shaking my head, I turned. The haze of smoke split and the whole of Asylum lay bare before me, half burning in the dark of the new dawn. An awful kind of beauty.

“Justice!” Lord Raachwald announced, his voice a clarion call echoing far and long. A broken bolt shaft protruded still from his armored chest. “Tonight, the demon that slew my son, and so many others, has met its fate.” He pointed back at me. “Yet tonight, there is more justice to mete out. This man,” he aimed Yolanda’s tip a hairsbreadth from my throat, “Sir Luther Slythe Krait is a murderer as well. He, too, must pay. The old way. Tonight. Now.”

“The old way?” I swatted aside Yolanda’s razor tip. “I’ve not been tried. Not been convicted. Not found guilty of any crime.”

“I’ll hack the bones bloody from your back,” Lord Raachwald rasped low, black spit coursing down his chin.

“Is that justice?” I hollered. “If I’m to be executed tonight, try me first. Gather a judge. Assemble a jury. There’s plenty folk here.” I turned in a slow circle, grim faces all around. “Or grant me trial by combat as was custom. As was law. As was the old way.”

Slade sniffed, adjusting his grip on the blade in my side, hand quivering in anticipation.

Lord Raachwald’s glare degenerated from black murder to something beyond, something broken, something barren and cold and dead as a tundra sun. “So be it.”

“My blade!” I yelled.

“Nay. Mine.” Lord Raachwald steadied himself with Yolanda, using her as a crutch. His leg was broken. Something was bent, wrong. “Yours should you prove your innocence.” He cleared his throat, hacking. “Haefgrim!”

A cheer arose as Haefgrim strode forward, raising that heavy-bladed falchion, tendrils of smoke still hissing, still twirling off his charred armor like something spawned of hell.

I backed up a step, but the Grinner prodded me forth.

Lord Hochmund’s Captain Abel stepped in Haefgrim’s path, his hand on his own sword. “Give the man a moment,” Captain Abel glared towards Lord Raachwald, “and heel your devil.” Captain Abel was tall, taller than me, but still shy of the giant by a head and a half.

Haefgrim offered Lord Raachwald a questioning glance.

Lord Raachwald nodded then fixed his glare on Slade. Without a word, Slade melted into the crowd. His gaze still locked on the giant, Captain Abel slid back, breaching the circle of steel surrounding me. “Give him some room, men,” he ordered. “Give him a moment.”

Lord Hochmund watched from the flickering shadows, sipping at his bottle.

Captain Abel nodded. “My lord, he could do with a taste.”

Taken aback mid-gulp, Lord Hochmund took a moment to recover then shrugged, wrestling himself to his feet.

“Why?” I asked Captain Abel.

“You saved me back there when I fell,” Captain Abel answered. “Could have left me.” He nodded to himself. “Suppose it just seems like the right thing to do, is all.”

“Not a recipe for a long life, Captain.” I flexed my fingers, wincing.

“I am no cook, sir.” Captain Abel pursed his lips in concern down at my hands.

“They’ll do,” I said. “Go stand by your lord. That’s the recipe, eh Eustace?”

Lord Hochmund arrived by my side, laying a hand on my shoulder, steadying himself. “Cheers.” He raised the bottle.

“Wouldn’t perchance be poison?” I deadpanned.

“Sorry to disappoint you yet again, old son,” Lord Hochmund replied, shoving the bottle in my face.

I snatched it. Cranking back my head, I took a long pull. A glorious pull. Wine eked in drizzles from my lips, down my cheeks, my neck. I took another. Jesus. Guzzling more. If only I could have drunk from that bottle for the rest of my life. As it was, it might be a close thing.

“It’s time.” Captain Abel looked over his shoulder.

The mob’s rumble grew.

I lowered the bottle, wiped my chin. “Any advice?”

“Run?” Lord Hochmund offered.

I took another pull. “Yeah.”

“You’re in no shape, man,” Captain Abel said grimly, appraising me. “He’ll murder you.”

“That is how these things work.” I raised an eyebrow. “You want to fight him?”

His gaping-wide mouth, offering only silence, answered for him.

“Don’t blame you.” I cast an eye Lord Hochmund’s way. “How about you? Any grand gestures?”

“I did just share my wine,” he sniffed.

I smirked and handed him the bottle. “Fair enough.”

Lord Hochmund wiped its mouth with his sleeve. “Give my best to your uncle.”

“I’ll give my best to Haefgrim.”

“Sir Luther, I’d be remiss—” Captain Abel gripped my shoulder.

But I pulled out of his grasp and marched away, shouldering past bodies, rubbing my wrists, opening and closing my fingers, flexing feeling back into my hands. The pain of the day, the week, the month, all dulled as warmth spread through me. A circle formed in the mob, faces orange in the roaring light of the dying keep.

I entered the circle.

Haefgrim stood on the far side and strode forth just shy of its center, that falchion perched, two-handed, at his shoulder. I waited, empty-handed. Captain Abel materialized, pressing his own sword into my hands. “Take it,” he smacked me on the back, “and good luck.”

“Right.” By rote, I felt the sword’s grip, testing its heft, gauging its balance. It wasn’t Yolanda, not even close, but it was a damn sight better than nothing.

“Justice be done!” Lord Raachwald bellowed, breaking me from my reverie.

The grim giant stood silent.

The crowd swayed as crowds do, antsy, impatient, men moving from foot to foot, fidgeting, salivating, a ravenous thing alive.

“You fucking snake!” someone called out.

“Worm!” screamed another.

A hailstorm of insult rained down. I ignored them. Focusing. I’d heard it all before, by a whole bunch of fuckers wearing dirt right now. I spat and strode toward the center, pausing ten paces from the giant. Lady Narcissa stood by Lord Raachwald’s side. The wind lifted her midnight hair in streamed tresses, and she gazed into my eyes with those violet amethysts. I could read nothing within their gleam.

“Hey.” I looked Haefgrim in the eye. “Fuck you.”

Haefgrim nodded. His shoulders rose as he took a deep breath, steam pouring in a gout from the ventail of his iron helm. The giant was a foot taller than me, wider, and I suppressed the despair spreading like cancer through my gut, threatening to metastasize, to cripple my heart, my head, my soul. I tested the edge of Captain Abel’s sword, breathing slow, breathing the bad feeling out with each exhale, trying to, at least. Steel was the lone cure now, and even the best might not succeed. Hell, even if my name were Arthur and my blade Excalibur, I’d have given my chances one in a thousand. And sadly, my name was Krait and my blade was probably Dennis or Mervyn or something.

I raised it nonetheless, mirroring Haefgrim, taking it up two-handed in the high guard, to the sinister side. Most fight from the right. A left-hander’s something different, something odd. An advantage. Maybe.

Haefgrim stepped to his left, angling to my right.

Moving, too, I circled opposite, keeping just out of reach. Distance, he hadn’t closed it yet, was waiting, watching, gauging. The look of boredom had burned clear from his eyes.

I had his attention.

And he mine.

“Murderer!”

I focused, watching Haefgrim move, step, flow, biding my time, focusing on my breath. Slow... Slow... Slow, damn it!

The crowd distorted back as we moved, flowing behind, around, beyond, evaporating as the cliff side materialized, revealing a sheer drop to my back. Death ground. Shit.

The wind whipped.

Without warning, Haefgrim stepped in and swung, whipping that falchion in an arc intended to split me from shoulder to hip. It came strong, it came quick for such a big man, for such an unwieldy weapon. The air vibrated as the blade buzzed past, but I was quick, too, quicker, as I pivoted just out of the arc of his strike, swinging at the same time, a master-cut from the high guard, the edge of my blade smashing his armored forearm as it whipped down, biting, cracking, sparking off his gauntlet.

Haefgrim offered no tell, no grunt, no reaction, only continued onslaught, hacking again, grunting, a reverse cut slung up off his initial cut. But I already had that quarter of my body closed off by the downward swing of my blade. I raised the hilt of my blade, turning over my hands, keeping the point virtually in place, taking the brunt of his strike angled on my blade, sliding from point of impact to the strong, lock-stopping dead against the quillons as I drove in.

Armor’s reactionary. Invent a new weapon and someone’ll build armor to nullify it. Well, the armor hasn’t been made that can stop the point of a bastard-sword backed by ten stone of downward force. A coat of plate over mail and a gambeson, maybe. Haefgrim wore mail. My point snicked through it like it wasn’t even there, into his left thigh, followed by my shoulder slamming into his chest, knocking him off kilter.

Twisting my blade, I continued moving in, invading his space, eating his ground, not to do more damage — which I certainly did — but to gain my strong side again. I drove forward, in, tight, striving continually, relentlessly. A big opponent’s strong in close, but he’s stronger from afar. Nothing worse than him reaching you but you can’t him. So be where you can damn well reach him.

And I was.

Haefgrim hobbled back, spinning in place, me driving him counterclockwise, propelled by my blade lodged through his thigh, my quillons locking his blade down. He was bigger than me, twice as strong, a whole lot meaner and tougher and it all meant shit so long as I kept moving forward and in a circle. He couldn’t draw his falchion away, or I’d drive my blade all the way through him, fillet his leg, open it completely. He couldn’t stop. Couldn’t find his root. Each time he tried, my momentum ate the distance, reinforcing the lock, pushing him off balance, sawing sinew and flesh, using his thigh bone as a lever, blood pumping black in spurts.

Haefgrim let go of his falchion with one hand and smashed me across the face with an elbow.

Stars exploded.

“Fuck!” I saw God, Death, Odin Stormcrow waiting patiently. But I held on, dropping my weight, ducking a second swing, a third, pressing in. Relentlessly. His fourth blow glanced across my head. I half-circled into him, shuffle-stepping, my shoulder in the pit of his stomach, forcing him back as I hooked one leg round his good one, tripping him crashing to the ground. My blade tore arcs of black as I jump-stepped back, keeping my blade in the low guard, parrying Haefgrim’s swing.

Haefgrim was down, on his arse, cliff to his back, dying. But a swipe from that falchion’d still cut me in twain. He fought up to one knee, slinging another cut wild at my legs, desperate, trying to back me up, force open some space. Instead, I jump-stepped in, taking the ringing blow on the strong of my blade as I drove the point down, stabbing into his midsection quick as lightning then retreated out of reach.

Gasping, mad, growling, he tore his helm free, casting it soaring over the cliff. His eyes were round, black, mirroring the round blackness pumping out fast beneath him. Sweat glistened like scale as his bare head steamed. Blood ran black from his lips, staining his tangle of beard.

“Falchion’s a piss-poor weapon for a duel,” I grunted because it was. On the battlefield, it’s durable, reliable, lethal. Not particularly versatile, but it doesn’t have to be. It only has to chop. But really, it can only chop. And chopping’s not good enough in a duel. Not against a fair opponent. And I was that, seemingly, at least.

Haefgrim grunted something that sounded like accord. He said it wearily, slurringly, like he knew what was coming. Hacking a spray of blood, he hissed, forcing himself up as I stepped in and with a flick of my wrists split his head clean in two down to his chin. I stared into those eyes for an instant, two disparate holes separated by crimson. Then he toppled forth like a hewn oak.

I collapsed to a knee, huffing, spent.

Around me, the mob murmured, pressed in close, uneasy. Lord Raachwald stood at its forefront.

“My blade,” I gasped, holding out a shaking hand.

“You—” Lord Raachwald launched himself forward, madness in his eye, teeth gritted like a steel trap, reaching, clawing, scrabbling for my throat with one hand, Yolanda, gleaming, drawn back for a telling blow in his other.

I didn’t flinch, didn’t move, didn’t react. I couldn’t. But Lord Brulerin and Captain Abel and others closed in, ensnaring him like a cast net, grappling him kicking and roaring back. Snarling, slavering, a rabid beast, Lord Raachwald fought an arm free and raised Yolanda—

“Your oath!” I rose.

Lord Raachwald froze amidst the tangle of bodies restraining him, and then the madness vacated. He opened his hand, relinquishing Yolanda, letting her drop ringing to the ground.

Someone bore her to me. I know not who.

I took her with grunted thanks.

I did not remain long after.
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I DREW BACK MY HOOD and took a seat at the table hidden away in the corner. Stephan pursed his lips in consternation as I reached across for the wine, poured myself a cup, took a slug.

It was late.

The Kraken’s Arm was quiet, most of its patrons having gone, though a few were laid out across chairs pushed together into makeshift benches, snoring, drooling, mumbling in slumber. Long kraken arms stretched sinuously from floor to ceiling, support columns hacked ragged to that likeness. Red embers, tickled into motion by an updraft, glowed in the hearth along with a few sputtering lamps. The patter of raindrops against the roof was continuous, monotonous, hypnotizing.

“How’s yer lady-friend?” Karl settled back, one eye on the door, taking a pull on his ale. Color had returned to his face.

“Which one?” I asked.

“The one that hates you.”

“You’ll need to be more specific.”

“The whore.”

“How is she, Lou?” Stephan had filled out since his stay in Lord Raachwald’s dungeon. He was still gaunt, still pallid, but healthier. Not healthy, per say, but healthier. A stiff breeze might not knock him flat on his arse. His shorn stump was wrapped neatly in white linen.

“She didn’t want to see me.” I took another sip.

“Can’t blame her,” Karl said.

“She was dealt a rough hand, brother,” Stephan added.

“Aren’t we all.” I rapped the table with my knuckles. “I asked Nils to drop in on her from time to time.”

“Har, tough, job, that.” Karl slapped the table. “Coming and going.” He guffawed like an obnoxious mule, worse probably.

One of the drunks raised his head, stared over at us, beyond us, wavering dazed, then blacked back out.

“She’ll be alright,” Stephan said.

“She’s drinking herself to death.” I raised my cup of wine. “Cheers.”

“You find out anything?” Karl asked. “Anything useful?”

“No.” I drained my cup. “I cased Goathead top to bottom. The Point. The waterfront. A no-go, all around. No one remembers a kid’s body washing up. It was the bad time, the start of it all. Plague. War. Hell, sometimes they just don’t. But it fits. Still.”

Karl glared at us in succession. “Huh?”

“Lady Narcissa said that Cain Raachwald’s tomb was empty,” I explained.

“So...” Karl scratched his beard, “The boy weren’t killed?”

“Oh, he was,” Stephan explained. “We know it wasn’t Lord Raachwald who killed the Volkendorf boys, so it’s almost certain Cain was killed, too. It seems likely the assassin hurled Cain Raachwald’s corpse out the window and into the river.” Stephan quieted a moment, stifling a shudder. “To sow discord, muddy the waters, point the finger at Lord Raachwald rather than the true perpetrator.”

“Good thing it didn’t work,” Karl grumbled into his ale.

“Yeah,” I said.

“So,” Karl’s eyes screwed shut, “how was it they was all entangled?”

“Who?” Stephan asked.

“All of them.” Karl opened his eyes. “Everything.”

“Everything?” I echoed, trying to wrap my head around it all. And failing.

“Well, Lou did some digging.” Stephan worried the bandages on his stump. “Father Paul was the key. Obviously. He was born the youngest son of the Taschgart’s, and being the youngest, he had no hope of inheriting the family keep or lands let alone Coldspire, so his father offered him to the church. More prospects there.

“He began his God-work as an oblate in some monastery on the Danube. Eventually, he took vows as a priest and spent his life rising through the ranks, moving up, always up. He was named bishop of Worms ten years ago. And five years later, he was sent back here and given a small congregation on the Point. Saint Cuthbert’s.”

“Which is strange,” I interjected. “A bishop being demoted. He had prospects. Clout. Momentum. And they send him back here and to a shitty little church at that?”

“He must have requested it,” Stephan said. “Seed he’d sown since his departure come at last to fruition. He’d been lying in wait, biding his time, patient, and on his return, it seems none were aware of his familial connection. It’d been decades.” He waved his hand. “Oh, Chalstain knew, and his father, his family, of course, but it wasn’t common knowledge.”

“An ace in the hole,” I said.

“I wonder whether the Lord Bishop knew, though I think not,” Stephan said. “And Father Paul harbored ambitions, and as before, through the years, through the changes in power, from the Volkendorfs to the English to the Church, he rose and he rose.”

“Crafty bastard, eh?” Karl grumbled. “Ruthless, too, having his own kin murdered.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “He was born to the Isle, so he had to have it, whatever the cost. They all do. It was bred into them. Him. So he did what he had to get it. Which, it turned out, in the end, was a lot.”

“Hrrmmm, so what about the Jews?” Karl asked. “What’s their connection?”

“I’d thought initially it was them buying up all of the Volkendorf debt,” I said. “The Masada or Sicarii. Figured them for the only ones with the coin and balls to attempt it, let alone achieve it, but I forgot about the church. Somehow. Forgot all the money the Quarter scratches together gets taxed to hell and back, and all those taxes end up in church coffers. So Father Paul consolidated the lion’s share of the Volkendorfs’ debts.”

“Con ... sola ... date?” Karl worked out the word.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, “should we act it out with finger puppets?”

Stephan leaned in. “Father Paul bought up all the Volkendorf debt, using church funds on the sly. He wanted to seize control of Coldspire, and he did so, on parchment, at least. The Jews didn’t squawk. They were getting red off their ledgers, and besides, they didn’t know what was going on. Most of them, that is.” He glanced over at the door. “And the Lord Bishop was none too popular in the Quarter, anyways, with his draconian taxes and liens on I don’t know how many properties.” Stephan took a sip. “These clandestine interactions must have somehow brought Father Paul into direct contact with Daniel, and they forged some form of bond. Alliance. It blossomed from there. Follow?”

“Blossom?” Karl grunted. “Strange pick of word.”

“At some point, Father Paul found out that Daniel was unleashing the golem to murder Lord Volkendorf,” Stephan went on. “Maybe Daniel trusted him, or maybe he let something slip. I don’t know. In any case, he sent Casagrande that night to eliminate any and all of the possible Coldspire successors, sowing discord, fear and raising himself up in the line. The Lord and Lady Volkendorf, plus three heirs, all in one shot. But Lady Narcissa was indisposed that night, as she said, and so she lived.

“It all proceeded as smooth as clockwork until then.” Stephan set a few of the pieces of clay onto the table. “The golem killed Volkendorf and everyone standing in between while Casagrande took the Taschgart tunnel onto the Isle, made his way into Coldspire, waited for the golem to strike, then did his red-work. And in the aftermath, while everyone was blaming each other, killing, starving and dying of plague, Father Paul, as ever, was biding his time, patient as a spider, spinning webs and crawling upwards.”

“Audacious plan,” I admitted. “With the Lord Bishop dead, Father Paul was next in line there. So he’d have had half of the city right there. Then when he took Coldspire? He’d have united Asylum under himself.”

“Fucker,” Karl spat. “What about Casagrande? How’d you know it was him?”

“I’m smart.” I tapped my temple.

“Like shit you are.”

“Well,” I said, taken aback but moving on, “he’s always done red-work for hire. We know that. But it was the way he did it. His modus operandi.” I sat back, waiting for either to be impressed by my diction. Then I stopped waiting. “A real sick bastard.” I tried not to see the two Volkendorf boys’ faces in my mind’s eye, took a long breath, finished my wine, poured some more. “The Volkendorf boys had both had their throats slit, but there was something else, too. Both had puncture wounds in the corner of one of their eyes. Small holes, nearly unnoticeable.”

“Dago blade?” Karl wrapped his thick fingers around his cup, squeezing.

“Yeah. He shanked the kids before carving southern smiles. And then he did Lady Chalstain but didn’t finish her. Maybe didn’t want to draw attention? Maybe he figured it’d be crueler? Maybe someone interrupted him? Don’t know. But it happened there, at Saint Edna’s. Father Paul was probably worried she knew something. Was worried she’d jaw on in the wrong ears. Spill something. Attract attention.”

“But how’d you ken it was him?” Karl asked.

“Saw him skull-fuck some poor sod the night of the demon.”

Stephan turned pale, paler. “We should be leaving.”

“I’m still drinking,” I said.

“No, I mean Asylum. We should leave it. Tonight. Now.”

“I said, ‘I’m still drinking.’” I poured more. “Besides, weather’s holding raw. Roads’re shit. No one’s moving still, and he’s watching them. Like a hawk. Raachwald. Got a squad west at Dunmire’s heap and all along the east and south roads.” I held up two fingers. “Two weeks and we slide out real nice and quiet-like. Dark of the moon.” We’d been pulling a vagabond tour of Asylum the past few weeks, never spending a night in the same place, sleeping under bridges, in burnt-out foundations, abandoned buildings. Never showing face to the light of day. “Or, I’ve had my eye on a boat might suit us?”

“Theft?” Stephan frowned.

“Blessing of the plague,” I countered. “Owners’re dead.”

“You’re certain?”

“Sure,” I lied.

Karl chuffed a laugh, took a pull of ale.

Stephan glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t like it here.”

“Who does?” I sat back, eyes on the door. Footsteps? I reached under the table, waited, no, eased back. “Hell, Raachwald wants me dead as much as you. Shit. More.” I smacked Karl’s arm with the back of my hand. “Care to weigh in?”

“Nar.” A ragged grin spread wide and wicked as pestilence. “I’m dead, remember? Ain’t nobody gives a shit about me no more.”

“You’re saying there was a time someone did?” I eyeballed him, skeptical.

“Lou, you’re absolutely certain it’s Raachwald wearing the mantle of power?” Stephan asked.

“Yeah, until Narcissa decides to shank him in his sleep,” I said. “Abe says the taxes are going to one of Raachwald’s men now. Taxes, protection money, same difference. And Nils says that yellow-eyed fucker’s commanding the city guard. Slade. Says he’s been recruiting. Gaining numbers. Holding the gates. Hunting dissenters. Brought the Fool’s Hand, the whole waterfront, in line and he’s working the eastern gangs now.

“The church’s broken, too. No one’s got the scratch to fill the Lord Bishop’s shoes. And anyone tries, he’s gonna wish he hadn’t. Raachwald ain’t taking chances. And he ain’t shy about making martyrs.” I shrugged. “Most of the church’s soldiers are dead, anyways. No one now but priests and nuns. My question, though, is why hasn’t Raachwald come forward? He’s got the power. No one’s fixed to oppose him. Why all the shadow business? Why not some blatant display of power? A proclamation? A coronation? Something?”

“Coldspire’s a smoking ruin,” Karl said.

“True, but they’re already rebuilding. And it’s his.” Stephan fingered his lower lip, nodding. “As soon as Raachwald declares himself Lord of Asylum, the church and king are going to hear of it, and neither’s going to be pleased. They’ll send soldiers. Armies. So right now, the city’s in shambles. Chaos. Mayhem. Infrastructure shot. Raachwald wants it that way. No one outside knows what’s going on. But word’ll leak out once the roads open. I suppose Raachwald’ll declare then.” Stephan glared down at his stump. “Someone needs to stop him.”

“Why?” I asked.

“He’s a killer. A madman. A—”

“Yeah?” I shrugged. “A decisive one, though.”

“And that makes a difference?”

“Sure. He pulled the whole Isle together. The Five Houses. Ancestral enemies. United them all. Well, four anyways.”

“To raze the Quarter,” Stephan said.

“And he was successful, too.” I sat back, hands up. “What? He was. And he’s more popular than ever. He felled that ... that thing. There’s not many that could have done that.”

“Rose of Sharon, you’re defending him?”

“No. I’m speaking truth. The one thing’s got nothing to do with the other. He razed the Quarter. Yeah. Hell, he also fought off a surprise attack by the Lord Bishop. Halfway through the Quarter, Teutonics and Jews fighting him in the north. Street fighting. Hard going. And then the Lord Bishop’s men come ambushing him from the south. Battling on two fronts. With that nightmare marauding. And Raachwald won. He led the charge. He’s a fucking hero to most.”

Stephan muttered, shaking his head, scowling at the dank surroundings. “We shouldn’t have come here. We should have stayed where we were. Out of sight.”

“I told you, we’ve business here tonight,” I said.

“What sort of business?”

“Needlepoint.”

“Judas Priest.”

“I’m doing this for you.”

“For me?”

“You gave Narcissa your word that all the killers would see justice.”

“Justice?” Stephan cleared his throat. His cough still hadn’t left him, not entirely. He sat silently for a moment, considering. “Casagrande?”

“Yeah.”

“You lied to her, then?”

“A little. Yeah. Had to.”

“He’s still alive?”

“I intend to rectify that.”

“How?” Stephan adjusted himself. “When?”

I glanced over at the door. Footsteps? They were quick, light. Yeah. Her.

“Fucker’s a dead man, lad.” Karl slapped Stephan on the back with a thud. “Just, he don’t know it yet.”

Stephan had barely recovered from the blow when the front door creaked open, a raw wind gushing in. A shadow scurried in from the wet and cold, sliding through the maze of tables. “Quickly.” Lady Mary pulled back the hood of her cloak, her eyes wide, her shorn hair plastered wet across her face. “He’s right behind.”

I reached under the table for the crossbow.

She gave me a warning look, glanced at Karl and then Stephan. She offered a curt nod. Stephan nodded then looked down.

“You’re certain?” I asked.

“Aye.” She brushed back her wet hair. “I did what you bade.”

“Ask and you shall receive, little brother,” I said, mussing Stephan’s hair.

Lady Mary sat down, grabbing a wine cup, her big eyes wide over its rim. Winking, I pulled my hood up, watching the door out of the corner of my eye.

Karl leaned forward, grinning ear to ear, a wolf slavering at the promise of sheep.

The front door flung open, banging against the wall, wind whistling as three men hustled in one after another, shaking water from their cloaks, scanning the room as they headed for the bar. The last one closed the door behind.

In the gloom, I could see the dago’s meticulously trimmed mustache, his pony-tail tied behind his head as he pulled back his hood. He scanned the room, his hunter’s eyes sliding to us, lost in shadow, then past. A pair of gleaming hilts glinted at either hip from under his cloak. He stood at the bar an instant later, jawing up the bartender, looking over his shoulder, this way and that, speaking low, one hand gesticulating like dagos do.

I sipped my wine, blending in with the rest of the shit in the place. A strength of mine. I laid three fingers down on the table, catching Karl’s eye.

“Three,” Karl grunted.

“You can count that high?” I nodded, impressed.

Stephan pounded back a drink. Fast. Hard.

“Just doing what we do best, little brother.”

“He’s a bad man.” Lady Mary snatched a glimpse at the bar.

“Sure as shit, he is, and then some.” I watched Casagrande as he leaned against the bar, taking a tentative sip of wine, his predator gaze riveted to the door, hand to the pommel of one of those dago blades. “Bad men do bad things, little brother,” I pushed up from the table, “watch and learn.”

The End.
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Chapter 1.

...set out for the Terra Borza, a wild country shrouded by the daunting heights of the Carpathian Mountains. Under the aegis of King Andrew II, as part of the Drang nach Osten, the Teutonic Brethren’s overarching mission was to stifle the incursion of the eastern horde by seizing control of the high mountain passes.

We were well-suited to do so.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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THE SCARCE WIND HAD finally died, and so we drifted on in measured silence.

The watch was mine, and I sat half-awake. Or half-asleep. Perched at the tiller, slumped like a drunk at a tavern past last call, dreaming hard on the slosh and bother of golden brown from heady days of yore. So far gone. Lips cracked. Mouth watering. Stomach groaning. How many? Five days? No, four. Stephan’d caught that fish, that shitty little fish. All day long sitting there with pole and line. And then what’s he go and do? My saintly brother?

The bastard doles it out piecemeal to everyone.

One. Single. Bite.

Not even a mouthful, but it was something, I suppose. Best bite I’d ever had. Better than Yorkshire baked pike.

I felt a tug on my shirt, cracked an eyelid, yawned. “Hmm...?”

I blinked. It was Joshua, Abraham’s boy.

“Yeah ... what?”

“Mister Luther,” Joshua leaned in close, eyes serious, “I heard something.”

“Yeah...?” I shook off my fugue.

“A-A boat, I think.” He pointed off west. Or east. Or somewhere. “Over there.”

Port.

A splash.

“Shit.” Reavers. That tore me awake something fierce. Heard maybe a boat bumping against our cog. They’d come in the dead of the moon when only pinpricks of starlight and the vast expanse of milky night glowed above. Nigh on invisible. But I could smell the bastards. The stink of hard-tack and salt pork and cold iron.

I yanked Joshua in close. “Go get Karl,” I hissed. “Double-quick. Then get below. Bolt the hatch.” I shoved him off, scrambling through the dark.

I slid Yolanda from her scabbard as Karl materialized like a wraith.

“He found us,” was all I said.

His assassins came first. The subtle ones. Naturally. Over the gunwale of the Ulysses, they came crawling like things spawned from the briny deep. Cold and silent except for the drip of water, the stretch of taut rope, the scuff of body across plank.

“How many?” Karl hunkered by my side.

“Too dark.” I squinted. “Five?” I pulled my boots off, laid them aside. “Portside. Going for the bow.”

“Yar.” Karl stalked off for infinity.

I laid a hand to his shoulder, hardly able to see him even at arm’s length as we snuck along at a crouch. The grit of sand beneath my feet bit through the numbing cold. But it gave traction. Stealth. Gave some sense to the ship’s pulse that shoes’d deaden.

The assassins padded along the port side, near even with us. Five aboard had bounties on our heads. Me. Karl. My brother Stephan. Abraham ben Ari. Hell, even Lady Mary.

We passed the mast. Karl paused. “Stay low. Cover the stern.” Then he vanished.

Dropping to a knee, I gripped Yolanda, licked my chops, waited.

A rattle sounded from the fore-hatch as one of the reavers tested it, jiggling it, trying to lift it. He’d find it bolted from below if Joshua was worth his salt. And he was. Then he’d call for an axe. I was fair sure he’d find one.

I wasn’t wrong.

One, two heartbeats, the whoosh of Karl’s thane-axe whipping — thunk! — then “Mother of God!” And screams tore out followed by frenzy. A hacking slapdash of steel and wood and pounding feet.

I squinted, trying to discern friend from foe.

“Die!” some blackguard yelled. “Bloody die!”

Karl failed to listen. He was an uneducated bastard. Couldn’t read. Couldn’t write. Could barely speak his own language let alone mine. A man of small ideals but hell and high water with that thane-axe of his.

I held post by the mast, waiting as Karl slaughtered the assassins.

Why wasn’t I, Sir Luther Slythe Krait, the valiant knight, fighting along his side? Simple. “Mother-fucker!” someone screamed. One-against-five is poor odds unless it’s pitch black. Unless no one can see. Then the one’s a strength. Cause the one knows all he has to do is hit anything that moves. Anything that makes a sound. Anything and everything. Which was exactly what Karl was doing. A body crashed into the water. Feet pounded below decks.

Someone yelled from the stern hatchway. Stephan? Or Avar? It was muffled tight, and my focus lay elsewhere.

“Stay below!” I roared.

The yelling ceased instantly.

Shod feet clomped my way. I slid out from the mast, keeping low, aiming a blind cut that whisked a leg off an assassin. I turned as grappling hooks latched thunking onto the gunwale. The cog listed to port. More clambering up. Shit. En masse. And these weren’t the assassins. These were the bruisers. Armor clanked and rattled.

I retook my post at the mast, using it for cover. Beside me, the legless blackguard lay dying. Loudly. Ostentatious bastard. His hand slapped on the deck as he reached for something. Warm-sticky oozed round my feet, between my toes, a repellent feel, but I relished the fleeting warmth.

Ahead, Karl was still hacking. Still killing. Still doing what he did.

“Please!” someone yelled. “Mercy—”

Karl gave it to him.

The Ulysses shivered. The port-side bruisers were nearing top. I strode to the gunwale and hacked over blindly, no finesse, not even aiming, just chopping wood free-form, taking some fucker in the face and dropping him into drink.

“Thor’s hammer!” Karl roared from the bow.

Good. He was still alive.

To my left, a gauntleted hand slapped on the gunwale. I slid two steps and aimed another cut, wailing it along, sparking off armored shoulder and skipping into neck. Blood black as night spurted as I ripped and kicked, the blackguard gurgling back in plummet. Left and right, I struck as blots of black deeper than the dark surged over. Three. Four. Five. I skewered one, punching hilt-deep to sternum then kicked the legs out from under him. But he latched onto me, close as a lover, and we both slammed hard to the deck.

“God damn!” I yanked on my blade, but Yolanda was buggered-stuck through guts.

He kept kicking. Bucking. Fighting.

Another body splashed into the ocean.

“Bugger off!” I kicked and elbowed, shrimping in half, yanking Yolanda free of gut and gore and flailing limb. Rolling back, away, through a forest of pounding boots, someone kicked me in the flank, the head, slammed me back-first into mast. I licked out a cut, missed. Slung out a second, skimmed it off the deck, flicking off someone’s foot.

“Krait!” Karl roared near. “Pray to your worthless God!”

“Already doing!” I spat back as his axe swooshed by overhead.

Two bastards wailed away, kicking the legless bloke, mistaking him for yours truly as some blackguard barreled into me. Through me. Yolanda nearly cut off my head, but I twisted her, catching only her flat. “Shit—”

“Oy! I got him!” A bruiser dropped across me, spasticating in madness, one hand gripping my hair by the fistful.

Twisting, I punched a quillon into the bastard’s side. Ribs broke. He gasped. His dagger plunged, but I read it by feel and drove up into him, snaking a leg round his and shoving him back. Hard. Instead of my neck, his dagger opened my shoulder blade, suddenly all wet and warm and suffused by a sharp centric burn.

I clambered onto him. Smashed him. Bashed him. Pommeled him in the face hard, twice, teeth shearing off, caving in, breaking off at the roots.

He stopped moving.

Something wuffed past above. I dropped back atop my new best friend as Karl strode past, whipping that axe faster than anyone had a right to. Don’t know if he hit anyone, but the bastards scrambled for the sides as Karl roared, stomping forth like an mad tyrant. Bodies crashed into each other, into the hull of their boat, into the briny abyss.

Those that weren’t screaming and drowning rowed off like maniacs.

In the aftermath, gasping, bleeding, cursing, I scanned the horizon. Still could make out nary a God-damned thing.

Behind, one of the bastards rolled over, groaning, whimpering, and spat teeth skittering across the deck.

Waves lapped against the hull.

“Y’understand, when yer on watch,” Karl leaned his thane-axe against his shoulder and wiped his blood-spattered hands on his pants, “that ain’t all you’re supposed to do.”

“But you’re just so handsome.” I batted my eyelashes then marched over to the poor son of a bitch dying in droves all across our deck.

“P-Please, mister.” The poor son of a bitch raised his hands. Small hands. Trembling. Wasn’t much more than a kid, truth be bare. “Th-They press-ganged me. Made me come. I—I didn’t want to hurt nobody. Truly, I didn’t.”

“I believe you, kid,” I said then did him the biggest favor of his short life.




Chapter 2.

...our battalion’s duty lay bare: spread Christianity and civilization south into ‘the Lands Beyond the Trees,’ as it is called, a place of wayward faith and inbred paganism.

We sought to educate the savages, to convert them, to save their souls from the bowels of Purgatory. But we went with axe and hammer, sword and spear, fury and flame, and even at journey’s outset, we kenned clearly the truth of the matter.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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I AWOKE SCREAMING IN the fetid dark. Swaying. Moving. Breathing. Fearing the worst. For a moment, I was lost. Sweat soaked my hair, my clothes, my hammock. I blinked... The hold of the Ulysses. The poor son of a bitch kid’s pleading, sobbing, begging for his life, echoed through my mind, Please, mister, I didn’t want to hurt nobody...

Every night now. Seven nights running. Soon as I laid back, closed my eyes, that damned kid, that damned night, those damned words.

I needed a new nightmare.

“You alright, Mister Luther?” Sarah peeked up wide-eyed from the far side of Abraham’s makeshift cot.

Please, mister...

“Yeah, kid. Sure,” I lied, rolling out of the hammock.

“Krait...” Abraham ben Ari coughed. His cot was little more than some empty boxes and barrels bound together with cord. Some flea-bitten blankets for a lumpy mattress. For all it wasn’t, I still eyed it with leprous jealousy.

“Yeah...?” I picked the sleep from my eyes. “What is it, Abe?”

“By Jove,” Abe coughed, “where are we?”

“No idea.” I staggered up from the hold, shielding my eyes, and stared out back over the Ulysses’ stern, at the rush of dusk clawing on strong.

The Ulysses rocked gently from side to side, slogging along, sluggish through the water, small waves lapping at its sides, nearly drinking over, as the town of Haeskenburg materialized out of the azure mist. Claustrophobic tiers of single-story cottages grew into two and three-story houses cramming the town’s saddle-back lay. As a whole, the town had the aspect of a sad thing collapsed across its death-bed, crippled by consumption, dying by degree.

Good old Haeskenburg.

Said no one.

Ever.

“Any sign?” I hollered up through both hands.

“Nay, Sir Luther!” Chadwicke’s voice echoed down from the crow’s nest. “Nary a ship from here to horizon.”

It’d been a week since the attack. A week of alternately backbreaking rowing upriver or fighting off tempests trying to dash us to pieces against rocky shoals. Sploosh... All to the intermittent piss-trickle of the bilge pump vomiting water. Sploosh... Karl was down there, waist-deep in frigid swill, freezing his arse off, working the lever back and forth, tireless as an automaton. Sploosh... The only thing keeping us this side of the surface.

“It’s possible we lost him.” Stephan angled the tiller underarm, steering the Ulysses upriver. Always upriver.

“Yeah ... possible.” I rubbed my back against the mast, digging in like a bear against a tree. It was healing, but the stitches Stephan had sewn were tight. Itchy. Out of reach.

“You’re going to tear them open,” Stephan warned.

“What I’m trying to do.”

“Slade’s not going to stop.”

“But like you said,” I paused from self-mortification, fixing him through one eye, “maybe we lost him.”

“You truly believe that?”

“Since when do I believe in anything?”

“A fair point.”

I nodded at the tiller, and Stephan slid aside.

The fact of the matter was I didn’t believe it. Not even a little. That grinning bastard was still back there. Slade Raachwald. Him and his pack of shit-heels and blackguards, still stalking us, just shy of sight and sound and aiming to creep up and knife us in the dark. He’d hound us til we put him in the grave. Or him us.

Stephan gazed toward Haeskenburg. “We need to put in.”

I tightened my grip on the tiller. “We need to keep moving.”

“We can’t.”

“We have to.”

“We’re out of food.” Stephan wiped his lone hand on his pant leg. His other hand was gone. Lost. Another gift from Lord Raachwald, the Lord of Asylum and Slade Raachwald’s own father.

“We’re nigh on out of coin, so we ain’t buying anything,” I said.

“We can trade.”

“Trade what?” I glared out over the black water. “Sickness? Misery? Cause that’s all we have in abundance.”

“The arms and armor the blackguards bore.” Stephan untied a rope, drew it tight, fixed it with a belaying pin. He was getting adept using only the one hand. But that was Stephan. Grin and bear it and move onward. Me on the other hand...? “Good steel’s always worth something.”

“Good’s a little strong.” Three of the reavers had died on deck. Others had left behind weapons. Limbs. Dignity.

“Steel’s steel.”

“Hrmm...” He did have a point, not that I’d concede it easily.

“We’ll simply have to scratch up some luck.”

“Out of that, too.” The Ulysses was riding so low I could practically touch the water. “The good kind, anyways.”

“Then we make some.”

“Sounds like work.” I swallowed. Took a look behind. Shivered. “No. You’re right. Slade’s still back there. Somewhere. Best we keep moving. Put in at the next town.”

“We put her through her paces.” Stephan laid a hand upon the transom, running his hand along, feeling the grain of the wood. “And she endured. But she won’t weather another storm.”

She might not weather another calm, I thought, but didn’t say cause I’m a stubborn prick. At best. So I just shrugged and lied, “She might.”

“Abraham’s dying of pneumonia.” Stephan’s eyes narrowed as he played his trump card.

Abraham ben Ari was an old business partner, employer, and for a short time, friend. Now he and his family were cargo. Back in Asylum, Lord Raachwald, had a long list of folk to have their lungs hacked from their back. Might be Abraham topped the list. Unless it were me.

“Tough way to die,” I said.

“How would you know?”

I fixed him a proper glare, seeing for a moment the visage of a skeleton dying of consumption. “Had to watch you doing it once upon a time, yeah?”

“Aye, brother, that you did.” Stephan brought the full bore of his righteous-might down upon me. “Just as his family’s down there watching him die as you and I fence jibes? His wife. His daughter. The one son he has left to this world?”

“Jesus. Fucking. Christ.” I hocked a lunger into the water, watched it bend to shreds in an eddy, twisting and swirling, then swore again beneath my breath and tore on the tiller, changing course toward good old Haeskenburg.

* * * *
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WE GIMPED INTO CRIMSON Bay, bulging off the Abraxas River like a goiter off a dead beggar’s neck. “Docks are empty.” I craned my neck, squinted. Strange for a town that made its living off scavenging trade up and down the river. Middle-men, they called themselves, but it was scavenging all the same. “Not much to look at, is she?”

“It’s so quiet.” Lady Mary brushed her short brown hair from her eyes, offering a wide-eyed glare as she took in all of Haeskenburg. It didn’t take long.

Lady Mary’d filled out despite our limited rations and was no longer the withered wraith I’d found haunting Coldspire Keep. Her hair had grown back somewhat, too. It was still short, but it was now evenly short. The Lord of Asylum had shorn it along with her hand. He’d had his reasons, not that they reeked of sanity. “No ships. No people.” She crossed herself and muttered a prayer, which about summed up my opinion of the place. “Is it plague, do you think?”

“Yeah. Jesus. Plague.” I gripped the tiller. “You still fixed on putting in?”

“Where isn’t there plague?” Stephan sighed. “It’s better than drowning.”

“Less certain, maybe, but better’s a strict matter of opinion,” I countered. Stephan was right again, though. The prick. We were barely making headway. The Ulysses had nothing left in her. Except water. And Karl was probably up to his neck, pumping away, grumbling, blurting curses to the old gods. That, at least, brought a smile to my face.

“Abraham said one of his trade partners lived here,” Lady Mary offered.

“‘Lived’ being the keyword.” I counted on my fingers. “Plague. Abe’s friend’s probably a Jew. And this is Haeskenburg. That’s three blows landed and we’ve yet to set foot through the breach.”

Abraham and I had history and not the kind you think fondly on. I was the last person he’d have chosen to captain a ship bearing his family, but he hadn’t had any choice. I owed him, owed him big, owed him more than I owed anyone, so I said, “Fuck it,” then, “Drop anchor,” and so we did.

* * * *
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“I DON’T LIKE THIS PLACE.” What I could see was not encouraging. A ramshackle scattering of abandoned hovels. Depleted. Hollow. Lost.

“You’ve been here before,” Lady Mary said.

“Unfortunately.” I felt for the dagger at my belt. “With my Uncle Charles, a long while past. Hunting a murderer.”

“Did you apprehend him?” Lady Mary asked.

I stifled a shiver, a curse, memories. “No.”

Lady Mary said nothing.

“Abraham’s acquaintance is Lemuel ben David.” Stephan dug his hook hand into the gunwale to steady himself.

I raised an eyebrow. “Abe’s awake?”

“No. I let him sleep.” Stephan shook his head. “But Ruth knows him as well. She says he runs a money-house in the Jewish Quarter.”

“Imagine that.”

“Do you know where it is?”

“Yeah. Over there.” I pointed south along a jut of land called the Tooth, curling out round half of Crimson Bay. “Not much to it. ‘Course, it’s been a while.”

“Do you know anyone here?”

“Well,” I thought for a moment, “I knew a lass once.”

“Rose of Sharon,” Lady Mary pursed her lips, “you ‘know’ a lass everywhere.”

“I’m friendly.” I shrugged. “And she was sweet. Wasn’t much, truth be bare. We were just kids, practically.”

“Remember anyone useful?”

“She’d be useful.” But I considered a moment. “Used to drink with a knight. Sir Alaric. The lass’s father. Hmm... He’d be pushing sixty or seventy by now. At least. And the harbor-master,” I screwed my eyes shut, “Jacob, I think. No way he’s still alive, though, not with the way he drank...”

Stephan nodded.

“So what’s Abe need?” I asked.

“What’s he need?” Stephan worried his hook at the gunwale. “He needs food. Hot drink. A warm fire. To be twenty-years younger. Have lungs clear of corruption. A heart that’s not broken.” He crossed himself. “He needs a miracle from God. Maybe two.”

“The Good Lord pulling miracles for Jews now?”

“Wondering lately if he’s pulling them for anyone.”

“Blasphemous bastard,” I smirked.

Stephan stiffened, muttering something beneath his breath.

I rolled my eyes. It was too easy with him.

“I’ll go ashore,” Stephan offered.

“No,” I raised a hand, “you stay here. Apologize to God. Grovel. Confess. Scourge yourself.” I swept the deck in a moment, eyeballing the lads, weighing in on who might be worth his salt in a shit town like Haeskenburg. Chadwicke or Avar? “You spell Ruth. Give her a chance to sleep. She needs it. I’ll go ashore.” I glanced over at Avar, a big raw-boned kid who looked like he might be good in a fight. “I’ll take Karl and Avar.”

Stephan pursed his lips. “Won’t do Abraham much good if the town’s razed.”

“I’ll go,” Lady Mary blurted.

A frown darkened Stephan’s face. “My brother said—”

“Just try and stop me.” Lady Mary’s hand balled into a fist.

“Ship-life vexing you, my lady?” I inquired innocently.

“No. It’s you vexes me.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “You’ll add a touch of class to this whole sordid affair.”

“Excellent. I’ll get my things.” Lady Mary bolted off for the forward hatch.

“She’s eager,” I said.

“I don’t like it.”

“Yeah. Neither do I, but this is your idea.”

“Aye. Yes. Fine. We need to get Abe ashore, though. Quickly. Quietly. Tonight if at all possible.”

“I’ll do what I can.” I thought on our empty coffers.

Stephan glared up at the sliver of moon rising. “Are they friendly to Jews here?”

“Ain’t friendly to anyone, brother.”




Chapter 3.

...was the penultimate step upon the path which we five had set ourselves, to bring glory and honor to the good Haesken name which had fallen to so much ruin and disrepair...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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HAESKENBURG’S STREETS spider-webbed labyrinthine up the hill, contorting left and right, doubling back, splicing off in three, four, and five-way intersections. The houses’ second and third floor overhangs nearly colliding left naught but a slash of night sky above.

Beyond houses, there wasn’t much to Haeskenburg, truth be bare, except the old Schloss hunkered atop the northern tor like some hunch-backed beggar. An old motte and bailey style fort. Stockade walls of pile-driven tree trunks lashed together. Sturdy but obsolete against machinery of modern warfare. Of course, we were as likely to find that here as folk with straight teeth.

“Should we try the Schloss?” Lady Mary squinted up at the gates looming through the mist.

I glared at Karl and he at me. “No fucking way,” we said simultaneously.

I turned toward our present destination.

“What was it they called this place?” Lady Mary adjusted her hood against the rain.

“The tavern?”

“No, the town.”

“Haeskenburg.”

“No.” Lady Mary tugged on her lower lip. “It was something ... something else. Hmm? Is there a convent here?” Lady Mary had sworn off men, persistently, vocally, irrevocably, on numerous occasions, vowing to join the first convent we crossed. I had that effect on a lot of women.

“No,” I answered.

She drew her cloak about her. “Good.”

“They have a leper-house.” I nodded toward the crest of Haeskenburg’s southern hill. “Has all the amenities.”

“All of them, huh?” Lady Mary frowned.

Old Jacob the harbor-master was no more. The shack he’d inhabited was long-since abandoned, along with everywhere else. A bloody ghost-town. The Jewish Quarter included. And Abraham’s friend Lemuel was gone, too. Which left Sir Alaric Felmarsh, the last man on our list.

It was the fourth tavern we’d tried. The Half-King. It stood within a stone’s throw of the Schloss’s gates. A sign hung down, a crude painting of a king whose left half looked as though it’d been burnt in a fire, a mad slather of groping char splaying out to all points of the compass.

“C’mon. There’s a light on inside.” I pointed. “And watch your step.”

A corpse lay in a puddle, not far from the Half-King’s front door.

“Whoa—” Avar jumped back.

I squatted and clutched for a pulse at the dead bloke’s throat.

He was about my age or had been, though not nearly so handsome. Fair clothes. Not the best, mind you, but probably a sight better than this town often saw. His face looked sunken, drawn, his skull prominent beneath papery skin. “Ain’t plague.” I glanced up at Karl. “Famine?”

“Who gives a shit?” Karl stood at the tavern door.

“Good point.” I turned at a sound. “Hello...?”

A lady dressed in ragged finery slid from the shadows across the road, pulling a hood up as she skittered down the alley.

“Pardon! Oh, Madam—” Lady Mary raised a hand, “but could you tell us...”

Palms out to the wall, the lady glided along, splashing through the mud and into the far darkness, the sound of her sobs echoing long after she’d gone. Or ... had it been laughter?

“Oh...?” Lady Mary’s arm fell.

“Just as friendly as I remember,” I said.

“What do we do now?” Avar inched back from the corpse.

“Well first, we raise the hue and cry.” I glanced up against the soft curtain of mist. “Then cordon off the area.”

“Form the posse comitatus.” Karl pulled out his thane-axe.

“Aye.” I rose and drew Yolanda, testing her edge.

“Huh?” Avar’s feet were dancing, eyes flitting from axe to sword and back again. “Wha—?”

“Next, we gotta notify his next-of-kin. Then,” I met Avar’s wide eyes, “it falls to us to avenge him. Hunt down his killer. Bring him to justice.”

“W-What?” Avar scrabbled at the crossbow slung over his shoulder. “K-Killer? Murder? I thought you said—”

The grim line of my lips started twitching, trembling, and I let loose a smirk. Swallowed a guffaw. Karl rumbled, too.

“Just what in heaven’s breadth is wrong with the two of you?” Lady Mary crossed her arms.

Karl and I glanced sidelong at each other. Snickering.

I shrugged. “Quite a bit?”

“Huh?” Avar latched onto the side of the tavern. “What—?”

“Rose of Sharon. They’re jesting with you.” Lady Mary rolled her eyes. “Bloody hayseed.”

“Wha—?”

“C’mon, Hayseed.” I dabbed at a tear at my eye and made for the front door, soft mud sucking at my boots. “You wanted to know what we do?” I slapped Avar on the shoulder. “What we came here to do. And we drink.”

“But—”

“No.” I shoved him onward. Ungently. Pointedly. Bodily. I was nigh on salivating at the thought of ale. “We’re outsiders. We keep our heads down and noses out of the mud.”

Lady Mary lingered by the corpse.

“Jesus...” Avar stared dumbly back. “Where in shades is everybody?”

“Who the hell cares?” I stood before the threshold. “Now, let’s reconnoiter.”

“R-Reconn...” Avar stammered.

“It’s French for ‘drink alcohol and fondle prostitutes.’” I shoved him through the door. “Lady?”

Lady Mary covered her mouth. “Oh, my word...”

I crossed my arms. “You remember now, yeah?”

The cold rain fell.

“Aye,” Lady Mary breathed as she brushed past, crossing herself, disappearing inside.

Folk had another name for Haeskenburg.

They called it Husk.




Chapter 4.

...travel with Father and three boon comrades, knights all, along with their own retinues.

We, the Haeskenburg Faction, as we have been come to be called, good-naturedly by some, less so by others, represent but a small arm of the greater body, comprised exclusively of Teutonic Brethren...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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THE HALF-KING was a tavern not unlike a thousand others I’d frequented over the years, just dimmer, quieter, more desolate. But it was dry and it was warm and it was good to finally be somewhere, anywhere, that wasn’t the stinking fastness of the Ulysses’s hold. I felt her deck rolling beneath me still, that constant sense of motion, uncertainty, flux.

Hoping I could supplant that feeling with a true drunken stupor, I ordered a couple of ales and a whiskey. Avar laughed nervously at something Karl grumbled. Lady Mary merely gave the place the same slow sweeping glare of cool appraisal she gave everything.

“You folks ain’t from around here.” The barmaid set a pair of gorgeous flagons down along with a measure of whiskey.

“Luckily, no.” I slid a coin across the table. My mouth began watering, my knees quivered, my heart pounded.

“Just watch yourself.” The barmaid tucked the coin away to a place I’d never been but’d gladly go. “Town ain’t what it used to be.”

“Ah, you’ve a corpse lying nigh on your front doorstep.”

“Oh lord.” She wiped her hands on her apron and hustled into the kitchen.

“Ain’t what it used to be...?” I cradled my flagon, licked my lips, leaned in to inhale its rich scent. Beads of condensation sat still on its brim. Love at first sight, all over again. “Think maybe they used to have corpses inside the tavern?”

Lady Mary glared at my ale. “Was that the last of our coin?”

“Our?” I flipped a coin purse. “Fear not. Last of his.” I thumbed toward the front door with its corpse beyond, then took a hearty pull. Stifled a hefty groan, almost melting through my chair. “Wasn’t enough to do us much good for lodging.”

“So...” Lady Mary sat prim and proper. “Where is this justiciar?”

“Upstairs,” I took a pull, “plowing the furrow of some whore.”

“Plowing the furrow...” she echoed.

“Here.” I slid an ale her way. “Take a pull. Sit back. Relax.”

“How ... er ... long shall we need wait?”

“Barkeep says he went up just before we came in.” I leaned back.

The tavern’s walls were scattered with a variety of portraits. Men. Women. Children. All of different ages, shapes, economic strata. All done by a keen hand. An old woman’s portrait, staid and imperious, glared out next to me, her wiry hair bound back, her gaze cold, haughty, appraising. Stifling the willies, I turned away.

“So...?” Lady Mary asked.

“So, he’s an old geezer.” I took another slug. “How long you hazard he’s like to last?”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t know.”

“My guess? ‘Not very.’”

“How wonderful to be expert in such a variety of fields.”

I grinned, raising my flagon. “Cheers.”

Outside the window, an orange glow grew from down the far end of the row. Beyond the susurrus of soft rain came the chatter of voices, the bark of rasping laughter, footsteps trudging through the muck, and above it all ... was it song?

“What is it?” Lady Mary asked. “Is ... is it chanting?”

“Hmm...” I wiped the window clear. “Don’t know.”

“Can you see?” Lady Mary perched at my shoulder.

“Not sure.” I squinted through the wavy glass. “Folk coming. Definitely. Something... A parade?”

“Rather late for festivities, is it not?”

“Depends what kind.” I turned as a whore on her last legs hobbled past, dappling her liver-spotted fingers fey-quick across my back, coruscating shivers down my spine.

“What’re y’all talking about, love?” A month at sea was telling. She had a gimpy leg, a lazy eye, and pox marks festooning her face, but none of those facts detracted from the beauty of her eagerness to consummate business relations.

“We were discussing these portraits.” I held out a hand.

“Oh... Aye... Art.”

“And art is all about eliciting feelings,” I said. “Isn’t that right?”

“Oh,” the whore settled a crone claw on my shoulder and started groping me in earnest, “I know all about illicit feelings, love.” She leaned in, whispering an impertinent question in my ear, punctuating it with the flick of her desiccated tongue.

I squinted in suspicion. “Is that even physically possible?”

“Oh, aye.” She bit her lip and nodded slowly, coolly, confidently.

“Ahem, well,” I cleared my throat, “interesting. And what be thy name, dear sweetest of ladies?”

“Wenelda.”

I patted her knobby hand, “I’m so sorry.”

“Sir. Luther.” Lady Mary offered a glare Medusa might’ve envied.

“What’s her problem?” Wenelda twirled a finger through her rat’s nest of hair.

“Lonely. Aching. Miserable.” I whispered behind raised hand. “Yearns to be in on our little ... arrangement.”

“Well,” Wenelda cackled, “I’d have to charge her double.” What teeth she possessed were simply glorious.

“As would I.” I turned a sober eye Lady Mary’s way.

Seething, she rose from her perch, and for a moment, I feared she’d gaff me with her hook hand. But she’d shed it for the wooden one Karl had carved. She glared at, quivering, like some arcane alchemist seeking to transform it to flesh through will alone. Alas, it remained a hand. Exquisitely crafted, near indistinguishable from a real one, if you were cock-eyed, or drunk, or didn’t know the difference between four and five.

“Look.” Lady Mary jabbed me with her wooden fingers.

“Apologies, milady,” I winked Wenelda’s way, “but perhaps later. Urgent matters.”

Wenelda curtsied smooth as a clockwork courtesan and lurched over to Avar and Karl who, I guessed, would be far more accommodating.

Outside, shadow-wraiths cavorted down the row, slithering across the Schloss’s walls. Leading them, a stooped geezer in rags staggered along, barely able to grasp the edges of a massive tome attached to his neck by a collar and chain. One after another, bodies stripped to the waist began streaming past, rippling torches borne aloft. The chanting trembled the tavern rafters. Dust rained in rivulets.

Lady Mary leaned past, nigh on pressing her nose to the glass. “Monks?”

She smelled good. Better than Wenelda even. “Don’t look like monks.” I slid aside, out of the encroaching light, drawing Lady Mary as I did so.

“Unhand me,” she cocked back her wooden hand.

“Easy...” I raised mine. “Don’t want to entice someone with a brick who’s itching for a face, yeah?”

The old barkeep came barrel-assing into the hall. “Wenny, Louisa, douse the lights—” She blew out a lantern. “Gentlemen, if you please.” Wenelda launched off Karl’s lap and blew out a light. I obliged by blowing out the one nearest me as the barkeep, barmaid, and Wenelda scrambled about pell-mell, dousing lights til we were sheathed in darkness.

“Karl.” I nodded toward the front door.

But Karl was already by it, thane-axe in hand.

“Avar.” I pointed to a side door.

“Wh-What—?”

“Stand by it,” I hissed.

“Oh. Aye. Alright.” He hustled over to it, a belaying pin clutched trembling in hand.

Upon either side of the street, twin lines of torch-bearers strode. Down the middle, stumbling through the muck, lurched a scrawny half-naked fella, a ring of thorns crowning his bloody brow. He looked like Jesus Christ headed for Golgotha. Sort of. The massive cross borne across his shoulders toppled, and he tumbled splashing after. Gawping, gasping like a fish, ribs straining against flesh, his naked chest rose and fell as he lay supine in the cold muck.

“Definitely not monks. Here,” I patted my thigh, “you can see better.”

Lady Mary ignored me.

Scrawny Jesus scrabbled to his knees, hands out as he shouted to the mob fast assembling. The Tome-Bearer staggered under his burden, dropping it open in the muck, eyes boiling with madness as he read, spittle flying, drool coursing, his high-pitched screech somehow melding with the mob chants.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered in awe.

Lady Mary didn’t respond.

They were all dressed as Jesus.

“Please!” Scrawny Jesus’s fingers interlaced in prayer. “Please! I beg you!”

“Flagellants,” Lady Mary spat.

“Lunatics,” Karl grunted.

“Yeah,” I said, “that, too.”

The chanting grew as some big bastard of a messiah barged his way through the mob, shouldering folk aside, a coiled scourge borne in one hand, a bottle of wine in the other. From his crown of thorns, blood eked lines down his broad mug, the legion of crimson trickles pinking his ragged beard, his hairy chest, his distended gut.

“I want to look away, but c’mon—” I held out an emphatic hand, “Fat Jesus.”

“PLEASE!” Scrawny Jesus slithered like a wyrm, abasing himself before Fat Jesus. “Flay me, brother! Flay me!”

Lady Mary blanched. “Oh, my word...”

“What God-Son gets his arse so thoroughly stomped?” Karl rumbled.

Fat Jesus trudged forth, bit the stopper out of the wine bottle, yanked it free, spat it aside. He and his scrawny doppelganger had a muted exchange before Fat Jesus raised his bottle overhead, roaring, “The Body and Blood!”

“This shit’d never happen to Thor...”

“The glory of God!” Fat Jesus upended the bottle, sloshing wine out over the two of them, flicking it in drizzles, christening the roaring crowd in a shower of spittled-crimson. Scrawny Jesus swayed on his knees, hands out, teeth bared in a rictus of ecstasy. When only drips came, Fat Jesus spiked the bottle into the ground, shattering it, showering Scrawny Jesus in shards of glass. “Flay yourself, brother.” He cast him his scourge. “Do him proud.”

“Yes!” Eyes glowing, Scrawny Jesus caught the scourge whipping round his neck. A cat o’ nine tails of leather thong, bits of iron spike all knotted along its many lengths. Disentangling it, he took the handle in two hands, drew himself up, eyes closed in muted prayer, then whipped the barbed monstrosity back and over his shoulder, biting into spine. Snap! He yanked down. Rip! “Rrrrg...” Grimacing. Trembling. Teetering. “YES!” Then he did it again.

Snap! Rip! Grimace.

“YES!” the crowd roared.

“Just what the hell’s wrong with you folk?” Karl asked.

“We’ve got a whole book about it,” I said.

“Yer whole book’s the cause of it.”

“You ain’t wrong.”

“The Lord loves you, brother!” Fat Jesus roared.

The mob chanting to the caustic swish of laceration reached a fever pitch as Scrawny Jesus staggered to his feet, bleeding profusely, and stutter-fumbled his way onward, lurching to and fro in a drunken stupor, the mob jeering after.

Snap!

Thud!

Rip!

“YES!” They roared.

In a few moments, all the Jesus doppelgangers had fled down an alleyway, bodies pouring, pressing against one another, forcing themselves in, and the street was desolate once more.

“Holy shit,” Avar breathed from across the room.

“You’re half right, kid.” I sat back, took a breath and a long pull.

“They left the crucifix.” Lady Mary pointed towards Scrawny Jesus’s cross wallowing in the swill.

“Yeah,” I pointed at an empty puddle, “but they took the corpse.”



Chapter 5.

...rigors of the road have indeed proved harsh, yet nary as harsh as the tearing of the caul of delusion I bore for him.

He wallows behind, head down, muttering, cursing, stumbling into camp hours after even the meanest servant has arrived. He scars the Haesken family name, weeping in his baser moments when he believes none can see.

Yet I do...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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THEY GONE?” AS THE flickering torchlight faded up the row, the barkeep relit a lantern, waved out the taper, a trail of blue smoke twirling, then collapsed in the nearest chair with a pronounced, “Oof...” She picked up a mug and sourly eyeballed its innards. “Louisa, be a love and fetch me an ale and something stronger, would ya?”

Louisa hustled off.

Karl kept to the shadows, nursing his axe while Avar gnawed his fingernails.

“So,” I called across the void, “what the hell was that?”

“Damnation? Ruin? The apocalypse?” The barkeep slathered a hand through her frazzled iron-grey hair. “Or the Lord Jesus, our Father? Take your pick.”

Louisa returned with a pitcher and the shot of something stronger, but the barkeep proved strongest, wrestling it back with but a bend of her elbow. “Ahhh...” She wiped her chin. “Thanks, love.”

“How long have they been here?” I asked.

“Hrmm...” The barkeep stifled a burp and patted her soft, prominent belly. “Excuse me. Not long. Nigh on a month. Maybe two.” She filled the empty mug. “But too long. Double-edged sword, if you catch my drift?”

“No. Not exactly.” I set Yolanda against the table. “They seem more of the single-edged variety.”

“Well, y’see, plague’s not taken root here as it has in so many other burgs,” the barkeep said. “Somehow. Location. Luck. Grace o’ God. What have you... Far as I’ve heard, we’ve not had a single case, whilst north and south up and down the Abraxas, towns’ve been laid to waste. Simply gone. Ghost-towns full of empty hovel and rotting corpse moldering away to wrack and ruin.”

“Yeah,” I said, “not like here.”

“Aye.” She smiled ruefully. “We’ve other problems, make no mistake. Always have, but plague ain’t one of them.”

“What’s plague got to do with that lot?”

“I’ve no explanation for our luck, if that’s what it be,” the barkeep said. “Perhaps we’re merely destined to die slower. Yet, yon lord of the scourgers claims it were by the grace of God through him that we been spared. You see’d that burly fella out there?”

“You mean Fat Jesus?”

“Glurg—!” The barkeep sputtered through her slug of ale. “Err, ah, yessir. Fat — ahem. Folk’ve taken to calling him the Nazarene. He’s the one in charge of all that,” she waved a hand, trying to conjure up a word—

“Shit-storm?” I offered.

“Aye. For sure. That works.”

“Plague’s been raging for well over a year,” I said. “How’d he get people to swallow that one?”

“He yelled it loud, and he yelled it often.” The barkeep shook her head. “Folk are so wont to misplace their trust.”

“Folk are stupid.” I took a measured pull.

“Aw, well, something like that.” The barkeep rubbed her eyebrows slowly and Louisa started in on her shoulder with two practiced hands. “Ahh... Thanks, love. Still feeling somewhat rattled. Like walking on a floating log. Twisting every which way underfoot, all slick and bouncing, tough to get a grip.” She let out a groan. “Ain’t charisma keeps that rabble gaggling along behind like geese.”

“No? He’s practically bursting at the seams with it.”

“No.” She leaned in as though someone might hear. “It’s what he can do.”

“And what’s that?”

“They say he can perform Christ’s miracles. Cure the afflicted. Heal the wounded. Some even say he can,” she lowered her voice, “raise the dead.”

“They do say a lot.”

Out of the corner of my eye, Avar grinned in rancid delight, “Oh my good gracious Lord,” as Wenelda found a seat on his lap.

Lady Mary stared pointedly aghast out the window.

“And this Nazarene fella claims it’s all their whipping and frenzying and passion-Christing that’s keeping the plague at bay.” The barkeep took a swig. “Now me? I ain’t so sure of it.”

“Says that they’re keeping other things at bay, too,” Wenelda cackled from Avar’s lap. “Relax now, sugar,” she crooned, rubbing his arm. “Let Wenny loosen all these knots.”

Avar went flaccid. Well, most of him, anyway.

Lady Mary lowered her hackles, cleared her throat, took a surreptitious sip of ale. “What sort of things?”

“Begging your pardon, my lady, but the sort of things I don’t want to be talking on.” The barkeep crossed herself. “Sort of stuff no one wants to be talking on. Not on a night dark as this. Jehoshaphat. Them flailers see light in here...”

“They’ll saunter in calling for women and song?” I asked.

“Nay sir,” the barkeep’s visage turned ashen grim, “not likely. I’m living on borrowed time as it is. Whorehouse and tavern and run by a woman.” She crossed herself again and looked to the ceiling. “Mother of God.”

“Can’t be too careful.”

“Aye. Got a few too many of the seven deadlies dwelling under my one roof. Y’understand?”

I raised my mug her way. “But two of my personal favorites.”

“Heh, well, they ain’t got no favorites. They only got them scourges and them torches, and they ain’t shy on plying with the rough half of either. Mother of mercy. Burned down five houses last night on the east side.”

“Why?”

“Expunging sin from the populace is what he’s spouting.”

“And what sins did the folk have?”

“Eh... Was a rumor one of them was harboring Jews.” She swallowed. “Folk say the fire got out of hand. Conflagrated all the way down to the river.”

“It’ll do that.”

“Aye, ain’t no lie.” The barkeep closed her eyes as Louisa dug into her neck. “Ooh, that’s the spot, lass. Bless you. Ain’t no Jews left.”

“None at all?”

“No smart ones, anyhow. The Nazarene ran ‘em all out. First thing on his list. Said they was an affront before the light of the Christian God. The crucifiers of our savior and all. Lucky the whole damned town ain’t razed. After the Jews, they done the same with the taverns. Mine’s the only still standing. Blessing of the Lord.”

“Or cause the Schloss is a stone’s throw up the road,” I said.

“Aye. Or maybe that, too.”

“Less competition,” I offered.

The barkeep fixed me an eyeful. “Silver linings on maelstroms ain’t often long term.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “And where’s all the other folk? And what the hell’s King Eckhardt doing through all this? Sitting around with his thumb up his royal arse?”

“The King took some folk into the Schloss at the outset,” the barkeep said. “Got a tent city festering behind the stockade. But he can’t fit the whole town in there. Not near even a quarter.”

“And the rest?”

“Gone. Took whatever ships was moored. Made for somewhere. Upriver. Down. Anywhere. Others what were left? Hoofed it out of here, east, through the pass.”

“They’re probably all dead.” Louisa shook her head.

“Best not linger your thoughts long on such matters.” The barkeep patted her hand. “Pass is stoppered tight til May. Sometimes June. Sometimes beyond. Other folk we got living in abandoned houses, the mills, the guild halls, hiding round town. And there’s a camp north of town, in the Grey-Lark Forest, and one up in the derelict old keep east of here.”

“Why doesn’t the King send out a sortie? Cut these bastards some crimson grins? Bunch of half-naked lunatics might scare a bunch of shop-keeps, but fighting men?” I swiped a hand out, knocking down legions of imaginary foes. “Sickles to chaff.”

“Don’t know. Don’t make a whole lick of sense.”

“So this Nazarene’s the cock in the hen house.”

“I’d say so, young man. Or the weasel.”

“Talk about cocks and weasels?” Wenelda glanced up from the snaggle-toothed nuzzling she was doing at Avar’s neck. “They hanged a priest two days ago. Scourged him raw first, too, I heard.” She shuddered. Avar didn’t seem to mind.

“A priest...?” Avar swallowed.

“Relax, sugar,” Wenelda crooned softly. “There now. Sit back.”

“Aye, folk’re afraid to take him down.” The barkeep frowned Wenelda’s way. “The Nazarene deemed he hang til he rots.”

“Lovely.” Movement from the stairwell caught my eye. I nudged Lady Mary with an elbow. “Our quarry. Lasted longer than I’d have bet. Longer than me, anyways.”

An old man fixed his cravat as he stepped into the hall from the stairwell. He kissed his hand and placed it against a portrait, holding it there as he swayed slightly to and fro, an empty tankard dangling limp from his other hand. His lips moved as he spoke low in the gloom.

“Pardon. Sir Alaric?” I was on my feet, sliding through the labyrinth of empty tables and chairs. “Sir Alaric Felmarsh?”

“Oy?” The old man turned, cleared his throat, glancing from side to side as though I’d caught him mid-thrust boning my wife. “Who is it now?”

“Sir Luther Slythe Krait.” I offered a half-assed bow, rose, studied his lined face. He was short and stooped and old, one toe tickling the grave, the only thing of significance about him being the massive white sideburns slathered down to his chin from his barren scalp. A cracked reflection through a musty mirror twenty-some-odd years older than I remembered, but I was fair sure it was him. “You’re Sir Alaric, yeah?”

“Aye, sir.” His hand settled on his sword hilt. “That I am.”

“You went by Red way back when.” I kept my hands up. Out. Open.

“Ain’t been called Red in quite a piece.” He rubbed a hand across his smooth pate. “All the reasons fell out some time ago. And what didn’t turned to snow.” He squinted at me, snapped his fingers, pointed, “Slythe Krait! Luther, aye? You were Charles’s squire.” He tapped his temple. “Out of Lankashyre. Never forget a name nor face, though sometimes it takes a mite to sift through all the rubble.” He looked up. “And you’ve grown some, lad.”

“Well, they say I’m quite gruesome.”

I could practically hear Lady Mary and Karl roll their eyes — Avar was wholly occupied — but Sir Alaric laughed, a fair bit harder than my joke warranted, but then he was very, very old. “It’s been, what?” Sir Alaric said. “Twenty ... twenty-five years?”

“Give or take.”

“Lord, how the years fly. You was but a lad.” The twinkle in his eyes dulled. “Yer Uncle Charles...?”

“Passed on,” I said. “Long while back.”

“Hmm. Happens to the best of us.” Sir Alaric smiled to himself and crossed his chest. “A good man he was, yer uncle.”

“Yeah.” Uncle Charles had been. And then some. Honest. Hard-working. Honorable to a fault. Probably a fair portion of the reason he was dead. 

Sir Alaric glanced guiltily toward the stairwell. “Don’t go jawing on to my wife, eh?”

“Long as you don’t to mine.”

“A fair bargain.” Sir Alaric stomped forth all bandy-legged, and we shook hands. “Well met. Well met. So,” he offered a winning grin, “what are we drinking?”

“Whatever you can afford.”

“Grand. Dog piss all around.” He slapped me on the back. “How’d you find me?”

I shrugged. “We drank here a few times is all. Drank a few places, truth be bare, but this is the only place still standing.”

“Aye, old habits and all that...” Sir Alaric glanced over to Karl. “By the hound, I remember you, too, sir. That axe, most especially. She still sing sharp?”

Karl took a sip, nodded.

“Aye, sure and she does.” Sir Alaric rubbed his hands together.

I introduced Lady Mary next but skipped over Avar as I was fair certain Wenelda was hand-jobbing him something fierce beneath the table. I didn’t want to be rude.

“Well now,” Sir Alaric, ever the true gentleman, also glossed over Avar, “how is it I can be helping ya then, lad?”

“Need a lay of the land. We’ve just shipped in, you see?”

“Hrmm...” Sir Alaric frowned. “Well, I’d think hard on shipping back out if I was you. Not upriver, mind. Plague’s thick as a hill-women’s back hair. Nay, nay. Head on out to the coast. East. West.” He threw up a hand. “Pick a direction, but go.”

“Why do you stay?” Lady Mary asked. “Aren’t you afraid?”

“Me, lass?” Sir Alaric puffed himself up and beat his chest with a wizened fist. “The best swordsman in the seven kingdoms? I ain’t afraid of nothing.”

Lady Mary raised an eyebrow.

“Which seven we talking?” I queried innocently.

“Hah!” Sir Alaric slapped me on the shoulder, and I found myself grinning. “Some of the smaller ones, lad. Scattered over yonder. Probably never heard of ‘em.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I shook my head. “Problem is, we’re fixed on staying. At least for a short piece.”

“Aye. Well then, I’d tread lightly, lad.” Sir Alaric turned to the barkeep. “Oy, Sweet Billie, could you set me up a push and a shove?”

“Coming up, Red.” Sweet Billie trudged for the bar.

Sir Alaric turned back. “What are you hauling?”

“Nothing but a few old friends in dire need of help. One’s in a bad way.” I held up my hands. “Not plague, mind you. Consumption. Seems odds are long he’s going to make it.”

“Hrmm...” Sir Alaric fingered his jaw. “Wants to die on dry land?”

“Under a roof. Lolling back. Feet by a crackling hearth.”

“Don’t we all? Hmm... Well, I suppose Haeskenburg’s as good a place as any fer dying.”

“We’re a mite short on coin.” I licked my lips.

“No matter.” Sir Alaric waved a hand. “Only inn in town burned down. Might be you could squat? Plenty of abandoned houses idling away to nothing.”

“If there’s a section of town deemed safe?” Lady Mary leaned in.

“We’re lucky the whole town ain’t been razed.” Sir Alaric shook his head. “Damn scourgers. You seen ‘em, aye?”

“Yeah.”

“Aye, quite the show.” Sir Alaric’s eyes twinkled in the lantern light. “And what is it you be wanting of me?”

Sweet Billie set down a flagon and whiskey tumbler.

“We need lodgings. Private. Safe. Tonight. Now, if possible.”

“Safe, huh?” Sir Alaric took a pull. “Tall order.”

“I’ve a drowning ship I’m willing to part with. Some arms and armor. Used, but newly acquired.”

“Well, I’m no merchant to be haggling. Naught but a busted-down old law-man out of his league and on his last legs.” He glanced at Yolanda’s hilt. “Had a fine hand with a blade, if I recall. Still know which end to hold?”

“When I ain’t sober.”

“Well, then, lad,” he set a coin on the table, “have another round on me.”




Chapter 6.

...argued vehemently with the Hochmeister to order father to return, but he adamantly refuses.

I know not how much longer I can suffer his venomous presence...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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ABRAHAM COUGHED OUT, a sharp seal-like staccato, jagging through the dim confines of the Ulysses’ hold. Up to our ankles in sloshing water, Lady Mary and Stephan and I huddled round a table strewn with maps.

“Do you trust this Sir Alaric?” Stephan asked.

“Yeah, I do.” I looked over as Abraham’s cough died down. He hadn’t gotten anything up, hadn’t improved, but he was still breathing. Whether that was blessing or curse remained yet to be seen, though I knew where the smart money was. “Sir Alaric’s a solid bloke. Always treated me well back when, and I was naught but a lowly squire.”

“What of Uncle Charles?” Stephan asked.

“Uncle Charles trusted him. Wouldn’t have dragged our arses halfway across the continent otherwise.” I couldn’t help but stare at the stretcher Abraham was destined for. My back ached just thinking of it. “Do I trust King Eckhardt, though? First off, I don’t know him. So there’s that. And secondly, he’s a bloody king.” My feelings on kings, lords, queens, or anyone with the power to grind folk under boot heel bent generally toward the negative. It was based on my long and varied history of getting personally and professionally screwed over, under, and through by those in power. I laid a crude map on the table and smoothed it out. “There’s the old keep to the east.”

“No one has dwelt there in years,” Lady Mary said.

I glanced up. “You’re only making my case stronger.”

“We’ll need to eat,” she countered.

“Fine.” I threw up my hands. “Why not hole-up in some abandoned house in town? Sir Alaric said there’s—”

“And have that Nazarene maniac burn it down while we sleep?” Stephan crossed his arms. “When word gets out about Abraham—”

“Word?” I stabbed a dagger into the corner of the map. “Who’s gonna squawk?”

“No one.” Stephan set Abraham’s copy of the Talmud across one of the map’s sides. “But word always finds a way, brother. You know that. And as Lady Mary said, Abraham will need the clean water, food, and lodging Sir Alaric promised. Not to mention it would be better to have a palisade wall between us and this Nazarene character.”

“That’s debatable.”

“That Abraham shall need to eat and drink?” Lady Mary frowned.

“No. The other one.” I stabbed another dagger into another map corner. “Jesus, you’ve both lived with nobility.”

“Have you lost all faith in humanity?” Stephan asked.

“Assuming I once had it?”

“And what happens when Slade finds us?” Stephan said. “Having allies against that fiend would prove a blessing.”

He was right about that, too. Assuming our allies were willing to stand tall against that bastard-fuck. “I don’t like it.”

“None of us likes it,” Lady Mary frowned.

I had nothing to say to that, nothing witty, anyways, so I just grumbled and pretended to study the map.

“So,” Stephan straightened, “the Schloss is our best bet.”

“For Abe.” Glaring, I leaned in, lowered my voice. “Just to be clear, we’re all going to risk life and limb on account of one man. One dying man, yeah? Cause that’s what we’re doing. Putting all our eggs in one basket, hucking it off the roof, and hoping for omelets.”

“He’s a good man,” Stephan countered.

“Yeah. And good men die every day, brother. More often than not, that’s the very reason.”

“Then you might live forever,” Lady Mary scoffed.

“Clever,” I admitted. “But it still doesn’t mean we should slit our own throats to join him—” I slashed a finger across my throat as a breeze blew in.

The hatchway was open.

I turned. Shit. Of Course. It had to be.

Ruth, Abraham’s wife, stood atop the gangway. “Ahem, I...” She was a petite woman with long black hair, delicate, pretty in a plain way, under normal circumstances. And these weren’t those. The toll our voyage had taken had left her a gaunt, wide-eyed, salt-scaled wraith somewhat akin to the rest of us, but worse. Ruth never slept, hardly ate what little we could fish up, and did the full tally of worrying for her three charges. She staggered to the bottom of the gangway, clutching the banister for dear life. “I merely wished to ... to gather cloaks for...”

“Pardon.” I stepped toward her as she clawed a pair of cloaks from a peg. “Lady, I—” I called after but she scrambled up and out and didn’t look back. “Think she heard?”

“Does she have ears, brother?” Stephan deadpanned.

“Bite me.”

“What is it you’d have us do, Sir Luther?” Lady Mary chimed in. “The ship is sinking. We have no food. And there are no other ships.”

“Look here.” I tapped a forefinger into the map. “There’s a pass through these mountains. The Kriegbad. To the east. We could head round the town—”

“Snowed in til June.” Lady Mary crossed her arms.

“So we bring shovels. Mattocks.” I slapped the table. “Dig our way through.”

They both glared at me.

“I told you I’ve a bad feeling about this place,” was all I said.

Lady Mary scowled. “Perhaps you were expecting sunshine and roses?”

“I won’t abandon Abraham or his wife or children,” Stephan said quietly. “We owe him that. We owe them that.” He looked me in the eye. “You owe them that.”

I looked away.

“Say it.”

“Fine. Yeah. Sure. I owe him. Owe him big.” I yanked the two daggers from the map and let it curl its way back up to a foregone conclusion. “I know it.”

“Then we make the best of it here,” Stephan said. “For the now but with an eye to moving onward as soon as feasible.”

“As long as feasible means as soon as Abe’s wearing dirt.” I snatched a glance up the gangway, expecting Ruth standing there, glowering down, lips trembling, plotting justifiable homicide, but it was just an empty wind.




Chapter 7.

...once thought impossible, yet he scars the family name, the family honor, the family legacy.

I find I have grown to hate him...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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THE KID WAS BOUND CRUCIFORM across a wheel as wide as I was tall. Its weathered grey wood had split in long gaping cracks. It looked to have stood there some time. The kid? Relatively new. He was pushing thirteen. Maybe. A ragged, bedraggled thirteen wrung clean of any of life’s joy, compounded with interest by the more than usual fare. Half-starved. Filthy. Sick. The stark white of rib gleamed against vermilion as his back was excoriated lash by bloody lash.

The knight, the thug, plying the lash, knew his trade.

Intimately.

The sun peeked crimson over the horizon as we trudged single-file through the gates of the Schloss von Haesken. The gates, nigh on ten-feet high, like the rest of the Schloss, were unimpressive on a middling scale. They creaked, trembled, shuddered, yawning closed behind.

Not much to the Schloss, truth be bare. A lopsided three-story wooden keep off to the southeast, a stone chapel to the northeast, a barracks and stable south. Makeshift tents and litter choked up most of that yard, and it all stank to high heaven of humanity.

The wheel and the kid stood propped upright on a scaffold, front and center to it all.

“Oh, my dear lord...” Lady Mary stopped short.

“Just keep moving.” I adjusted my grip on the makeshift stretcher. Abraham lay on it, wrapped in ragged blankets, eyes closed, snoring, oblivious. The lucky prick. “Stephan, for God’s sake, don’t—” I turned but it was too late.

Stephan had abandoned our column, peeling off, marching for the crowd packed round the wheel. An attack of conscience. I read it in the set of his chin, his shoulders, his every movement as he strode with that quiet, dignified, refined purpose that so often caused us all to falter.

“Wanna switch spots?” I grumbled down.

Abraham didn’t answer.

The crowd of wraiths stood at attention with bated breath, watching a show whose final act was etched in stone. The show was state-sanctioned murder. The cast were five knights and one doomed kid. The kid was a natural.

“Where’s Stephan going?” Ruth blinked.

“To get us all killed,” I answered.

A few heads on the edge of the crowd turned our way. Impotent, wild-eyed glares. Folk yearning for a target softer than the one earning their ire. Sometimes, a crowd rears up on its hind legs and if it can’t gnaw an itch, it gnaws the next best thing.

“Stephan—” I bit back another ineffectual curse.

But Stephan was knifing through those simmering glares, pushing past bodies, toward spectacle’s end. He glanced back, offered a nod then jostled on.

My brother, patron saint of all fuckers fucked or in the process of being.

I could see the kid’s parents huddled off to the side. The mother was a mess. I couldn’t blame her. Ruth gathered Joshua and Sarah, both crying, huddled to her side.

“Karl.” I glanced back.

We set Abraham down.

“You two,” I hissed. “Take him.”

Avar and Chadwicke set down the sea chests and hustled forward. “Get him inside,” I hissed. “Keep moving.” I took a breath, loosened Yolanda in her sheath, ushered Ruth and her kids past. “Don’t stop for anything.” I set a hand on Karl’s shoulder. “Get them inside.”

Karl grunted something that might’ve been assent or regret and hustled along. The outskirts of the crowd parted before him which was a fair canny thing for it to do.

“Is it a death sentence?” Stephan hollered as he approached the scaffold.

Shit. I double-timed it, shouldering folk aside. “Pardon. Excuse me. Get the hell out of my way—”

“Eh...?” The thug paused mid-stroke, the lash whipping off blood and flecks of flesh. He set his tiny pig eyes on Stephan. Thug was a large man. Thick at the shoulder and neck. A man who’d worked at the pell a fair time and knew his trade. Which in his terms meant bullying, beating, and screwing over anyone lower than him on the lordly ladder. He cupped an ear. “What the hell you barking about?”

“I asked if the child was sentenced to death.” Stephan could be subtle when he wanted. This wasn’t one of those times.

The crowd started to simmer and grumble assent though it didn’t take to a boil as most of the folk present weren’t as dumb and/or masochistically righteous as my idiot brother.

“Child? Wot?” Thug stuttered so flummoxed he vomited a jumble of sounds that could be construed neither as sentence nor word. A second knight, wearing an eye-patch, started jawing something in the big bugger’s ear I couldn’t hear and would’ve bet an arm and leg I didn’t want to. The big bugger grinned at Eyeball, teeth lighting up in an ogrish grin. He pointed at my brother. “C’mere, you runty little shit!”

Silence from the crowd.

All eyes on Stephan. 

Could’ve heard a pin drop if the ground wasn’t churned mayhem. A rabbit darted from under the scaffold and bolted off. Jesus, even rodents were smarter my brother.

“What’s the charge?” Stephan stood his ground.

“Huh?” Thug coiled the lash up, length by bloody length.

“What crime did the boy commit to warrant such a flogging? A serious crime, no doubt.”

“None of yer business,” Thug sneered artlessly as he stepped off the scaffold, dropping a yard and landing with relish and a thud. “And who the fuck are you?” He strolled forth, muck sucking at his boots.

Folk fought back. Away. Wholly abandoning their newfound savior.

I fought upriver through the current.

“Stephan!” I hissed, an arm’s length away. “Bite your bloody tongue, and let’s screw.”

“Eh, wot?” Thug straightened, eyeballing me, feeling the texture of corded lash between thumb and forefinger. “Best listen to yer friend, boy.”

Lady Mary appeared at Stephan’s side and interposed herself between him and Thug. “Sir Knight, you are—”

Thug swept her aside with one meaty paw without breaking attention on Stephan. “Your whore always do the jawing for ya?” He glared down, hands opening and closing on that lash. “Don’t like mouthy wenches.” He smirked. “But I know how to keep ‘em quiet.”

The kid on the wheel sputtered red and gurgled something. No one paid him any heed except his mother, wailing by his side, picking ineffectually at his bindings. But all was suddenly dim, distant, sheathed behind a curtain of barbed menace.

“The lad’s paid his debt, whatever it was, and then some.” Stephan stood toe-to-toe with Thug if not eye-to-eye. Thug fair towered over him. Three other knights jostled forward, weapons clattering, each one dropping off the scaffold like turds from a horse’s arse. Eyeball kept watch from on high.

The crowd was dispersing. Fast.

“Is he a thief?” Stephan demanded.

“Aye. A dirty rotten thief.” Thug bumped Stephan with his chest, forcing him back. “And we flog thieves here.”

“And you’ve accomplished that.” Stephan pointed. “Look! Can you not see? Any more’s a death sentence. It may already be.”

The kid’s head drooped, a bulbous knot at the end of a flaccid rope.

“You tryin’ to educate me?” Thug bumped Stephan again. He was coming close to doing what he was going to. I could see it in the grit of his teeth, the clench of his jaw, the furrow of his lone cyclopean brow.

“I seek only to save a life,” Stephan said. “What good is killing him? Who’s to take care of his family in coming years should he die? Or with him a cripple?”

The crowd seemed collectively to pause its retreat and take notice of Stephan once more. From a safer distance.

“Shoulda thought on that a’fore he went stealing bread.”

“A hungry belly overrules even the most law-abiding heart.”

Thug opened his mouth in retort, but his gears ground to a halt. Public speaking, debate, rational thought ... not this bloke’s strong suit. Lady Mary clambered from the mud and made to push forward when I grabbed her elbow, pulling her behind. I caught her eye. Shook my head ever so slightly.

For once, she listened.

“Please. Sir Knight,” Stephan’s hook and hand came together in prayer, “allow me to see to his wounds. To treat them. I have some small modicum of skill. So that he might go on, heal, and further serve your lord throughout his meager days.”

Stephan’s eloquence was lost on the big dope, and I could see it coming before he did. Stephan’s weakness? He sees the world through the eyes of a man of honor, compassion, loyalty. Like him. Which means two things. One: he thinks others see the world the same way. And two: he’s always dead wrong.

Thug took his shot, raising the lash and bringing it down across Stephan’s face, ripping a gouge from temple to jawline and blinding his left eye—

Except that he didn’t.

Cause I shoved my idiot brother aside and caught the lash on Yolanda, short-blading her two-handed. The lash cracked to a halt around the blade, and I yanked it from Thug’s grip, ripping the big bastard off-balance.

Now me? I see the world through the eyes of a shit. Of a man of cowardice and fear and dishonor. So I knew exactly what was coming. How it was coming. When it was coming.

A few in the crowd grew the stones to jeer.

Thug stood flustered at the loss of his toy and the catcalls from the crowd. He groped behind for his sword as I slid forward, snaked a boot behind his and shoved him back with the flat of my blade. He tumbled to the muck as Eyeball leapt from the stage and stomped forward.

The other three followed suit.

“Oy!” Eyeball hollered, drawing a curved blade. He wore an eye-patch with a red-eye emblazoned across it. A garish piece. He hissed low. “Back the fuck off.”

“Greetings.” I raised my guard and stepped back. I could’ve skewered the big knight, or at least hacked him crippled across the knee, but we were guests and manners were of the utmost imperative.

Thug scrambled to rise.

Disparate factions of the crowd continued jeering. Good to see a knight arse-end in the muck. Especially a shit-heel like him. Never mind the bloke put him there’s no better.

“Stay down, you stupid shit.” I tensed to swing.

More jeering. From the corner of my eye, I saw small-folk crouching to the ground, quick, sly, surreptitious. Gathering stones. Shit.

The big bugger stilled. Even through his ox-brain he knew I could end him with one blow.

“You’re a dead one now, aren’t ya, mate.” Eyeball froze on Thug’s far side. The other three skinned their blades, looking to Eyeball. Thug might’ve been the brawn of the outfit, but Eyeball was the brains.

“Enough!” a voice cried from behind. Sir Alaric. Karl was marching by his side then wasn’t cause he was standing by mine. “Sir Madbury! Sir Krait!” The look he gave could’ve curdled milk. “Brother Miles! Stand down. By the hound, heel those pig-stickers. Stand down, I say! I’ll not have comrades-in-arms at each other’s throats!”

“Comrades...” I stepped back, lowering Yolanda. But I didn’t sheathe her.

Von Madbury, the one-eyed blackguard, did likewise, though he was giving me a look I was fair sure mirrored my own. Minus the eye or strong, well-defined jawline.

“Gustav, get your arse out of the mud and give me a hand.” Sir Alaric was up on the scaffold now, cutting the rope lashing the boy across the wheel. “Jesus Christ...” He caught the boy as he toppled forth limp as a doll.

His mother wailed. And with fair-good reason.




Chapter 8.

...settled within the lands were a backward folk, utilizing little better than stone tools for weapons.

They were subjugated swiftly, surely, absolutely...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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THE OATH WAS BRIEF. Perfunctory. To the point. The way oaths ought be.

Penitent, I rose and King Eckhardt Haesken the Third stepped forth, taking my hand in his, laying his other across my shoulder. He had nigh on two decades on me, was slender, drawn, careworn, and moved as though the very bones within him ached. An aura of frailty. Lines fissured out from around his eyes, and as he breathed, each breath came as a forlorn sigh of relief, as though he found rudimentary satisfaction in simply having managed to take it. He wore his cobweb-thin beard neatly trimmed, and his mantle was fine if tattered somewhat by age.

If I were a hedge knight then surely here stood a hedge king.

“The winter winds grind on longer than is just, cleaving into our rite of passage into spring.” The King smiled wanly. “It is good to have your allegiance, Sir Luther, even if only a short while. As I recall, you are a staunch fellow and a fair hand with the blade.”

The chapel of Saint Gummarus, patron saint of woodcutters and destitute nobility, was cold and poorly lit, a draft through a broken shutter singing a slow sad dirge bereft of lyric or harmony. Candle lights flickered by the shrine, by the table upon which lay the dead body of the youth who’d so recently been otherwise. Beyond, the mob hurled catcall and epithet along to the staccato rhythm of stones caroming off the walls and leaded roof. We all of us pretended to ignore it.

“You remember me, Your Majesty?” I said.

“Yes, Sir Luther, that I do. A long while past, to be sure, and amid a dark time,” the King glanced at the corpse, “though it seems the light of memory shines brightest on those that are darkest. Were that it was not so.”

His house sigil, a spiked wheel on field of blood, lay across his chest.

“Sir Alaric tells me you are a law-man to your king,” he said.

“Was, Your Majesty. For a short span, a long time ago.”

“And he says you are a good man.”

“For a short span,” I matched his wan smile, “a long time ago.”

“Honest then, at least.”

“When it suits me.”

“Ahem. Sire,” Father Gregorius stepped in, a slender man pushing thirty, prim and proper and in his best robes, his slick hair parted aside, “there yet remains the matter of the dearly departed.” Dearly was a stretch, but I said nothing. “His family wishes to pray over him.” He turned toward the door. “And the small-folk outside...”

A bastion of hoarse cries pierced the mounting wind.

“What was the charge?” The King picked at his sparse beard.

“Charges, my King. Multiple.” Sir Alaric brandished a writ and adjusted his glasses, squinting, glaring at the parchment as though trying to set it afire through will alone. “Lad, could you?” He proffered the writ. “Dark as the devil in here.”

“Yeah.” I took it and ran a finger down a short list. “Multiple accusations of theft. Hmm. A loaf of bread, most recent. Poaching, as well, from the rabbit warren.”

“Did the lad have a name?” the King asked.

“Walter, my King.”

“Walter...” The King pursed his lips. “This was not Walter’s first offense.”

“First time caught, Your Majesty,” Sir Alaric said.

“And had the lad anything to say in his defense?”

Yeah. For the love of God, stop. Please!

“Aye,” Sir Alaric tucked his glasses away, “said it was to feed his ailing father.”

I glanced at the corpse. Even before Sir Gustav had laid him open, counting his ribs wouldn’t have been a chore. Kid looked like he hadn’t eaten in weeks.

“Does he indeed have an ailing father?” King Eckhardt laid a delicate hand upon the dead lad’s brow. It’d been gashed open to the skull.

“Aye, my king. He’s in the tent city. An old lumber-jack. He helped build the Schloss’s stables some twenty years past. A foreman. And he’s sick abed with the consumption.”

“Another one,” The King sighed. “And what was the sentence to be carried out?”

“A flogging, my king.”

The King ran his finger along the gash, pressing the skin back into place, a frown denting the straight line of his lips. “What happened?”

Sir Alaric sniffed hard. “One of the lads took too free a hand with the lash.”

“By the book.” The King grimaced. “Which lad?”

“Sir Gustav, my King.”

“Gustav. Again.” The King sighed. “And what have we to offer in the matter of wergild, Father?”

“W-Wergild?” Father Gregorius clutched his bible. “Your Majesty. You heard Sir Alaric. The boy was a thief. Caught red-handed.”

“Even so.” King Eckhardt finished smoothing out Walter’s ragged scalp. “What have we to offer?”

“We have coin, Your Majesty,” Father Gregorius said, “but think of the precedent. You’ll have jack-a-napes pilfering whatever comes to hand with nary any fear of—”

I glanced over at the altar. Started counting the plethora of gleaming chalices lined up like a cadre of brass knights stationed upon it.

Father Gregorius read my thoughts, his eyes narrowing as he paused his protestations.

“A sentence of death is not uncommon for theft,” Sir Alaric added. “Gustav was overzealous, aye. But you owe the family nothing. You offered them safety and shelter and in return—”

“I had their son slaughtered before their very eyes.” The King gripped the end of his scraggly beard, his fist quivering, twisting, pulling so hard I thought he might tear it out. “Sir Alaric, have the seamstress stitch the lad’s head up. It’s an affront to my eyes. His mother should not see him so. It ... it is the least we can do.”

It wasn’t the least, but it was damn-near close.

“Aye, my King.” Sir Alaric rolled the writ up and tucked it away.

“We have erred.” King Eckhardt wiped his hands on a handkerchief. “Overreached. Misapplied.”

“These things happen,” Father Gregorius offered.

It was a sad truth that, even in our current state of moral advancement, beating the shit out of children was still not an exact science. Someday though, through diligence, patience, innovation...

“What things?” the King turned.

“Mistakes, Your Majesty.”

“Mistakes?” The King shook his head slowly. “And yet, we must do something to mitigate our mistakes, no? For we are a civilized people, are we not?” He turned to me. “Sir Luther, what would you counsel?”

“Me?” Jesus. My favorite thing, being put on the spot by a king. “Depends on how you want to play it, your majest—”

A rock struck the roof and rolled down, dribbling along the whole way. The screams from outside began to build again.

“Please.” The King held out his hand. “Continue.”

“Alright.” I swallowed. “The smart thing’d be to gather your men and drive them all out. Today. Now. Having a shit-ton of pissed-off refugees squatting on your doorstep’s a recipe for midnight visitations you’re unlikely to forget.”

“I’ve a dearth of fighting men as of late.”

“Doesn’t matter.” I shook my head. “I counted five, yeah? How many more?”

“Eight. For a total of thirteen.” The King patted his blade. “My son Eventine and myself are also trained in the knightly pursuits.”

Sir Alaric winced as he scratched the back of his neck but left it at that.

Father Gregorius leaned in, “Your Majesty, I cannot stand here—”

“Good,” I cut him off. “Counting me, I have another four to add to the tally. If you can arm us all—”

“These are my folk. My subjects. My responsibility.” The King rubbed his throat. “I ... I would wish to limit bloodshed.”

I waved a hand. “We open the gates and come at them from the keep. Rattle some steel. Crack a skull or two if need be. See who wants to stay and play. My guess? Long as those gates are yawning wide, they’ll take the scenic stroll rather than widow’s walk.”

“Yet, I promised them shelter against the storm.”

“And by storm, you mean this Nazarene blackguard running rampant through town, and not your own men, yeah?”

“Have a care, lad,” Sir Alaric warned.

“But it stresses a point.”

“It does, indeed,” King Eckhardt said.

The priest touched a hand to the King’s elbow. “A moment of weakness, Your Majesty.”

“To turn them away...” The King swallowed, shook his head. “Nay. I would hold to that promise as long as tenable.”

“Tenable, huh?” I winced. More like tenuous. But he was king. “Alright. Then you’ve two options. Either play it as the strong leader. Act like no wrong was committed. Say nothing. Admit nothing. Offer nothing.” A hurled rock bounced off the stained-glass window of Saint Gummarus, but like the stout wood-cutter he was, he didn’t break. “Or, you appeal to their heart-strings. Make a show of paying the family wergild. Admit the error.” I didn’t like this. I’d been hoping to sell-sword directly under Sir Alaric. Deal solely with him. Best if a king’s not even aware of your existence. But giving them advice? You’re flotsam to the current of their ever-changing whims. “The first’ll send a clear message of strength to everyone under your aegis.”

“Your highness,” Sir Alaric peeked out a shuttered window, “we’d best—”

The King waved him off. “Go on, Sir Luther, and the second?”

“I’d advise the first, Your Majesty,” I glanced up as a hunk of plaster rained down from the ceiling, shattering on a pew, “considering the, ah, recent weather.”

“And the second, Sir Luther,” the King’s voice cracked.

“Can go either way. Fair and righteous or soft and weak. A coin flip.”

“And you advise the first, even if here, behind closed doors, we know the truth?”

“A king who makes decisions based on truth and justice is unlikely to remain king for long.” My hand was on Yolanda’s hilt as a stone pounded the door. “That’s been my experience, though the pool on that score’s been harshly limited.”

“What would you expect if it were your son?” The King raised a hand toward the door. “What if it were you out there in the cold? Your kin’s blood spilt by an overwrought savage? And yours boiling. Seething.”

“You start using me as a measuring stick,” I laid a hand to my chest, “and I’ll head out and start building a gallows.”

“Kings traditionally receive the axe,” the King corrected soberly.

“Fair enough, I’ll fetch my whetstone.”

“Proceed,” the King said unmoved, “please.”

“My own son killed?” I glanced at Sir Alaric and Father Gregorius, both watching intently. Thoughts of Abraham lying abed, all but one of his sons killed, flooded my mind. “Very well. If I were sober, I’d get drunk and grumble into my cups.”

“And if you were drunk?”

“I’d do my damnedest to see the bastard killed my kid got worse.”

King Eckhardt straightened as though his portrait were being painted. “I wish my decision to relay to my people that I am a fair and righteous king.”

A fair and righteous king? Well, there was a first for everything.

Another stone struck Saint Gummarus, shattering the head of his axe. Sir Alaric ducked aside as glass cascaded, tinkling upon the flagstones.

“The walls are thick.” The King waved a hand.

“Yeah...” We wouldn’t feel a thing when they toppled. “I’d start by flogging the ogre who killed the kid. Do it publicly. Do it soon.”

“To quell the mob...” The King said.

“That a yes?”

“It shall be done,” the King licked his pallid lips, “though, the ogre, as you say, counseled a similar sentence for you and your brother.”

Father Gregorius crossed his arms, offering me the condescending appraisal of a high-hat prick. Not a smirk, per se. He wasn’t that stupid. But I could read it there. Plainly.

“And what’d you say?” I met the King’s gaze.

“I agreed you would need atone for your actions.” The King waved a hand. “But, please, continue.”

Atone... Visions of Stephan tied to the wheel as the lash descended supplanted Abraham in my mind’s eye. I shook it off, dumbstruck a moment, wondering how fucked in truth we were. “And next,” I looked to Father Gregorius, “there’s coin to be doled?”

Father Gregorius met my glare with a wooden nod.

“What do the small-folk survive on?” I asked.

“We ration out what victuals we can spare,” Father Gregorius said.

I glanced down at the corpse. ‘What we can spare’ didn’t look like much. “And how long are the stores like to last?”

“That depends...”

“On what?” I asked. “How soon you’re willing to starve alongside them?”

“My kingdom is in dire straits, Sir Luther.” The King glared hard. “Must we belabor the point?”

“Apologies, Your Majesty.” I bowed. “Offer a wergild marker for whatever you deem the lad’s life worth plus half. Half disbursed immediately and half in one year’s time. And I’d offer something in the way of permanent shelter for the ailing father. Immediately. You’ve still a fair stock of quality lumber, yeah?”

“The corpses of trees, yes,” the King said, “that alone we possess in abundance.”

“Then have your carpenters build him a shelter within the courtyard.”

“No, no, no, that is too much, Your Majesty, far too much.” Father Gregorius was having a heart attack. Hopefully.

“Generosity to the poor,” I deadpanned, “just like Jesus taught.” I turned to the King. “Are your carpenters currently overtaxed with work?”

Father Gregorius tugged on his robes, snapping them straight. “Your highness, I strongly object—”

“Nay,” the King raised a hand, “they sit idle. Not ... not unlike the rest of us.”

“Then they could use the work and maybe an extra ration.” I ignored the priest, strenuously, giving Sir Alaric the hard glare. “And the odds of Walter’s father surviving the year?”

“Eh...?” Sir Alaric did the mental math. “Not good, I’d guess, but I’m no physiker.”

“And has the lad other family?”

“His mother. She’s sickly as well. Not the consumption, but—”

“Alright then. Good. Mothers are easy. Construct a shelter to let the old man die in. After he passes, offer the widow work for food and shelter. Washing laundry, cooking, whatever.” I nodded to Father Gregorius. “Have him negotiate it. Old ladies love priests.” Even the shit ones. “Either way, she won’t tarry. Not cooking and cleaning and trudging up the same hill to the same house her son’s murderer lives in. And once they’re both gone, use the shelter as a storehouse come next winter. Or an outhouse. Or whatever you need.”

“Someone shall need relay this message to the small-folk.” The King’s gaze landed soberly upon me.

Father Gregorius pawed at the King, “Your Highness—”

“You have a powder-keg in your courtyard and sparks are flying,” I said. “And you want some poor simple bastard to march out and kick it?”

The King pursed his lips. “I mentioned atonement before, Sir Luther, had I not?”




Chapter 9.

...the Haeskenburg Faction, myself, Elliot, Kragen and Ethel-Thrang, lead our first sortie yesterday into a pagan village. We converged upon it during the darkness of the new moon and set all the hovels ablaze.

It was lauded all around as a rousing success.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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HELLFIRE BLAZED IN the courtyard, the scaffold and breaking-wheel roaring aflame as the legion of the damned gathered for Mass. Their sermon was lit by flaming brands and proselytized through castigation and stone.

“Sure you want to do this?” I breathed.

Stephan looked pale. “This was your idea.”

“It was the King’s.”

Stephan glared out a shattered window at the mob, for it was a mob now, gathered beyond, clotting the courtyard’s center. Stephan nodded once. Succinctly. “King Eckhardt’s on the level?”

“He’s a king.”

“He’ll do what he promised?”

“How the hell should I know?”

Stephan was breathing hard, chest heaving, nostrils flaring, glaring hard at the door, listening to the chorus beyond. It was a sound that got you moving. Unfortunately, we’d be moving in the wrong direction. “Just be ready with those shields.”

“Sure,” I banged a fist against mine, “to protect me.”

“Yar,” Karl grunted, “can’t have such a dainty young lass getting knocked about in the squash.” Whether he meant me or Stephan wasn’t clear.

I glared Sir Alaric up and down. “You strapped, old-timer?”

“By the hound, I ain’t going out there.” Sir Alaric took a pull off a wine bottle, offered a tepid flourish, then bowed. “Apologies. I’m just here to see you on your way and lock the door after.”

Karl grumbled something garbled but clearly and wholly negative.

“And what if it goes south?” I asked.

“If?” Sir Alaric shook his head, frowned, took another pull.

“Yeah. My thoughts, exactly. But you gonna be here to unlock it?”

“Rest assured,” Sir Alaric saluted, “I shan’t abandon my post except under the most dire of circumstances.”

“Fantastic.” I grabbed Stephan by the shoulder, shook him from his funk. “You ready?”

“Aye.” Stephan blinked. “Yes.”

“Good.” I lit my torch on a candle then slid out the door. Stephan followed, hand on my shoulder, Karl trudging after. A screamed epithet echoed off the Schloss’s walls. Followed by curses. Then the best part. Rocks.

“PLEASE!” Stephan raised his arms. “HOLD!”

“Sticks and stones, brother,” I warned.

Stephan stood between Karl and me, our shields angled and raised, offering a slim opening through which Stephan might work his magic. Or get smashed in the face by a well-aimed missile.

The mob bent, morphed, twisted, coming around like some vast slow, yare-less war-hulk towards us, dripping bitter malice, a tall thin skeleton-looking bastard clambering to its prow.

“Get fucked!” Skeleton cocked his arm back then slung it forward, a rock whistling in its wake.

A blast as my arm absorbed what shock the shield didn’t.

“Back up,” I hissed to Stephan. “It’s going sideways.”

“No.” Stephan shouldered through our shields. “Please! Wait! Listen!”

“Jesus Christ—” I made to maneuver ahead without lighting him afire.

“Hold!” Stephan marched forth. “I beg of you, hold! Listen!”

Rioters armed with rocks quelled an instant.

Skeleton stomped his boot, pointing, drool coursing down his chin, “Liar!”

“He hasn’t said shit, yet.” I met Skeleton’s eye. “Give him a square shake.” Then take aim. But I didn’t say it as dripping sarcasm was often lost on mobs.

“Brothers! Sisters!” Stephan bellowed into the void. “Put aside your missiles. Please!”

“We ain’t your brothers,” Skeleton spat. “Ain’t your sisters, ain’t your anything, you pampered dandy!”

“Aye, it’s true. My name is Stephan Krait. And indeed, I was born the son of a lord. But I, too, have known injustice.” He pulled back his sleeve, revealing the caustic stump where his right arm ended. “And have suffered for it. I have made it my life’s work to quell it!”

The mob settled at that, not wholly, and not Skeleton. “Then what in Hades you doing on their side?!”

Stephan pressed on. “I know what it is to lose. To starve. To—”

“Nooo!” Skeleton balled his fists. “He lies!”

“King Eckhardt offers the sire of the lad wergild. Housing and shelter as well.”

“And what about his cursed murderer!”

“He is to be punished,” Stephan announced. “Flogged. Publicly.”

A chatter riffled through the crowd.

“And what of them who gone missing?” someone yelled.

“Aye, what’s to be done for them?”

“Brother?” Stephan asked without turning.

“You got me,” I whispered.

Stephan swallowed. “I’ll speak personally to King Eckhardt about this—”

“Can you not see?” Skeleton screamed. “The son of a lord. What cares he for us? Can you not—”

Stephan trudged forth, marching across open ground until he was before the mob, until he was within it, eye-to-eye with Skeleton. Metaphorically, at least. Skeleton leered over him like a wizened scarecrow, his huge melon ungainly as an apple on a toothpick.

Shoulder to shoulder, Karl and I scrambled after. Precipice, a word that came suddenly to mind, and here we were lemmings scrambling pell-mell for it.

“You saw me this very morn?” Stephan asked. “Saw my brother?” He pointed to me as I skidded to a halt by his side. The scaffold and wheel stood somber and giant, mere echoes midst the burning silence. “You saw us here?”

“And what good would it do? Walter’s still dead. And we’re still starving.”

“Times are hard,” Stephan admitted.

“And about to get harder.” Skeleton lurched forth and seized Stephan by the throat, or made to, anyways. Karl thrust his torch forth, freezing the emaciated giant in place while I stepped in and slammed him with my shield, knocking him onto his arse across the cold hard ground.

“Stop.” Stephan raised his hand.

Karl lowered his torch. I scowled but restrained myself from putting the boots to him. Just like Jesus taught.

“Please.” Stephan offered Skeleton his hand. “What is your name, good sir?”

“Fuck you,” Skeleton rasped.

“What you said was just.” Stephan pursed his lips. “I was not successful in saving the lad’s life. Nay. I was too late. But I will say I risked my own life for his. I say this not because I fancy myself something of a hero. Heroes succeed. Triumph. I say it only because I wish you to see the truth of who I am.” He laid a hand on my shoulder, quelling me trembling back. “I risked my life and would do so again,” he turned to the mob, “for any of you.”

I huddled behind my shield, keeping an eye on the mob, their hands behind threadbare cloaks, gripping hidden weapons. Karl was doing the same. If the mob decided to do what mobs do, it’d make little difference. A few seconds, maybe. A couple steps. A fair many would fall, yeah, but we’d be amongst them.

A chatter of accordance spattered through the mob.

“Who here thinks me a liar?” Stephan’s voice rang out.

Silence only, but for the crackle of flame coursing through the night.

Skeleton scrambled on his arse backward, disappearing into the mob.

“I pledge this to you!” Stephan called out. “I shall parley with your king. I shall voice your concerns,” he laid a hand to his heart, “which are now my concerns! And I shall dwell amongst you, bearing your travails, if you should have me.”

Murmuring then at that.

“You mean it?” A woman shouldered through the mob. She was small, bedraggled, malnourished, but there was the glint of iron in her eye. “Truly now?” Her eyes narrowed. “You’ll speak with him? You’ll stand for us? With us?”

“Yes,” Stephan said, “I shall.”

It’s a funny thing, reading a crowd, a mob. There’s little difference between the two, really, only intent, and intent’s not always a thing you can measure, only sense. Some blokes’ll kill you in a blink with a good-natured grin. Some can’t mask the ire, have to let it pour free in horrific glee. But what can be masked by a loner is oft times impossible with a crowd, and that’s what Stephan had quelled them back into.

He strode through them unafraid, grasping hands, introducing himself, nodding, talking, smiling. A few even patted me on the shoulder. A fair rousing moment, truth be told, but it was a sad state of affairs when he and I were the most popular blokes in town.




Chapter 10.

...tried to escape the conflagration, we slew them, one and all. The flames that throughout the night had scorched timber under aegis of dawn took to consuming the carcasses of pagan infidels.

Hochmeister Gaunt assures us a place in Heaven, seated at the right hand of...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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I PULLED OPEN THE DOOR to see Abraham lying shivering abed, blankets up to his eyeballs, translucent as a drowned maggot. The hearth-flame seemed to cast little if no heat. But there were a roof and walls and shuttered windows, and it was dry. A thimble-sized pot of soup cooking. More than something to be said for that. Ruth hovered over him, laying a folded cloth across his forehead, pressing down with her palm, holding it there, her lips pursed in chronic consternation. Joshua and Sarah sat side-by-side at a small table. Joshua read a book while Sarah lay head down, cradled in her arms.

I eased the door closed, wincing as it creaked.

Ruth looked up, eyes glistening, filled with a mix of hope and horror. When she saw my face she abandoned the hope.

“You were expecting my brother.” I straightened.

“What—” Ruth cleared her throat, fought to swallow, glaring all the while toward the window, “what became of that boy? The one from the yard?”

“What becomes of all of us.” I licked my lips. “Eventually”

It was silent outside. Finally.

“Won’t they—”

“They’re all back in their tents, hunkered down with sore throats and raw souls.” Hopefully. I nodded toward Abraham. “How’s he doing?” But I already knew.

Ruth’s pale visage darkened. “His fever’s not yet broken. And I ... I fear that it shan’t.” She didn’t like me, and I didn’t blame her. I’d killed her son Isaac back in Asylum. “Oy vey. It’s best he’s not disturbed.” It hadn’t been my fault. Or it had. Nigh on completely. But he’d been part of a cabal set against me, put me in a tight position, given me one of two choices. Him or me. I’d chosen me. “You should go.”

“You need rest.” I set an armload of blankets on the foot of the bed.

“I’m fine.”

Ruth put me in mind of a sparrow, its bones so thin, so weak, so brittle.

“It’s late.” I could see she was cracking, fissures forming, moving in lightning-patterned jags even as I watched. Course, some of that might’ve been on account of me. “Lady Mary said she’d be along soon. To spell you.” I lifted a blanket, offered it to the kids. “What are you reading?”

“The Talmud.” Joshua tilted the book up.

“Still?” They’d been reading it aboard the Ulysses. The entire voyage.

“It’s all we have,” Joshua yawned.

“How many times’ve you read it?” I asked.

Joshua glanced at Sarah, still asleep, then started counting silently on his fingers.

“What they do is of no concern of yours.” Hands balled into fists, Ruth marched over and ripped the blanket from my hands. “Just stay away from them,” she growled. “Don’t go near them. Don’t talk to them. Don’t even look at them.”

“You hate me.” I took a step back, hands raised. “I get it. Hell. I deserve it.” I glanced at her children. “But you don’t hate them, yeah? So what do they need?” My voice echoed dead in the close room. “What’s Abe need?”

I could see the gears turning in her head, swallowing some retort no doubt lodged like a dry pine cone halfway down her craw.

“Tell me what you need and I’ll go,” I said.

“Joshie?” Sarah rubbed her eyes. “Mother, what...?” She stifled a yawn. “Oh. Mister Luther. Hello.” Presumably, her parents hadn’t told her that I’d murdered one of her brothers. And had a hand in the demise of another.

“Milady.” I offered a bow.

“Go back to sleep, love.” Ruth was kneeling by Sarah’s side in an instant, rubbing her back, wrapping the blanket around her shoulders. “Close your eyes. Dream.” She tucked the edges in around Sarah, hands shaking all the while. “We need more wood.” She licked her cracked lips. “We need clean water. A bucket. As well as some linen. Strips would be fine. To... To clean him.”

“Of course.” I raised an eyebrow at the children. “Them?”

“Please,” Ruth gathered herself up, “don’t speak of them. Don’t speak to them. Don’t...” She nearly collapsed to a knee but caught herself, straightened, brushing a stray coil of hair from her eyes.

Sarah latched onto her. “Mother?”

“I’m fine, dearest,” Ruth said.

Joshua latched on as well.

“Yeah...” I took a breath, nodded, swallowed. “Wood. Clean water. Linen.” I turned to leave.

“Krait...” Abraham shifted in bed, his voice a low ghost moan.

“Abe?” I marched over. “What is it?”

He beckoned with a single finger, managing somehow to make it look exhausting.

“Sorry it took so long to check in with you.” I knelt by his side. “Been a long day.”

Tears brimming in her eyes, Ruth bit her knuckle.

“Where...?” Abraham struggled to sit up and failed, collapsing back in a gasping heap. “Where are we?”

“Haeskenburg.”

“On the Abraxas?” Abraham asked quietly.

“Yeah,” I said. “That Haeskenburg.”

“Oh, my word. Yes. Yes.” Abraham pinched the bridge of his nose. “Were you able to ascertain Lemuel’s whereabouts?”

“Sorry, Abe. We tried. He’s gone. Or dead. Or both.”

“Dead...” Abraham echoed. “Ahem. Ruth, m-my dear, some soup, please, if you would?”

Ruth sniffed, smiled, wiped her eyes. “Of course.”

“Relax.” I held up a hand. “I’ll get it.”

“Why did we put in here?” Abraham asked. “Perhaps we might sail further—”

“It was here or drown.” I kept my voice low as I ladled soup. “My vote was for drown.” I shrugged. “I was outvoted.”

“Oy gevalt. You should have woken me.”

“If the angry mob couldn’t, we figured you’d earned a stretch.”

“Even so.”

“Next time then,” I conceded.

“What happened?”

“The Ulysses shit the bed.” I handed Ruth the soup. Her hands were still shaking. “Got it? You sure? Good.” Seemed she’d brook no other way. “She was sinking. I’ve got Avar and Chadwicke on it. Gonna dry dock her soon as possible. Tomorrow hopefully. Heavy repairs.” It was the smart move. Smart unless Slade Raachwald had tracked us upriver. Smart unless Slade saw her. Recognized her. Acted accordingly. Then we’d all be begging to drown.

Abraham blinked. “What is this place?”

“The Schloss von Haesken.” I winked. “Nothing but the best, yeah? Pulled some strings with an old justiciar I know.” I didn’t tell him those strings were tied to an anvil balanced precariously above our collective heads.

“Hmm...” Abraham closed his eyes. “King Eckhardt is said to be a fair man, yes?”

“Yeah. Maybe.” I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Abraham forced air out. Breathing was a chore for him. A chore to watch. “And how is the remainder of our ... situation?”

Ruth’s eyes welled. “Everything is fine, my love—”

“The Ulysses is an apt metaphor,” I cut in. No sense in lying. Not here. Not now. “We’re in it and in it deep.”

“You never were a liar, Krait.” Abraham smiled wanly. “You might elicit too much joy in the delivering of harsh truths, but,” he fought dry-mouth to swallow, tonguing the words out, “no liar.”

“I’ve no joy in this.”

Ruth cast me a glare and proffered a shaking spoon to Abraham’s lips. “Eat.”

“Thank you, my dear.” Abraham sipped tepidly at the soup.

“You should go,” Ruth said without turning my way. “Now. Please.” She pointed with the spoon. “He needs ... he needs his rest.”

Abraham patted her hand and mumbled something I couldn’t quite hear.

Ruth cocked her head toward his greyish lips, listening, eyes quivering in withheld tears. “Yes, my dear, of ... of course.”

“Krait.”

“What is it, Abe?” I asked.

“Forgive me.” Abraham dabbed his lips with the corner of his blanket. “And coin? How are we situated with coin?”

“I’m working on it.”

“Did you—”

“I’m sell-swording for King Eckhardt.” I shrugged. “Food. Lodging. Get us back on our feet. The lumber we need for the Ulysses. I just finished taking my oath. We’re serving a warrant come dawn. And we’ve some gear to hawk if we can find anyone willing. Courtesy of our friends from Asylum.”

“My dear,” Abraham nodded a mite to Ruth, “can you fetch me pen and paper?”

“I—” She looked around the small room, hoping it might somehow materialize. She came finally to me.

“I’ll add it to the list.”

“Rest, my love. There’s no need—” Ruth clutched his hand. “If you could simply clear this cough.”

“No, no.” Abraham took her hands and kissed them. “Of course, my dear, of course. I don’t intend to leave you soon. But I have trade contacts here besides Lemuel. Hanseatic men. Merchants. Men who owe me. I think it time I called them in.”

“These, contacts?” I raised a magnificent eyebrow. “They wouldn’t happen to be Jews, would they?”

“Err? Yes, mostly.” Abraham struggled to turn my way. “Why?”

Ruth glared hard my way, shaking her head. Fiercely.

“You know why,” I answered anyways.




Chapter 11.

...conquest after conquest. It was a heady lust that burgeoned within even whence thirst had been quenched and hunger slaked.

But hence, there came the clan-holt.
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WE WERE SERVING A MURDER warrant.

“Used to be they condemned criminals here, a generation past.” Sir Alaric glared up through the cold dawn rain, shielding his eyes with a gloved hand, breath steaming, the ruins of the old keep looming like walls of a steep canyon, a legion of dark windows, empty eyes, watching down. Brown vines and dead vegetation encrusted a massive breaking-wheel propped up in the center of the courtyard. Not unlike the one in the Schloss.

“Hunting criminals. Catching ‘em. Killing ‘em.” Sir Alaric wiped his chin. “Has to be done. A necessity. Chop off their heads. Hang ‘em. Whatnot. But breaking ‘em? By the hound. Hearing the deliberate snap of bone?” He shook his head. “Brings us all low.”

“Sends a message, though,” I said.

“Aye. We’re barbarians, despite our best attempts at Christ’s word.”

“Now your King just beheads them or your ogres flog them rotten.” I kept a hand to Yolanda’s hilt. “You’ve come so far.”

“Was an old Haesken family tradition,” Sir Alaric said.

“Yeah?” I glanced at him sidelong. “Mine has ham every Easter.”

Sir Alaric seemed suddenly consumed with knocking ashes from his pipe.

Tied off and staked down, a mishmashed muddle of tents and lean-tos huddled in close groups through the old keep’s courtyard, silent but for the patter of rain against canvas. Eyes from within watched. I felt them but saw no one.

“Slow-cooked over a spit...” I kept my eyes to the tents, to the doorways, the windows. Had the sense that king’s officers wouldn’t be loved round here. Or anywhere else for that matter. “Basted in honey. Brushed on like paint.” I swallowed. “Turning it round and round. Take all day.” I glanced over to the kid. “Ever have it that way?”

“Eh? Huh? Wha—?” Young Parwicke stammered. I made him for nigh on par with the lad from the courtyard. From the slab. The crypt. “Ah ... no, Your Majesty.”

“Ain’t a king, kid.”

“Huh? Oh. Sorry.” Young Parwicke’s shoulders were up by his ears, hands fidgeting, eyes feverishly scanning the grey stone structures. “Ain’t never had it that way.” He looked like he hadn’t had much of anything of late and for a fair decent stretch beyond. “Sir Luther,” he added after.

“Too bad.” I smacked my lips. “Sweet as candy.”

A stone toppled from a fallen tower. I nearly shit myself. Jesus. Tried playing it cool. Karl caught it, though, and chuffed a rough sidelong rumble.

The kid said nothing, though, just glanced expectantly at Sir Alaric. It was his show. The weight Karl and I bore was trying to look big and scary. There was a certain freedom in being a base tool. No need for thought. Making decisions. Morality.

“What say you, lad?” Sir Alaric chewed his pipe.

“Aye, sir. That’s it.” Young Parwicke pointed. “Over yonder.”

“The gaol?” Sir Alaric glared at a squat stone structure, a massive lock and chain crisscrossing its front door.

“Nay. Beyond. The old chapel.” Young Parwicke jumped at a sound, real or imagined. He was one of many from the tent camp, but the only one we could find willing to spill. I’d hazard it’d make him about as popular as us but said nothing. We all have our reasons, and an empty belly was better than most. “C-Can I get my coin, sir?”

“Nay, lad,” Sir Alaric strolled past him without looking, eyes only for the prize, “not til we’ve come to grips with our quarry.”

“Uhh...”

I could see it plain as the pimples on his mug, Young Parwicke was itching to bolt then and there, payment be damned, but greed’s a bitch and a bastard and a sticky thing all stitched inexplicably into one. A ponderous thing to bear, for sure, but even more so to set down.

Young Parwicke glared at the old chapel. “Ain’t going in there.”

I didn’t blame him.

The old chapel rose crooked and gnarled, slathered en masse by an onslaught of ragged pine and bristling twig. Their tops were still green, but lower down was consumed by a riot of jabbing sticks devoid of any vibrance or joy or semblance of sanity. Where the trees began and chapel ended was difficult to say.

“Lovely.” I eyeballed Young Parwicke. “Any folk squatting inside?”

He gave me a look that clearly stated, Are you nuts?

A bead of rain inched down my spine. “He still inside?”

“I...I think so.” Young Parwicke offered a somber nod. “Saw him go in last night.”

“Last night, huh?” An old oak door stood burst ajar, sopping with congealed rot. “So you really have no clue.”

“Eh...?” The kid kicked a stone. “Nay, sir.”

“Ever been inside?”

“Nay.”

“Great.” I turned to Sir Alaric. “By your leave?”

Sir Alaric blew snot out one nostril then waved me onward. He didn’t seem one for pomp or ceremony.

I nodded to Karl. “Take a look round back.”

Karl offered a sarcastic bow and trudged off.

“Sure it’s our man?” I scoured the ground. Footprints, some going in, some out, scarred the muck.

“It’s Rudiger,” the kid answered.

“Alright. And what’s he look like?”

“He’s a ... a big fella.” Young Parwicke flared his arms out. “Not tall, mind, but stout. Wide. Dark brown hair. Sports sideburns that connect nigh on in a beard. Was,” he screwed his eyes shut, “wearing a reddish-colored hat.”

“He by himself?” I asked.

“No. Was with another fella and the Grey Lady.”

“Grey Lady?” I said. “Like a noble lady?”

“Don’t know,” Young Parwicke said. “Was wearing finery. But all mucked up. Looked like it mighta been white or pink once.”

“Fancy. What’d she look like?”

“Like hell.” Young Parwicke picked at his lip. “Long hair all a-tangle. Light brown. Slender. Pale.”

“No name?”

Young Parwicke shook his head. “Folk just call her the Grey-Lady. Wanders around town. Up here from time to time. Always talking to herself, laughing low. Giggling. Folks ken she’s mad.”

A vision subsumed me, of the corpse outside the Half-King, of the haggard lady leering as she glided down the alley, giggling. “And what do you ken?”

“I ken I give a wide berth when I hear her coming.”

“Great.” I took a deep breath, shook away the vision. “Tell me about this third fella.”

“Kind of a funny-looking.”

“How so?”

“A tall, hefty bloke. A big belly.” Young Parwicke patted his stomach. “Like a lady with child. But with arms and legs like toothpicks. Balding and a grayed beard. Wore a brown homespun cloak.”

“Know his name?”

“Nay.” Young Parwicke blinked. “New fella come to camp. From the south side or so’s someone said.”

“Who said?” I asked.

Young Parwicke considered a moment then shrugged. “Don’t know. Just someone.”

“Right. Anything else?”

“Heard he was a brewer. Others say he’s an old monk.”

More drivel. “What’s the word on Rudiger?”

“Used to be a miller, maybe, once upon a time. Folks ain’t like being around him. Even talking about him. They ken him weird.”

“Weird...?” The hair on my neck stood up.

Young Parwicke picked at his ear.

“Alright then, lad,” Sir Alaric said. “Many thanks. You go hunker down yonder.” He patted his coin purse. “We’ll even up on our way out.”

The kid didn’t need to be told twice. He scurried off rat-quick, disappearing in the shadow of a blink.

“You playing games, old man?” I squared up on Sir Alaric, crossed my arms, gave him the hard glare.

“Eh?” Sir Alaric adjusted his cravat. “What?”

“Don’t bullshit me,” I said. “What’d our man do?”

“I told you already. Murder.”

“Yeah...” Something was off. I could smell it. Taste it. “What is it about this murder? In particular?”

“Well,” Sir Alaric scowled, “murders would be more apt. Few folks’ve gone missing, and Rudiger’s the last one seen with more’n a couple of ‘em. Folk ain’t rushing to talk, though. Not in the open. Our Parwicke’s a brave lad.”

“Stupid,” I corrected. “How many murders?”

“Enough.”

“So he’s good.”

“Might not call it good, but, aye. Fella’s proficient.”

“And what about the weird?”

Karl appeared, trudging round the corner of the chapel, picking thistles from his beard. “Nothing out back but a trench-shitter by the curtain wall.” He showed some teeth as he drew back the string on his crossbow and set a bolt within. “Couple old pictured windows. Narrow. Mostly busted out.”

“Can he get out of them?”

“If he greases up.”

“Well, let’s hope he’s no Dago.” I gave Karl the lowdown then turned back on Sir Alaric. “And this Grey-Lady? What of her?”

“Warrant’s for Rudiger.” Sir Alaric shook his head. “Don’t say nothing about cackling hags.”

“And we’re in it for the long haul, yeah?”

“Aye. Like the old days.” Sir Alaric drew his sword. It was an old blade, nothing fancy, but serviceable, staid, not unlike him. “Blood and iron. Dead or alive. Him or us. You ready, lads?”

“No.” But I stepped inside despite, Yolanda gleaming at the forefront. “But I’m freezing my balls off out here.”

Inside, it was drips. Cold. Slow. Drips. Old pews sat hoary and cracked, all stacked in a pile in the corner. The saw-toothed edges of stained glass rimmed the empty windows like the jaws of some long-dead beast. Tree limb and root squirmed through the ceiling, the walls, the floor, upending slats and cracking mortar. A massive anvil stood immobile at the head of the room, as stout and immovable as Thor’s Mjolnir.

“Used to be a cross set atop the anvil.” Sir Alaric crossed himself.

“Old gods and the new,” I said.

Karl hocked a wad.

I wiped Yolanda off with my cloak and laid her bare across my shoulder.

Karl stayed along the right, laying a gnarled hand atop the anvil as he passed.

I took the left.

“Stairs are over yonder.” Sir Alaric lit a second lantern and handed it to me. “Round the far corner.”

“You used to come here?” I asked.

“Aye, for Mass. Back when I had hair.” Sir Alaric pointed with his pipe stem and stepped over a warped pew. “Stairs. Over there.”

The stairs were in fair shape. Some dust. Nitre. A few cracks here and there.

“Footprints.” Karl was already there, trudging through clutter.

“So, I guess stealth’s out the window?” I deadpanned.

“You want to be next out?” Karl turned, his crossbow with him.

“We’re on a ground floor.” I glared down the stairs and into darkness. “Idiot.”

Karl rumbled a laugh as he started down.

“Hold—” I laid a hand on Karl’s shoulder. “You smell it?”

“Eh?” Sir Alaric frowned. “What?”

Karl didn’t turn; he was focused on the down. “You fart?”

“Well, yeah, but there’s something else, too. Something dead.” If anyone was still down there, they knew we were here, so I carried on full-bore. “Oy, Rudiger, you blackguard!” I called into the void. “You come on up quiet, hands to the fore and empty as my heart, and it’ll go smoother for you.” For us, too, but murderers rarely give a damn beyond their own skins. I knew it true of myself. “Cross my heart. Hope to die...”

We waited.

No one answered.

“Fuck it,” I said. “Onward. To glory.”

“Yar,” Karl trekked onward, me at his shoulder, brandishing the lantern in one hand, Yolanda ready for the devil himself in the other.

Karl held up a clenched fist. Halt. A wide door stood at the bottom of the stairs.

“Got it.” I shouldered past. “Ready?”

“Yar.”

“Don’t shoot me in the head.”

“I’ll aim fer your arse.”

“Good.” A burst of bent bravado to heat the blood and I let loose, a sharp rasp of breath, a hand to the wall, then hurling forth bodily, throwing my weight into my heel and taking the door above the knob. There’s just something viscerally satisfying about kicking in a door, something that clicks with the heart. The soul. Some innate tendency of man. Maybe it’s just the base pleasure of wrecking something that works.

The door was old and crusty and splintered on impact, folding nigh in half but somehow not collapsing completely. The jamb-half clung persistently to hinge while the latch-side shattered inward.

The stench hit me first, a gale reek, a hammer fist to my senses. “Jesus.” I breathed through my mouth. “Smell it now?”

Karl grunted assent.

I ducked the hanging wreckage and shouldered blade-first into darkness.

A glimpse of movement from the corner of my eye “Wha—!” and something struck me. Hard. A gush as the air left my lungs, and I was off my feet, weightless, rough arms crushing my midsection and driving me back, back, back smashing against a wall. Yolanda clattered somewhere as my head ricocheted off stone, stars cascading before my eyes.

But I kept my feet, spreading out, remaining upright more through buttressing against the wall than anything else. I twisted, over-hooking one arm. Hucked a blind uppercut. One, two, three, hammering flesh, face, bone. Growling and gnawing at my mail shirt, the bastard clamped down. His arms squeezed, my ribs squealing in failing protest as he folded me in half to the ground.

“Fuck!” I smashed him, kneed him, but had nothing behind it.

Karl roared in the cavern twilight. “Move!”

“Shoot—” I croaked.

The bastard paused a second, distracted maybe, loosening for sure, and shifted, trying to muscle me over. Use me for shield duty. Cowardice chicken-shitting at full bore, I squirmed, bucked and turned, jamming a thumb into his eye, growling obscenities while I finger-fucked hard, scraping nail against slick concave bone.

“Arrrgh!” The bastard recoiled, shadows dancing in the dim lantern light, a hand clutched to his ruined eye as Karl loosed the crossbow.

Thunk!

The bolt impacted, burying into flesh as I kicked out one of his legs.

Flailing, he slammed down within arm’s reach, and I was clutched on and dagger stabbing gut-chest-gut fast as a maid churns butter. He grunted at first impact, realized what was happening on third and by fifth was somehow game again, smashing me back, snarling to his feet.

Room reeling, “Grab him!” I dove for his legs, wrapping my arms round his calf, rolling and sucking it up, slitting his Achilles and nearly stabbing myself in the face. I lost the dagger but grabbed his other leg. Wheezing, rasping, slavering, he spun, hopping, ripping free.

“He’s loose!” I scrambled to my feet, ripping another dagger free.

Karl growled, sparks ripping a comet trail as his thane-axe glanced off the bastard’s head and along the wall.

The bastard scrambled for the stairs, took them four at a time with me scrambling after, shouting, “Coming your way, old man!”

The bastard barrel-assed up, moving like a rabid beast, forearm-bashing Sir Alaric aside like a scarecrow on a blustery day. Sir Alaric groaned against the wall, clutching his chest, sliding down, curled crumpled across the floor.

The bastard was up and out the door before I could make the landing, “Sir Alaric!” I rasped, and he flicked his hand, waving me on, “Go ... go on.”

I burst out the chapel and hauled across the way, past the gaol, towards the tent city. The bastard tore through the front of a tent and slashed out the back to the sound of screams, disappearing in the haphazard labyrinth of the squatter camp. The sky had one eye cracked awake with dawn grey, and I followed the sound of footsteps splashing through mud.

“Karl—” Huffing, I stopped behind the tent he’d cut through. “See where he went?”

“What the hell?” A man poked his head out, a rusty carpenter’s hammer clutched in his fist.

I ignored him, scouring the ground for prints. “Any idea?” The ground was lousy with them. “He can’t get far.”

Folk were emerging from tents, looking none too happy, and all too armed.

“This way.” Karl trudged off. “The gates. Odin’s eye...”

“Oy!” More folk roused, heads poking out like rats from a warren.

“Yeah.” I trotted through the tents and lean-tos, looking for fresher prints. “He can’t get far.” My new mantra. Repeat it enough and it’d come true. I’d sunk steel into him. Six times. At least. “I gouged his eye and slit his bloody Achilles, for God’s sake.” And Karl’d skewered him then sheared nigh on half his face off.

He couldn’t have gotten far. Couldn’t have lasted long.

But he had. And he did. And he kept on doing.

Sir Alaric finally caught up to us, gimping along, clutching his chest, lurched over, concave as a question mark.

“Strong work, old man,” I deadpanned.

“Apologies, lad. Errrg...” Sir Alaric wiped his nose with the back of his hand then hefted his sword in the burgeoning dawn. “But then, this usually does the trick.” It was dripping crimson from point to hilt.




Chapter 12.
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DEAD END,” I CALLED back up.

We were back in the chapel’s wine cellar. Or crypt. Or root cellar.

Or whatever the hell it was.

Sir Alaric didn’t answer. I was fair sure he was slumped at the top of the stairs, nursing a broken sternum and wheezing like my dead grandma after huffing her Sunday pipe. And I was thinking hard on that pipe-weed, remembering its blue vanilla smoothness, the cool wrapping tendrils contorting in dragon shapes. Cause I was breathing through my mouth.

We’d tracked Rudiger through the Grey-Lark Forest. By prints and by blood. Then lost his trail once the blood stopped and he’d made town. Which was odd. Usually, a bloke’s blood stops running, so does he. But the world’s an inbred blackguard sometimes. Most times. And it’s nigh on impossible to track a mark across cobble unless you’re heeling him direct. Eyes on the prize. Or hearing at the very least. But it didn’t matter, cause he was curled up in the attic of some derelict villa. Or wedged against a post on the far side of a fence, some mongrel worrying away at his cooling corpse. Wherever he was, he was dead.

He had to be.

“Footprints...” Karl ran a hand along the crypt’s wall. “Some old. Some new.”

“Some borrowed, some blue.”

“Hrrmm?”

“A bloody fucking mess,” I said. But no bodies. The footprints were a jumbled scrawl of days or weeks or even months’ worth of trekking. Not to mention our recent festivities. “Over there.” Something caught my eye. “That.” Across the left wall was what looked like a slash of black. “Blood?”

It looked like blood, but old blood. Not fresh, at any rate. I sniffed at it, almost gagging from the stifling corpse-stench, but could just make out the sliver of copper tang beneath the brazen beast. “Smells like it.”

Karl stalked over, scratched a fingernail through the stain, dabbed it to his tongue. “Yar. It’s blood.”

“Just what the hell’s wrong with you?”

“You gonna swoon?” Karl stalked off.

Wasn’t much to the chamber. Maybe twenty by forty. Well-built, except for the collapsed wall section at the far end. Karl stared at it, gripping his beard.

“Hey, old man,” I called up. “Why’d they leave here?”

“Didn’t want to be squatting in no dank cellar, I’d hazard.”

“No. The keep. Set atop this hill? And with that wall? More defensible if shit ever goes sideways. Which is what it inevitably does. Buildings are overgrown as Wenelda’s legs, but the bones beneath are strong. Hale. Hell, even down here, the stonework’s solid.”

“Yar,” Karl cocked his head at the rubble, “except fer this.”

“Still better than that claptrap Schloss,” I countered.

“Hrrrm...” Karl prodded a crevice with the haft of his axe, “I’d wager it so.”

“Well?” I asked back up.

“King says jump, lad...” Sir Alaric wheezed.

“Yeah.” I stalked through the scrum of collapsed earth and stone that’d washed in like the tide. “This collapsed a while ago. Years maybe.” Smooth stones formed the intact walls. I could barely feel the joints between. “When’d they abandon it?”

Sir Alaric let out a gust. “Near some thirty years, give or take.”

I ran a hand along one of the collapsed stones. A big bastard. “Hmm...” I stopped, feeling a notch, and peered close. Four parallel lines marked the stone. “What’s this look like?”

Karl trudged over.

“Could use a little more light, old man,” I called up.

Sir Alaric still didn’t answer, he just adjusted his lantern, tin scraping on stone, casting a dim glow down our way.

“Thanks.” I pointed at the notched stone. “Here.”

“Hrmm...” Karl squatted.

“A tool-mark? Mason’s sigil?”

“Don’t look it but, yar. Must be. Ain’t Ogham.” Karl hunkered along through the debris, pointing. “Got some more. Here and here. There, too. Looks to be they match up.”

“From the quarry? Construction?”

Karl ran his hand along a set of marks. “Don’t know.”

“If they’re not tool marks, then what?”

“Looks more like...” Karl shook his head. “Nar. Must be tools.”

“Think someone brought it down on purpose?”

“Yar...” Karl grunted absently, feeling along the collapsed wall, ducking his head between massive blocks, checking each crevice. “But there’s got to be...” He stopped next to a broad slash of black and ducked down. “Here. Hold.” He laid his shoulder into a block and grunted as he slid it aside.

“Try not to bring down the rest til I’m gone.” I trudged back up the stairs. Sir Alaric sat atop, head down, breathing. Rasping. “Gonna make it, old-timer?”

“Aye, lad,” the old man thumped his chest, tepidly at best, “I’m right as rain.”

“Well, rain falls and splatters everywhere, making a general nuisance of itself, so...”

“Arrr,” Sir Alaric clutched his ribs, forcing himself slowly to his feet, “don’t make me laugh.”

I helped him up, dusted him off. “Want to tell me what the hell’s going on?”

“By the hound, I wish I knew.” Sir Alaric rubbed his sternum.

“Bullshit.”

“Oy,” Karl called up from below, “got something.”

“We ain’t done,” I said and started back down.

Karl was still in the process of using his thane-axe to lever a block aside. I gave him a hand, dropping my shoulder into it. A monster nigh on three and a half feet tall and twice as wide, it inched, growling across the floor. “Odin’s teeth, it reeks.”

“It’s... Your... Rrrrg... Breath,” I groaned.

But we manhandled it aside. Eventually. I collapsed against the wall, heart pounding in my ears, vision going fuzzy. I felt the side of my head. My fingers came away sticky. Red. Warm.

Karl hunkered on his knees, peered low, head in a crevice. “Here.”

“Here, what?”

“There’s a tunnel back there.” Karl slapped a palm against the old stone. “Look.” A crevice gaped between two fallen stones. Just a sliver of liquid night. “It’s tight. But I’m thinking we can fit.”

“How deep?”

“Gimme a moment to whip out my cock and measure.”

“Not very then?” I asked innocently.

“Heh...” Karl shoved the haft of his thane-axed in with one hand. It kept going, swallowing up to his shoulder. “Goes beyond.” He peered in. “Hrrmmm... Don’t feel no air moving. But there’s space back there.”

“Maybe you should crawl in?”

“Maybe you should go fuck your face?”

“If only God had graced me—”

“Would you two stop clucking like inbred hens,” Sir Alaric groaned from above. “Want me to crawl down there and do it myself?”

“Yeah. Absolutely.” I stepped aside, hand out to guide the way. “You’re skinnier than either of us.”

“And nearer to dead, too,” Karl grumbled.

“Well,” the old man considered for a moment before coming to the conclusion we all knew was foregone, “fuck off, then, the two of you.”

“A tunnel dug in?” I said. “Or out? Any ideas, old man?”

“Fresh out, lad.” Sir Alaric groaned. “Only tunnel I know’s from the old gaol down to the execution chamber. And it’s still locked. Only King Eckhardt’s got the key.”

“Execution chamber?”

“Aye. Part of a move toward civility. Out of sight, out of mind.”

“That’s no fun,” I pouted.

“Hrmm,” Karl pointed with his axe, “the something-dead’s back there.”

“No shit.” I hissed up the stairs, “We calling it a day?”

Sir Alaric called back, “Sun’s still waxing.”

“Right.” I sheathed Yolanda, drew a long dagger, offered Karl a stilted bow. “After you.”

“Nar,” Karl crossed his thick arms, “it’s your turn.”

I laid a hand to my chest. “Yet, t’was I who kicked in the door.”

“Kicking in doors ain’t crawling headfirst into graves.”

I stood with arms akimbo. “Don’t tell me you remember?”

“Siege at Jaarheim,” Karl rumbled instantly.

“Shit.” We’d been point-men on an anti-sapper crew, digging counter-tunnels against toothsome moles. It’d been close quarters for a long stretch. No light. No space. No air. No nothing but darkness, dirt, and iron. And those were the good parts. I knew he was right, knew it before I even asked, but I’m an optimistic shit sometimes but only to my detriment. “You’re sure?”

“Yar.”

“Fuck.” Snatching the lantern from his open hand, I ducked past, bumping my shoulder into his chest and knocking him back a pace. Peering into the crevice, I slapped the dust off a chunk of overhang. “It gonna collapse when I’m halfway through?”

“With any luck.”

“Right.” The crevice was wide enough but only just so. Tight. Contortingly so. Crushingly so. But I made it work. Rock scraping against my cheek, my neck, I slithered through, lantern to the fore, undulating onward, as exposed as a snail outside its shell. “Come on...” I head-butted a sharp stone, swore, forced on through. “You’re right.” The crevice widened after a few feet. “There’s a tunnel.”

Scrabbling free, I stretched out, took a deep breath. “Jesus—” Choking, I covered my nose and mouth and lifted the lantern, squinting through the mirk, and froze. “I found him,” I gasped. “Ahem. Them. I found them.”

It was a dank, earthy tunnel, roots slithering in through the ceiling, and it was littered with corpses. In the wavering lantern-light, the tunnel yawning off into darkness, they sat propped against the wall, splayed out across the floor, folded over in half in ways my eyes fought to conjure sense of. Some’d been here a stretch, bone showing, clothes not more than rotten chaff. Others were more ... recent.

“Odin’s teeth—” Karl scrambled like a badger from the crevice, spitting grit and shaking dust from his beard.

“Watch it, would you?”

Karl barreled onward. “How many’d the old man say?”

“He said ‘enough.’”

Karl cocked his head toward the dead. “And how many’s that, you reckon?”

“More than enough.”

* * * *
[image: image]


I LEANED YOLANDA AGAINST the wall as Karl, pulling hand over hand on the rope, yanked a corpse from the crevice. It was Brown Cloak, the last bloke seen alive with Rudiger and the freshest of the pack. “Wait—” He got hung up on something, just his cloaked head poking free.

Karl yanked harder.

“Jesus. Easy.” I scuttled forth, ducking headfirst back into the crevice. “You’re gonna tear his bloody leg off.”

“Think he’ll squawk?”

“Well, no, but—” I hovered precipitously above Brown Cloak’s chest. “Here. Wait. Wait! God damn it. Foot’s hung up under a rock.” I reached in. “Just a moment—” I took a long gander into the darkness beyond. Rubbed my eyes. Blinked.

Had something moved beyond the gloom? Or was it a trick of the eye? Stare long enough at the abyss and your idiot mind’ll start concocting phantoms from sheer boredom. Or terror. I sniffed, swallowed, rubbed my eyes and focused on the grim task at hand. “Just a moment. Foot’s wedged in good and tight.” I pushed the corpse back, tried worrying the foot from beneath the stone, gave up. “Shove him in a little.”

Karl did as I bade and Brown Cloak’s knee bent up.

“Yeah. Now hold him steady.” I stomped on his knee, feeling bone in his kneecap not so much as give as turn aside in a manner not meant to. But his leg straightened and foot rasped free. “Alright. Pull.”

Karl tore him free.

Alone in the tunnel, I glanced up, reaching for the lantern and thought something moved beyond the abattoir grounds, thought I heard something. A giggle. Maybe. Dry-mouthed, I swallowed, swore, grasped the lantern and scrambled out arse-first fast as I could, scraping my shoulders, bumping my head, nearly knocking myself senseless.

“Whoa—” Karl grabbed me. “You alright?”

“Yeah.” I steadied myself against a block. “More or less.”

“Yer bleeding again.” He nodded at the side of my head.

“Yeah. That Rudiger packed a wallop.”

“Yar. Maybe two.”

I raised my hands. “I’m fine.”

Karl frowned.

I clambered up, dusted off, took a gander at our hard-earned prize. Brown Cloak lay curled up in a pugilist’s position, balled fists and knobby knees to his forehead, a sad, wizened thing that somehow gave the impression of a baby bird fallen from its nest. “Not much to him.” I shook my head. “What? Maybe seventy, eighty pounds? Practically just a kid.”

“Eh?” Sir Alaric hobbled down the stairs, using his old sword cane-wise, wincing with each step. “Young Parwicke said he was an older bloke. A taller bloke...”

“He seemed the freshest back there,” I said. “Only one not showing bone. And he’s got the brown cloak.”

Sir Alaric frowned. “Fair commonest of colors, lad.”

“Yeah. Sure. Must be one of the others.” Gripping the corpse by the shoulders, I rolled him over, face-up, pulled back his hood and — “Whoa” — staggered back. Brown Cloak had a beard of stubble, grayed in parts, and he was balding. “Caesar’s ghost...”

“Yar.” Karl scratched fleas from his beard. “Ain’t no kid. We draw him out, hazard he’d be taller than you.”

“Not as handsome, though.”

“Yar,” Karl said, “got ya beat there, too.”

Sir Alaric watched our proceedings with fists on hips and a grim schoolmarm glare in his eye. Tsk. Tsk. Tsk.

“It’s how we do things.” I shrugged in elegant explanation.

Karl snorted.

“Well now, that’s two accounted for,” Sir Alaric said. “You see Young Parwick’s Grey-Lady amongst the dead?”

“No.”

“Think mayhap you missed her?”

“If she’s further down the tunnel? Sure.”

Sir Alaric frowned at the crevice.

“Hmmm, look. There’s something wedged under him.” I grabbed Brown Cloak’s shoulder. “Here. Roll him a bit.” I dug a hand under the small of his back. “A satchel.” I tugged it free then unlooped it from over his head.

“What’s in it?” Grimacing, Sir Alaric eased himself down to one knee by the corpse.

I looked inside, shook my head. “A bottle of wine and two loaves of bread.”

“Would you quit your fooling?” Sir Alaric spat.

“I ain’t.” I brandished the wine bottle. Sloshed it a bit. Pulled the stopper. Took a whiff. “Smells alright.” I wiped the mouth of the bottle and took a swig. “Not bad, considering.”

“What?” Karl patted Brown Cloak down. “That it’s corpse wine?”

“I said considering.” I handed Sir Alaric the bottle. “And you were just licking blood off the wall.”

“Be needing to give him a thorough go-over back on the slab.” Sir Alaric glared with one eye into the bottle then gave it a sniff. “Which means we’ll need to lug him back. The others, too.”

“We?”

“Aye.” Frowning, Sir Alaric took a tentative swig. “Might be we can identify some of ‘em. Can’t have families wondering what became of their loved ones. Believe me, lad, it’s worse not knowing.”

I couldn’t argue with him there, but going back into that bloody crevice...

“Now let’s get to it.” Using his knee for support, Sir Alaric levered himself up, rickety legs shaking, clutching his chest and groaning all the way, letting loose a torrent of breath before finally looking expectantly at the two of us.

Karl and I scowled in unison.

A look of wide-eyed innocence blossomed on Sir Alaric’s crusty mug. “What?”

“Holding your back and groaning?”

“Too much, eh?” Sir Alaric hefted the bottle and took another slug, “Don’t you worry, lads, I’ll bear my fair share.”




Chapter 13.

...as we approached the farthest valley, this desolate land of monstrous denizens, we thought ourselves well-suited to the task.

We were not...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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BEARING MY END OF BROWN Cloak’s burden, I ducked through the doorway, my head brushing the ceiling, which only intensified the cell’s caustic crush of impending doom. Deep breaths. Happy thoughts. A slug of whiskey.

Karl had no such problems. Being a stunted, misshapen troll had its occasional advantages.

The extrication of the corpses had gone about as well as such drudgeries go. We hadn’t found another Brown Cloak down there. And we hadn’t found the Grey-Lady, either, which was confounding, and figured her for a survivor or accomplice. Either way, Sir Alaric had sworn out a warrant.

We laid Brown Cloak unceremoniously across a stone slab a foot shorter than he was tall. Sir Alaric leaned back and ran a hand over his balding pate, muttering to himself, chewing his dead pipe, one hand gesticulating as he muttered low to a portrait hanging on the wall. It was of a man maybe my age, imperious of eye, with a slash of red hair atop his head and upper lip.

“Talk to me, old man.”

“Eh, what?” Sir Alaric massaged his eyes with thumb and forefinger. “Apologies.”

“You alright?” I raised an eyebrow toward the portrait.

He waved a hand. “I’m fine, lad, truly and I am.” He patted the portrait frame. “My old man. Sometimes I run ideas by him, see what he has to say...” He snatched a large book stuffed with loose papers and opened it to a blank page. “Your eyes still sharp?” He dipped a quill pen into ink.

“As my wit.”

“Oh?” Crestfallen, he stepped back, proffering a hand towards the corpse. “Well, even so, go on and tell me what you see.”

“A shit-show?” I commented.

Karl chuckled, but Sir Alaric was busy lighting his pipe, so I got to it.

Above the slab and corpse, three lanterns dangled on lanyards, focusing their concerted light on a polished brass mirror. It worked fair grandly but it would’ve suited me fine to see less. “He’s on the far side of middle-aged. Like Parwicke said.” I cracked my neck and took a deep breath. “Seems far lighter than he should.” I looked to Karl. “Unless I’m a modern-day Herakles?”

“You ain’t.” Karl leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, watching. Dissecting the dead wasn’t his specialty. The living, now...?

I shrugged. “Face is all ... Hmm ... sunken in.” Suffused by the light, the finer aspects of Brown Cloak’s desiccated corpse lay bare. He was grey. Contorted. Gaunt. “Got some scratches to his forehead and right cheek.” I parted his hair in a few spots. “Abrasions and lacerations along his scalp. Hmm. Right side again.” I worked my way down. “Bits of stone in his beard. Crushed into his flesh. Right side again. Like he had his face cheese-grated across a wall. The floor. Something.”

I grasped the bloke’s skull, squeezed it gently, then firmly, feeling for the telltale sign of bone scraping on bone. But there was none. “Skull ain’t broken.” Whatever he’d endured hadn’t been pleasant. Or quick. “Skin looks, hmmm...” I prodded Brown Cloak’s cheek, working at it with my fingernail. “Feels like hard-tack. Or dried beef. Or—”

“You hungry?” Karl sneered.

“Starving.” I pulled Brown Cloak’s eyelids up. The orbs were sunken, shriveled, opaque, the way a fish’s gets after it’s been dead a stretch.

Sir Alaric’s eyes glimmered, ropes of blue smoke wending out as he scribbled.

Wincing, I dug under Brown Cloak’s ratty beard, ran my thumbs along the ridges of his throat, down to where it softened, then round to the back of his neck. “Neck’s intact. Nothing but sloughing skin and disappointed lice.” I chewed my lip. “Hazard we’re gonna need to get more personal.”

Sir Alaric patted along his belt. “Got a blade?”

One magically appeared in my hand. “Maybe.”

“Mind stripping him?”

“Handsome devil like him?” I slit the bloke’s jerkin from neck to sternum and peeled back the worn fabric, exposing splotchy skin and wizzled chest hair. His sternum and ribs stood stark on his pigeon chest. The heraldic device of the common man. “Fella lead a rough life. Or a rough death, anyway. Starved, looks like.”

Sir Alaric fixed me with one eye. “You been there?”

I looked at Karl. We’d had our more-than-fair share. “Yeah. Sure. Who hasn’t?”

I felt along his rib cage. Despite standing out clear as day and looking fair intact, I palpated them, anyway, sliding from sternum round back to spine, working a finger along each, the interstices between, starting at the collar bones, hoping to feel something maybe I couldn’t see. “Siege at Jaarheim. Lasted near a year. Well-past scarfing back rats. Nigh on activities the church elders frown upon except during sacraments.” I pressed down again on his left side. “They weren’t bad roasted, truth be bare. The rats, I mean. Hmm...” Was that a creak? I pressed again. Yeah. Like stepping on a loose floorboard. “Got a broken rib here.” I massaged deeper, feeling another creak round the back. “Ribs, plural, actually. Two, uh, no three.”

“Where?” Sir Alaric set his pen aside and untied Brown Cloak’s shoes.

“Here. Lower left ones. Floating one, too. Almost at the spine.” I feigned a left hook to an imaginary body. “Fella took some lumps. Or one good one, at least. By some canny diplomat versed well in the politics of the fist.”

“Huh?” Karl raised an eyebrow.

“A good-punching guy.”

“Oh. Aye. Yar.”

I fought off rolling my eyes. Barely.

“Think mayhap it was you yanking him from that crevice?” Sir Alaric pulled a shoe off.

“Fair sure we didn’t break anything.” I paused, reconsidered. “His left knee, maybe. Foot, too. Got hung up under a rock.” I cut the rest of his shirt open down to navel.

Sir Alaric huffed as he pulled off the second shoe. A mismatched pair. Both worn through in more than one spot.

“Got his money’s worth,” I deadpanned.

“And then some,” Karl said.

“Huh...” I pulled open the rest of Brown Cloak’s shirt, cocked my head, trying to take it in, figure out what I was seeing.

“What?” Karl and Sir Alaric both looked up.

“His abdomen’s,” I gave it a tepid prod, “mushy.”

“No bone there,” Karl said.

“Yeah, no shit, Aristotle.” I frowned. “I mean, it’s his skin. It’s fairly hanging off him.” The way his flesh oozed out to either side of him, it looked fair like he’d melted. Or deflated. I grabbed a fistful of it, pulled it up, stretching. Could have grabbed two. Three. More. “Jesus.” I let go. “Feels like a flaccid foot-ball.”

“Eh?” Sir Alaric took up his pen again. “What do you think?”

“What do I think...?” I think I wanted to get the hell out of this shrinking coffin. Away from this dead prick. Out of this ramshackle keep, this backwater burg, this cancerous land. But it wasn’t going to happen. Not soon enough to suit me, anyways, so I took a deep breath. Settled. “I think we ain’t done looking. Hang on.” Brown Cloak’s arm was torqued funny. I felt along the shoulder. “Arm’s ... rrrrg ... yeah. Out of socket. Didn’t notice it with the rigor.” I nodded toward his left arm. “One of you tear his sleeve?” It was torn from the wrist up past his elbow.

“No. Get caught on something?” Karl shook his head. “The rocks?”

“Looks torn from the cuff up.”

“What do you think, lad?”

“Don’t know. Nothing, maybe.” I examined the arm. “Here. He’s got a puncture wound at the elbow. Hmm. A couple, actually.” I felt along. “Skin’s puckered. Withered. Like when you’re too long in water. More light.”

Karl adjusted the mirror.

“Good.” Using my thumbs, I eased a puncture open. “Not much blood. None really. But it’s wet. Slick. Cool.”

“Eh?”

I rubbed my thumb and forefinger together, “It’s ... gooey.”

“Not blood?”

“No, it’s clear. Kinda like...” I held them up to the light. “Snot from a sick kid’s nose.”

“You’ve a keen edge with words.”

“It’s a gift.” I wiped my hand on the dead guy’s shirt.

“Eh?” Sir Alaric scribbled.

“Mmm... Holes. Yeah. Puncture marks.” I stuck the tip of my blade in, gently, probing. “Deep. Scoring the bone.”

“A blade?”

“Dago, if anything, but it doesn’t seem right.”

Sir Alaric swallowed. “Think he offed himself?”

“Eh? I’d hazard not.” I shook my head. “Imagine trying to end it all by poking around the inside of your elbow.”

“Contortionist?” Sir Alaric ventured.

“Why not just slit your wrist? And where’s the blood? He should be covered in it. There’s a fair-large vessel running through here.” I traced a finger along the inside of his arm. “A gusher. And most who go the way of Socrates choose the quick knick.”

“Way o’ who?” Karl rumbled.

“Old dead guy who knocked back a concoction to allay his woes. But this wasn’t that.”

“Aye,” Sir Alaric said. “So was there blood down there? The tunnel?”

“Yeah. But not enough where we found him. No fresh blood in the chapel, either.”

“So he wasn’t killed there.” Sir Alaric lifted Brown Cloak’s arm and squinted at the wounds. “He was killed somewhere else and lugged there.”

“Except that the kid saw him walk in. Saw both of them, all three of them, walk in. Altogether.”

“Shit. Right.”

“Yeah, I know. Damn witnesses. They screw everything up.”

“Known more than a few weren’t worth their salt.”

“Yeah. Me, too. Hell, most of them. But the kid lead us right there. And his descriptions were sound.” I took a long breath. “So then, Rudiger, our killer, and the Grey-Lady, lead the poor bastard into the chapel. Down into the tunnel. Through that bloody crevice. I don’t know how. Or why. Maybe they promised him something? Lured him with the bread? The wine? Whatever. So they lead him downstairs, set upon him, stripped him down—”

“Huh?” Sir Alaric cocked his head.

“No blood on his clothes.” I held a hand out. “Stands to reason they stripped him down before they killed him.”

“But again, where’s the blood?”

“The tunnel.” I let out a long breath. “Must’ve done the deed further down, I suppose.”

“So after they stripped and killed him, then what?” Sir Alaric shrugged. “Dressed him back up again?”

“Shit.” He had me there.

Starting at Brown Cloak’s right cuff, I slit up his sleeve, exposing a wizened arm little more than bone. Should have belonged on some palsied geezer and not some fella just past his prime. But I saw nothing.

“Didn’t,” I screwed my eyes shut, “didn’t the kid say something about a ... a big belly? Something like that?”

“Hmm...” Sir Alaric considered. “Aye, I suppose he did, now you mention it.”

“Folk that are starving sometimes get big bellies. Strange, yeah? While the rest of you’s wasting away, your belly keeps growing in defiance. Gravid with rage. Indignation. Hate. Whatever you got left keeping you to your feet.” I threw up my hands. “I don’t know. The arm seems more along the lines of some animal bite. A dog? Wolf?”

“Tunnel wolfs?” Karl laughed.

“It’s wolves,” I corrected.

“Blow me.”

“Thanks, I’ll pass,” I said. “But if it were wolves, they were dainty wolves. Only nibbling his arm. Nary making a mess. Leaving behind all this ... well, some meat.”

“The Grey-Lady helped,” Karl said. “They held ole Brown-Cloak down, let the wolf do the work.”

I shook my head. “That’s a pretty stupid theory.”

Karl grunted in assent.

We stood in morbid silence listening to nothing but our inner fears, Sir Alaric chewing his pipe.

“Something’s gnawing at your craw, old man. That’s plain as day.” I could see my breath mist with each syllable. “You tell us what it is, maybe we can do something more than sit here jerking off.”

Sir Alaric splayed his hands out over the corpse, lamenting, “It’s just this business with this fella and the,” he swallowed, “the others.”

“You knew him?” I scoffed. “Them?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Then don’t bullshit me.” I chopped a hand. “You’ve been around the block. There and back. Ain’t no way some stranger’s gonna go tugging your heartstrings.” I shrugged. “And I’ve seen worse. You’ve seen worse. Hell. We’ve all seen worse.” It was true. As strange as this was, it wasn’t some massive bloodbath. It wasn’t Sluys. Wasn’t Crecy. It wasn’t Asylum.

“Aye, lad, a sad truth.” Sir Alaric ran a hand over his pate and muttered, “I told you to keep on moving.”

“And I agreed. Heartily.” My thoughts went to Avar and Chadwicke, refitting the Ulysses. “But what I want and what I deserve are ever at cross purposes.”

“You and me both, lad,” Sir Alaric shook his head, “you and me both...”




Chapter 14.

The nameless clan-holt sat deep within the bowels of the monstrous Carpathians, a hard land, a joyless land, a dark land.

Yet we would labor to bring it to light.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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MY MIND WAS REELING as I trudged through the mud, toward the keep, skirting the tent city strewn like cobwebs across the corners of the yard. I didn’t see Stephan, dwelling amongst his flock, but I could see lips pursed, heads turning, eyes watching, judging, as I made my way along.

It was a bite mark. It had to be. But from what? Jesus. A bloody animal? A beast?

I glanced up at the hoary old breaking-wheel, a charred skeleton standing like in homage to some fallen god.

Corpses... Tunnels... Teeth marks...

I couldn’t help running with it through all the myths, all the fables, all the legends I’d ever heard. The ones everyone’d heard. Everywhere. I’d traveled, more than most, in the service of my old Uncle Charles — God rest his cantankerous soul — dispensing justice from the Ice-Lands to the north, the ancient lay of the dragon-men, beyond Outre-mer in the east, south to the land of Afrika and far west, beyond the pillars of Herakles to distant shores. So I’d heard it all. Or enough at least. Tales of the revenants of old Angland. The cold draugar of the north. Vyrkolakas of the Athenians. Skade-gamutk of the Skraelings. What have you.

At heart? Nigh on all the same. Corpse-men awakened from dead slumber by a terrible lust, scrabbling up from their tombs like worms through the earth, visiting terror in the dead of night. Long fingers soiled black with grave-earth. Stinking breath. Obscene hunger. Preying first on those they held dearest in life. Family. Friends. Lovers. Devouring the soul. The flesh. And, of course, drinking blood.

And it was bullshit.

All of it.

It was a rash of consumption. Of plague. It was sweating-sickness or the grips. A bad well or the horse-fever jumping ship-to-ship, person-to-person, clan-to-clan. Some indiscriminate killer preying on his own folk. A rabid wolf loose amongst sheep. But for some reason, it’s easier for folk to believe some thrall of the Devil’s been set loose. Easier to believe in black magic and necromancy rather than face the fact that God had just stopped giving a shit. Stopped watching over us. Stopped caring.

If he ever had.

A constant smash and crash of blunted weapons from beyond the breaking-wheel marred my ragged solace. Within a few steps, the training grounds slid into view, the cause of the disturbance plain.

Sir Gustav was thrashing someone. And thoroughly. One of the princes, by the look of his fine armor and slender build, both depreciating rapidly. I figured it for Prince Eventine, the non-crippled one, though by his stance and current state, it wasn’t a given. He was down on one knee, weapon and shield wilting like willow branches.

To be fair, Sir Gustav had the advantage.

You stroll into a proving ground with blunted weapons against a hammer-head like him, and you’d best go down quick or beg for mercy. Or both. Blunted weapons won’t even scratch a fella like that.

No, for a bloke like him, you’d have more of a chance with honed weapons and ill intent.

Find the chink. Dig it in. End it quick.

A few others stood on tiptoe on the stockade rails, peering over the top, watching on and wincing. The twins, Harwin and Sir Roderick, smirks plastered across their chinless toad faces. Rotund Sir Aravand pointing out one of the many faults in the Prince’s strategy, if you could call it such, to his mean little prick of a squire, Morley.

Sir Gustav walloped the princeling in the flank, “Uuullg!” folding him in half and toppling him headfirst into the mud.

“Tiiiimber!” von Madbury called through two hands, sitting astride the stockade fence.

Sir Gustav let loose a booming laugh from within his great helm.

The others followed suit.

I kept on moving.

“Got to keep that guard up, Your Highness.” Von Madbury hopped off the fence. He waved a hand, his attention elsewhere. “Or down, as it were.” He adjusted the Mongul tulwar strapped to his hip, all the while eyeballing a peasant girl hustling across the way, an armload of laundry smothered in her white-knuckled grasp. “Oy, lass!” Von Madbury waved a gauntleted hand. “Come over here.” He patted his thigh and sneered. “Got something to show you!”

As soon as the princeling had scrabbled up to one knee, Sir Gustav swatted him across the top of the helm, sending him sprawling lifeless into the muck. Sir Gustav stared down a moment like the big lummox he was then turned his vacant glare on me, the black slit of his helm emotionless.

“Oy, lass!” Von Madbury pointed. “You there!”

The girl froze, eyes wide, whiskers twitching, a rabbit mid-field catching a whiff of fox.

“Keep walking.” I marched on past.

Clutching her laundry, lips pressed together, she hustled on.

“OY!” Von Madbury pushed himself upright, indignant. “You hear me?”

“My Prince?” Brother Miles, a war-priest with a fair bit of mileage by the look of him, knelt by the princeling’s side and shook his shoulder. “Eventine? Please. Squeeze my hand if you can hear me.”

“He dead?” I stopped by the fence, made a show of leaning over it, eyeballing the felled Prince. “Sure looks dead.”

Sir Gustav shifted, his bucket head angling down as he toed the Prince a couple times to little effect. “Uh...”

“Eh?” Von Madbury stared after the fleeing girl. “What?”

“Him.” I pointed down. “Your liege-lord’s first-born son and rightful heir.”

The good Prince Eventine still hadn’t moved.

“Easy now, my Prince...” Brother Miles gingerly opened the face of the Prince’s helm.

“Son of a—” Von Madbury clambered over the fence, shoved Brother Miles aside, and was on his knees in the mud a moment later. “What the hell’d you do?”

Sir Gustav shrugged. “T’was a glancing blow,” he sniffed, and though his face lay hidden behind a tooled masque of steel, I felt as though somehow he were smirking.

“You fellas sure like beating the snot out of helpless folk.” I laid a hand to my chest. “Now don’t get me wrong, I get it. Hell of a lot easier than beating folk who can defend themselves.”

Seven pairs of eyes turned my way automaton-smooth.

“But not smart, crowning the progeny of the hand that feeds you,” I said. “Your bloody meal ticket. Son of the man you swore to protect. Man you’ll swear to protect someday. Should he live that long.”

“Man wants to be king, he needs to know how to fight,” Sir Gustav countered.

“A fair point, but I prefer my kings to suffer as few head injuries as possible.”

“Fuck off.”

“Your highness...” Von Madbury pawed the Prince, rolling him over with Brother Miles’s aid. “Highness!”

The Prince’s arm flopped limp as cooked spinach.

“He breathing?” Harwin stroked his nonexistent chin.

I shielded my eyes against the sun. “That blood oozing out his ear?”

“My Prince—!” Von Madbury slapped him across the face. Hard.

Sir Gustav, on the other hand, only had eyes for me.

Von Madbury hunkered back as the Prince suddenly rolled. He gurgled something that might’ve been, “I — I’m alright...” then puked up a fair amount of something brown, countermanding his point something fierce.

Brother Miles crossed himself and murmured a prayer skyward.

“Ah. Good.” I hocked a wad of spittle. “Some advice, fellas. I’d see fit only to wallop the crippled one. Not as much sport, maybe, but you can’t break something already broke.” I turned and started back on my way. The girl had disappeared into the relative safety of the tents, and von Madbury’s face burned a glorious red, matching his eye-patch.

“Want a go-round with the steels?” von Madbury tapped a finger on the pommel of his tulwar.

Squire Morley snickered.

“Naw,” I patted my belly, “just ate.”

“Dinner’s in an hour.”

“Then I’m too hungry.”

“Hey, Gustav,” von Madbury stood, “this coward and his brother were calling for your head on a platter the other night. Ain’t that so, my Prince?”

Prince Eventine muttered something lost to helm and dysphoria and the churn of broken turf.

“I did.” Sir Gustav still had not broken his glare. “I did, indeed.”

I had to give it to him, the man could glare.

“Why not step in?” von Madbury beckoned. “Sir Gustav’ll go easy on you. Won’t you?”

“Aye, Dietrick. Right ho. Easy...” Sir Gustav rumbled.

Those still clinging to the fence chattered like inbred apes.

The Prince was up now, lurching in circles through a fugue, Brother Miles giving chase.

“We need to know how skilled you are in case we need use you,” von Madbury sneered.

“Use?” I turned. “Only thing I see you two using is your hands to stroke each other off.”

The apes laughed at that, too.

I offered a flourish.

“What’d you say?” Sir Gustav marched straight for the stockade fence as though to smash right through it. “What’d he say?” He tore his helmet off and cast it aside, nearly braining the Prince anew. “Say it again to my face.”

“Why? It getting you all worked up?” I thumbed at von Madbury. “Talk of hand-jobbing old one-eye?”

Von Madbury was at the fence, too now, seething. The Prince fell back to a knee, puking, the war-priest by his side, stroking his greying mustache in concern.

“You yellow?” Sir Gustav’s voice boomed.

“As the sun,” I answered, walking off.




Chapter 15.

...over a month we marched through the wilds, forging a path through overgrowth where man had nary set foot before...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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“IT IS TOLD, SIR LUTHER, you saved the Black Prince’s life at Crecy,” King Eckhardt said over his trencher of split-pea soup. Steam rose swirling before him as he dabbed at his chin with a frayed napkin, his face pale, a near sickly green by shimmering lantern light. “They say you cut down five men reach to him. Five, then stood over him whilst the maelstrom swirled.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. I didn’t talk about Crecy. Crecy’d been bad. Watching the damned French stalking forward, the Oriflamme unfurled, knowing there’d be no quarter given. None taken. Crawling from corpse to corpse in the aftermath, shoving my dagger through visor slits on order of King Edward, making sure the bastards were truly dead, hoping they were, knowing some weren’t. It’s something killing a man in combat. But what we were doing... “Truth be bare, Your Majesty, I don’t recollect much. I consider it a blessing.”

“Yes, well... Mmm,” the King pursed his lips, “I trust the accommodations for you and your compatriots are sufficient?”

“Yeah, Your Majesty, absolutely, and then some.” I paused, my spoon halfway home. “Truly, we’re all in your debt.”

“Oh, I’m sure we can think of some means of recompense,” drawled a voice from beyond the great hall doors, the Queen gliding smoothly through, her vermilion dress flowing behind. Von Madbury stalked along in her wake, his one eye glowering, that curved blade still at his side. “Eckhardt, darling.” She paused before the King, offering a bow, smirking all the while beneath lowered lashes.

“Oh? My queen chooses to grace us all with her presence?” King Eckhardt set his napkin aside and stood, as did everyone else. “How ... auspicious.” He pulled her chair out. “I take it your chronic melancholy has abated, my dear?”

“Don’t be such an arse, darling.” The Queen’s eyes glittered as she took in the table, pausing for a decidedly long and unsettling moment upon me. Not that I could blame her. The corner of her lip twitched in a wry smile before she broke her glance and sat, the King woodenly pushing her chair in behind. “I’m merely trying to be a gracious host by offering thanks to our new sworn sword ... and guests.”

“To be sure,” the King took up his spoon and sipped, “it is good to have you once again gracing our banquet table.”

“Banquet...” The Queen smiled pertly to herself as she unfolded her napkin and tidily spread it across her lap. “Hmm...”

“Times are lean, the winter harsh.” King Eckhardt’s look could have curdled glacier water. “My wife is ever the treasure to remind me.” He punched back a huge gulp of wine. “Seemingly at every turn.”

The Queen stifled another smirk, half-hidden behind a glass of wine, her glance dancing back across the table, settling on me. “My husband thinks to chide me,” she whispered loudly behind a raised hand.

She seemed somehow familiar, though I couldn’t quite place her.

“He thinks only to allay any further embarrassment.” King Eckhardt gripped his flagon.

I hid behind my raised flagon, knocking it back like the coward I am. Though to be fair, I started a trend.

“And he has yet to meet with failure,” the Queen sang.

“Enough.” King Eckhardt stood.

“Ahem,” Stephan cleared his throat and rose. I froze. Stephan had deigned to leave his flock of refugees to sup at the King’s table with the specific intent of holding his royal feet to the fire over Sir Gustav’s lack of punishment. We’d argued at length over it. I’d lost. So I figured we’d be strung up about halfway through the second course. “We appreciate the fare and hospitality, Your Majesty. It is most excellent.”

“You’ll tongue-lash him later, I trust?” I coughed under my breath.

Stephan cleared his throat and smiled. Garishly. And so there it was, my brother, attending specifically to be a righteous prick, and ending up trying to smooth the King’s ruffled feathers. My brother. He could do right, but only the wrong way.

Father Gregorius stood, raising his flagon. “A toast! To King Eckhardt, and his endless generosity.”

“Here! Here!” I smote the table, raised my flagon, and launched to my feet along with the others, glad for a distraction. Any distraction.

“Please. Please. Sit. I beg of you.” King Eckhardt quelled, dimming to a simmer, waving us all down. “‘Excellent’ is a stretch and ‘endless’ an outright sin, especially for a priest, but I suppose that’s why I keep you around, Father.” He took a drink, casting his wife a grim eye. “Though I suppose in this clime any fare might be deemed excellent, and a full belly is as close as any dare believe endless.”

The King’s great hall was anything but. To call it a coffin might’ve been more apropos. The long table consumed the lion’s share of the room, with only a small walkway around the edges for the servants who must’ve trained by walking sideways on tightropes. “I only wish there were enough room at my table for all of your compatriots.”

“One is ill, Your Majesty, and his wife and children wish not to leave his side,” I said. “But they, too, wished me express their fervent gratitude.”

“They are welcome. Most welcome.” King Eckhardt bowed his head. “I’ve had fare sent to them.”

“Many thanks,” I said.

“I’m sure they could have sniffed out the kitchens,” von Madbury dabbed his napkin to the corner of his mouth, “given ample chance.”

King Eckhardt stiffened.

“What...?” von Madbury glanced up as innocently as a one-eyed chimera.

The Queen gripped his arm and whispered something in his ear.

“Your Majesty,” Lady Mary cleared her throat, “your collection of paintings is unlike any I’ve ever seen.” She was sporting a new hand carved by Stephan which was head and shoulders above and beyond Karl’s gnarled monstrosity. From across the table and covered by a glove, it was difficult to discern from the real thing. “Why, the Galahad and Grail hanging in the foyer is simply stunning. And all the portraits. So lifelike. Might I inquire as to who the artist is?”

The Queen glanced up.

“Yes, well,” King Eckhardt turned, “we have Sir Alaric to thank for all.” King Eckhardt held out a hand. “A man of many talents. Warrior. Justiciar. Portraitist.”

“Many thanks for the kind words, my lady.” Sir Alaric shrugged uncomfortably, seeking solace in his cup. “You as well, Your Majesty.”

The King waved a hand.

“And the many portraits capture a likeness...” Lady Mary droned on gushing at length about portraits and painting and realistic shadowing while I took in the hall.

A few others were gathered. The King’s twin sons, Prince Eventine and Palatine, both seated to King Eckhardt’s right. Prince Eventine, despite sporting a fresh black eye and swollen lip, seemed a hale young lad.

Prince Palatine, on the sinister hand, was Prince Eventine’s warped reflection. He’d either been born a cripple or had it thrust upon him by some fell accident of youth. Thoughts of Sir Gustav hammering Prince Eventine into the mud sprang to mind. Prince Palatine’s chair bore high armrests and a leather strap to hold him somewhat upright while he used his one functional arm to sup. A servant stood poised behind, eyes to the fore, hands clasped behind his back.

“Yes, indeed, my lady, t’was my father taught me.” Sir Alaric leaned toward Lady Mary. “I find it soothes me. I’ve pioneered some techniques...”

Sir Dietrick von Madbury sat to the Queen’s left, his one-eyed gaze continuously scanning the room, often meeting my own, but settling more often than not on Lady Mary.

“...and so Sir Alaric was able to restore the vibrancy of color through use of a combination of...” King Eckhardt explained, pointing up at one particularly gruesome painting depicting four knights standing about a monstrous, crowned demon crucified upon a breaking-wheel. Poised, they stood ready to pound a stake through its heart.

To von Madbury’s left sat the neckless captain of the King’s guard, Sir Gustav, who hardly paused to breathe between fistfuls of torn bread and slurps of drooling soup. He never cast a glance my way, his attention fixed solely on the meal before him. He seemed that type of chap, one thing at a time else lest his mind fissure.

Across from the two blackguards sat a pair of ladies in waiting, the Ladies Tourmaline and Ludmilla. Next to them sat the chinless twins, Harwin and Sir Roderick. The quartet epitomized the pervasive sense of the Haeskenburg nobility, the sense that the noble folks’ high-born ancestors, on the whole, and with rare exception, had fucked one too many cousins.

Queen Haesken raised an eyebrow my way, laying a finger upon her lower lip, her eyes glimmering. I immediately found my flagon’s contents extremely interesting.

“...most fascinating, Your Majesty.” Lady Mary dabbed her lip. “A grim depiction, to be sure. What story does it relate?”

“The tale of King Gaston, my lady,” King Eckhardt said. “One of my ancestors.”

“I should be more than happy to relate it to you, my lady.” Prince Eventine unconsciously smoothed down his hair as though to cover his bruised eye. “We could tour the Schloss? We have tapestries as well. Indeed, t’would be an honor. An honor most grand.”

Lady Mary bowed. “I should be forever grateful, my Prince.”

“An old family legend, my lady.” King Eckhardt watched on intently, his gaze unreadable. “Fell times long past. Eh... Forgive me. Best take young Eventine up on his offer for I’d prefer not to spoil everyone’s appetite.”

“Too late, my darling, for the meal already has.” The Queen cut into a hunk of meat. Some type of meat.

The room fell silent until von Madbury snickered like a shit, which he most certainly was.

“Aye, well...” King Eckhardt shifted as though sitting on a tack. “It pleases me to see someone take an interest in the history and culture of Haeskenburg.”

“Oh, do go on, darling.” Squinting in appraisal, the Queen settled her gaze upon Lady Mary. “She’s striking, is she not? The hair, though? So short. A new style from Paris, perhaps?”

Lady Mary shook her head. “It was shorn against my will, Your Highness.”

“A gripping tale for the telling, no doubt.” The Queen leaned forward. “You could do with some care, surely, but a vessel well-crafted, indeed. As I’m sure all of the noblemen at this table are wondering, are you married, my dear?”

“Nay, Your Highness,” Lady Mary answered. “Widowed. And recently.”

“To have no master gripping the far end of your leash?” The Queen laid a hand to her chest. “Telling you when to stop. When to go. What to do and how to do it? However must you manage? I read a book by a woman — do you believe it? A church-woman. Catherine of Sienna, and she claimed a mystical marriage to Jesus. We should all be so lucky.” The Queen’s fingers curled into a fist, gripping her napkin. “Forgive me, my dear.”

“There is no need, Your Highness,” Lady Mary said.

Von Madbury surreptitiously tipped her an imaginary cap.

Lady Mary nodded back, woodenly.

“Ahem...” King Eckhardt’s glare was a flock of daggers cast the Queen’s way and not a one seemed to hit its mark. “Perhaps one of my sons might ... er ... gift us with a song?” King Eckhardt held out a hand. “Prince Eventine?”

“Eh?” Prince Eventine blinked out of a wistful fog. “Pardon father, what?”

“A song, son, if you would be so bold?”

“Father,” Prince Eventine touched the side of his swollen lip, “I’m afraid my jaw has suffered much today and so should my attempt.” Indeed, he spoke suddenly with a pronounced lisp. “And Palatine is the one truly gifted with song.”

King Haesken pursed his lips. “Both of my sons are fine singers,” he explained. “Palatine, if you would be so good?”

“Father, I—” Prince Palatine reddened, but in the end, nodded at his father’s desperate gaze. “Certainly.” He cleared his throat then began, his voice a clarion call, even and strong and at cardinal opposition to his ruined physique.

“Amidst the wild November snows,

I strolled amongst a murder of crows.

From skeletal boughs on high they watched,

And judged me false for wicked I thought.

Descending in droves they pecked out my eye,

For all of my words I uttered were lie.

I screamed like the maids whom abed I forced,

Then buried beneath the ground I—”

Von Madbury blasted up from his chair, knocking it over backward. For a protracted moment, he stood quivering, poised, dinner knife clutched in his fist, his cyclopean glare simmering Prince Palatine’s way. “If you were but a man...”

I thought things were about to get interesting. Or more interesting. Then the Queen placed her hand upon his, easing the knife down. “Dietrick...” she said softly, and he released it before shouldering through a servant then stomping out.

“Dietrick, please—” The Queen set aside her napkin and rushed after.

Someone coughed midst the reigning silence.

“A catchy dirge for all its bleakness and veiled accusations of rape and murder,” I said and, despite the fact he’d tried rhyming thought and watched, began clapping. Others added some half-hearted measure to the lauds. “Another, perchance?”

Lady Ludmilla beamed my way. She had a fair smile and seemed quite taken by me. Unfortunately, she seemed quite taken by a virulent case of pink-eye, as well.

Prince Palatine stifled a crook-necked yawn. “You’ll have to forgive me, Father. I hate to be rude, but might I beg leave to retire?” He discreetly shouldered free from his support strap. “I fear I may have overexerted myself.”

“Of course, my son.” King Eckhardt forced a wan smile. “Go. Rest.”

“Thank you, father.” Palatine braced himself on the table with his good arm and levered himself to his feet. One was clubbed inward, and for a moment I feared he’d topple. So did the servant and his brother, but Prince Palatine cast them both a venomous glare, freezing them mid-step. “Thank you for the empty sentiment,” he lurched along, “but I’ve managed this far alone.”




Chapter 16.

...spoke in a harsh guttural pidgin halfway between the gruntings of swine and the wails of wild dogs. Low-browed hulking brutes, the men. Teeth jutting upward like tusks...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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KING ECKHARDT STOOD waiting upon the battlements of the Schloss, crenels rising left and right, the wood craggy, worm-ridden, raw. Beyond, homes and cottages, their roofs manged bare to the rafter, huddled like ticks on the humped backs of a pair of skeletal hounds. Below, an immense bale-fire blared in the town’s square, flickering, rippling, hurling shadow waves slashing across the night.

“Good evening, Sir Luther. Thank you for coming.” King Eckhardt paused at my approach, his tattered mantle bowing out, onerous, in the misted wind. He held a hand out to a wine bottle and flagon set on the parapet. “Are you thirsty?”

I thumped my chest. “I’m steadfast in that regard.”

Frowning, he sipped from his flagon, turning back to the lay of his paltry domain.

The night air was thick, weighing heavy on my chest, a labor just to draw breath. The King wanted to ask me something but didn’t know how. Prevarication, a word that came to mind. Not a desirable trait in a king. “Thank you once again for your hospitality,” I said just to break our communal fugue.

“It ... It is nothing.” Sucking on his teeth, King Eckhardt shook his head slowly, to and fro. “I would pay a small fortune to know what you think of me after ... after that debacle.”

“Dinner, you mean?” I poured myself a measure of wine.

“Sadly, yes. What else?”

“Well, the fare was—”

“Nay.” King Eckhardt chopped a hand furiously. “The fare was shit despite your brother’s attempted pleasantries. And Father Gregorius’s pronounced sycophancy. I speak of what transpired. How poor a shadow me and mine cast. By the book. Or perhaps it was solely me.”

“It was refreshing.” I shrugged. “Most couples are more concerned with looking like they have a happy marriage than actually having one. You two, though...?”

The King massaged his brow.

I shrugged. “My father once stabbed one of his vassals in the eye during dessert.”

“It wasn’t von Madbury, perchance?”

“Sadly, no.” Upon the misted wind came screaming, far off, contorted, muted by distance, degree. “Could be arranged, though.”

“Hmmph.” His smirk was wry, grim, bare. “Don’t tempt me.”

“I was only half-joking.” Or quarter. Maybe eighth. I grimaced. “Man like that’s a cancer. To the bone. Even if he doesn’t kill you, he’ll cripple you. Everything around you.”

“The long walk...” the King murmured.

“He got something on you?”

“What? Hmm... Nay.” He rubbed his throat. “Still, I must apologize for my family. For my wife. For myself.”

“Kings need never apologize.” I stared off, half-listening to him, half to the screams.

“Aye, to be sure, but even so.” His fingers wandered through his wispy beard, gripping it, nearly tearing it out. “I was not raised to be king, you see? I was to be a wandering hedge knight. Bereft of claim. Of duty. The yoke of responsibility. The freedom of the open road, adventure, the whole world lain bare before me. All for the taking.”

“Cold nights. Empty belly. Lonely beds,” I countered. “And it’s usually from you that the taking goes. The world’s a set of shackles, Your Majesty, with a fit for wrists of every shape and size.”

“And is there a key?”

“Yeah, sure. Wine, women and—”

“Song?”

“No.” I squinted him up and down. “Was gonna say a pine box about six foot by two.”

“Aye. Truth.” The King took a sip, gesticulating with a splayed hand. “You toil your whole life trying to hold something together that begs so desperately to be torn apart.”

“At least you give a damn,” I offered. “I’ve known a few who didn’t.” More than a few, but I was in a politic mood.

The screams came again from below.

“I was the fourth-born son.” King Eckhardt took a drink. “My brothers died young. And so responsibility was thrust upon me. My shoulders. It required some time to ‘take’ as they say, and I don’t know for certain that it ever truly has. I waver between times where I am either far too lenient,” he shook his head, “or abominably cruel.”

“Where lies your current mind?”

He scowled sidelong.

I shrugged. “Just getting the lay of the land.”

The screams drowned away, deposed by another sound that started at a sharp staccato dissonance, slowly morphing into something regular. Rhythmic. Recognizable. Leaning out over the wall, I scanned the wretched town.

Someone was pounding nails. A lot of someones. A lot of nails.

“Alas, Sir Luther, I fear it’s too soon to tell.”

“A devil’s balancing act.” Down in the town square, surrounding the bale-fire, stood some half-dozen crucifixes. “Not that I’d know. I have elder brothers as well, though none of us were to be kings. And all still draw breath, as far as I know.” Unfortunately.

“You hail from Asylum, I’m told.” His breath steamed in the cold.

“No. Just my last stop.”

“And what was it you were doing in Asylum?”

“Same thing I do everywhere.” I side-armed an old roofing tile into oblivion. “Trying to not get killed.”

“Was it that bad?”

“No,” I said, “it was worse.”

The moon had risen and a chill taken the air. Frost would cover the ground come morn.

“King... T’is but merely a word.” King Eckhardt crushed the remnants of tears from his eyes. “Y-Your father is a knight? A lord?”

“Yeah.”

“A man of power.” King Eckhardt sniffed. “And how much land does he possess?”

“A breadth of land some ten leagues by twenty, give or take.”

“Hmm. Look at my land, Sir Luther.” He held a splayed hand out to the great beyond. “The whole of my domain encompasses as far as you can see on a clear day. Perhaps a quarter of your father’s lands. And mine are not bountiful. Mostly wood and swamp. Few arable fields. Trees are our only solace. My people and I? We live upon the trade up and down the river. And with the plague...”

“Trade’s dead.”

“Yes. The Schloss has stores, but they run thin.” King Eckhardt gazed out toward the campfires burning within the Grey-Lark Forest to the north. “How my people survive I know not. Sir Alaric and you toured the camps in the old keep today.”

“Toured?” I said. “We were stalking a murderer.”

“Even so,” the King waved a hand, “what did you see?”

“They’re surviving on dregs, Your Majesty.” I held up a hand. “Wait. Did I say survive? I meant subsist. They’re starving. Sick. Squatting in a derelict keep. A hardy folk, but they’re being ground to dust. Day by day. Inch by inch. Piece by bloody piece.”

“Sir Alaric says you performed admirably.” King Eckhardt pursed his lips.

“Technically, the blackguard got away.”

“Yet, I’m told he suffered grievous wounds. Killing wounds.”

I nodded with certainty. “He’s somewhere wearing dirt.”

“Because of you.”

“Yeah. I suppose.” Karl and Sir Alaric had done their fair share, more than, but screw them.

Below, scourgers filed into the town square, one after another, gathering about the bale-fire, hurling in lengths of wood within until the tops of the dancing flames outstripped the roofs of surrounding buildings.

“Just when we are laid so low.” King Eckhardt bowed his head. “Those fiends. It started with my Jews. Those brave enough to remain faced a pogrom. And when they were gone, the fiends began stalking the streets at night, burning good Christian homes, shops, everything. They held trials in the very streets.”

“I heard.”

“Meting out justice. My justice. Usurping my divine right—” King Eckhardt hurled his flagon into the night then wiped his chin with the back of his hand. “There are worse things, to be sure.” He ground his teeth. “You understand what I want?”

“No. Not even a little.”

“I want these devils gone. Punished. I want order restored. I want...”

“Blood-simple slaughter?”

“It pains me that this has come to pass, you see? That these abominations have infested my lands. My people. I feel as though...” King Eckhardt paused a moment, considering, a rarity for a king, even a hedge one. “Ceding control to such madmen. Aye, and yet still here I stand. A King. Impotent as a gelded horse.”

“What happened to your fighting men?” I asked. “Greener pastures?”

“If such exist in these fell times.”

“And why me? You don’t even know me.”

“Yet I remember you. And Sir Alaric vouches for you.” King Eckhardt took a breath. “He is a loyal fellow, you see? But aged and slow, his soul shackled nowadays to drink and melancholy. And those that remain...?” He rubbed his throat. “Gustav represents the flower of the Haesken court.”

“Sometimes all a job calls for is a heavy hammer.”

“Tell me that after you’ve spoken with him at any length.”

“I’ll pass.”

“Aye. A wise choice. And von Madbury? The man’s a blackguard. At best. He and my—” His hand shivered into a fist. “Did you catch the passion play at dinner?”

“Palatine’s song seemed to vex him.”

“Aye,” King Eckhardt said. “Rumor, you see? It trails that man like a fume.”

“Yet you keep him around?”

“He has ... ingratiated himself to the Queen. Her queens-guard, she calls him.” He stared down at his hands. “It ... It matters not.”

“Your son’s brave.” I wisely changed tacks. “You’re proud of him.”

“I’m proud of both of my sons,” King Eckhardt said curtly, “though Palatine did indeed make me proud this night. It’s your children’s strengths that make you proud. And their weaknesses that cause your heart to ache fit to crumble.” He shook his head. “Forgive my candor, I sound like a woman.”

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing.”

King Eckhardt cocked his head, lips twisting in a sour smile.

Below, the chanting rose, punctuated by screams.

“I want them gone.” King Eckhardt grimaced. “I want Haeskenburg mine once more.”

“How many are there?”

“Fifty or so when they came. But ... with the madness? The despair? It’s nearer one hundred now.”

“A hundred...” I whistled low. “That ain’t nothing.”

“No. Indeed. It is not.”

I did the math. It didn’t take long. “It’ll get ugly.”

“You said blood-simple slaughter...” King Eckhardt ran a hand through his thin hair. “I would wish it not so. I would wish you spare my small-folk. They are good folk. Staunch folk. Merely led astray in time of strife by a wayward charlatan bearing hollow promises. This man,” King Eckhardt licked his lips, “this Nazarene, I would have you...”

“Cut the head off the snake?”

King Eckhardt rubbed his hands. “In my youth, I fought alongside the Teutonics and Sword Brethren. Outside the town of Wolmar. And Ragit. My father sent me north for ‘seasoning,’ as he called it. An old familial tradition. It was the butchery of old men, women, children, and little more.”

“What war’s all about.”

“Ragit was bad. Very bad. Like your Crecy, perhaps.” King Eckhardt stood ramrod straight for a time. “I cannot claim any vast expertise in the art of warfare, but I understand such matters can rarely be so simple as merely ‘cutting off the head of the snake,’ as you say. Yet, if it ever were possible, I should wish it so.”

“And he’s the one killing your folk? You’re certain?”

“Look, Sir Luther.” King Eckhardt stepped aside, pointing toward the square. “Yet not to the flames. Let the light wash from your eyes. Do you not see? The crosses lining the square? A dozen now, perhaps.”

And there was one poor bastard crucified to each.

“Have you proof against such poison, Sir Luther?”

The scourgers erected another burdened crucifix.

“Proof, your Majesty? No,” I said, “but I have an idea.”




Chapter 17.

...their wanton females. They alone were in some instances pleasing to the eye, with their long arms and fecund forms, their fierce gazes alluding to some other, baser quality beneath. Thoughts of my nubile, young bride so far away fettered my mind with an unnerving and pervasive constancy.

Once again, I was forced to find succor where succor there was to...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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THE AFTERIMAGE MIRAGE of loaded crosses supplanted the darkness before my eyes, the beat of hammer on nail pounding through my heart as I opened my bed-chamber door. It was little more than a broom closet at the end of the hall. No window. Room enough for a bed and dented piss pot. Barely. Cell would’ve been more appropriate. Still, my gob was salivating in anticipation of the promise of impending sleep despite my designs for the morrow.

The door struck the bedpost, and I slid around it.

“You don’t remember me, do you?” a voice whispered from the deeper dark.

“Jesus—” A fistful of dagger sprouted in my fist and at the speaker’s throat. Poised there, pressing cold steel against warm flesh, I froze. The scent of perfume and wine struck me as I yanked a woman into the tepid glow of light trickling from an old tin lantern dangling in the hall. “Lady Mary, what the—?”

But it wasn’t Lady Mary.

“Jesus Christ...”

It was the Queen.

“I, err, ahem...” I glanced out into the hall. A ghost town. Thank Christ. I could see weeds tumbling in the yawning wind. A gallows rope twitching in the breeze. I swallowed, sheathed my dagger. Mentally composed my will and last testament. “Apologies, Your Highness. For ... ah ... nearly knifing you.”

“Apology accepted.” Her eyes glowed.

“Your Highness, if we—” I glanced at the open door.

“Close it,” she said. “I won’t bite.”

“Ain’t your teeth that worry me, Your Highness.”

“Your Highness? Oh, no. Please. That’s my husband.” The Queen wrinkled her nose. “And fear not, he’s toothless as an old hound.”

“Toothless hounds can still howl. And you watch the ones come running. They’ll have teeth and then some.”

“Very well.” She leaned in, reaching past, and pushed the door closed. The wine on her breath was strong. “We’d best keep quiet, no?” She pressed a finger to her lips.

I winced, swore beneath my breath, swallowed, trying to fill the empty void yawning wide in the pit of my gut. “How ... ah ... can I be of service?”

The Queen laid a bejeweled hand upon a bedpost. “Is Lady Mary your lover?”

I froze. “Huh—?”

“You thought I was she when first you opened the door, yes?”

“Oh. Yeah. That.” I winced. “No. Not even close. I just assumed...”

“Does she harbor carnal feelings toward you?”

“I...? No.”

“And you’re certain?”

“She’s commented on multiple occasions that I disgust her.” I stiffened as voices echoed down the hall. “Physically. Emotionally. Spiritually, whatever the hell that means...”

“Even so, I hesitate to wonder if you hold such feelings towards her.” The Queen cleared her throat. “Excuse me. It’s only she’s so beautiful and that she need not try to be so. Whilst we others flounder and fight and prim and preen all to garner a lesser result. Perhaps it is merely age. Hers. Mine. The disparity between?”

“You do alright,” I almost bit back but didn’t because I’m stupid and make bad choices, particularly with regards to the realm of women. “Now, my Queen, how is it I can serve you?”

“Very well.” The Queen brushed a stray lock of hair from her eyes. “I’m merely trying to ascertain whether Lady Mary might be a suitable match for Young Eventine. A mother’s duty. He seems enamored. And finding a match who shares no branches of one’s family tree can be quite a challenge here. What is her character?”

“She’s suitable, and then some,” I said. “Tough as nails. Smart. Honest. She did say she’d join the first convent we came across, though.”

“Hyperbole?”

“I don’t know what that means.” I reached for the doorknob.

“I thank you, Sir Luther. I ... I must confess my visit concerned not only Lady Mary.” She smiled shyly. “I also wished to reacquaint myself with you.”

“Your Highness,” I let out a deep breath, “I’m afraid—”

“Sir Luther, please, relax.” The Queen laid a warm hand to my rough cheek and leaned in close, her eyes gleaming, and something struck a chord. “Breathe.”

A memory, decades-old, of a girl nigh on unrecognizable except for those eyes. Those clear blue eyes. Where they’d been ablaze with scorn at dinner, leveled at her husband, they now shone with a soft somber glow.

“Blue as an autumn sky,” I smiled.

She was Elona, Sir Alaric’s eldest daughter. I studied her face, her azure eyes, seeing past the years, a young girl of fifteen who’d always been around, always watching, always waiting, always praying. I remembered her perched on a warped bench in Sir Alaric’s painting chamber, hands on her lap, head down, clutching a kerchief, tears rolling as she wept, surrounded by a stoic, silent, two-dimensional audience. “I remember now.”

“That brings me no small measure of joy.” The Queen clasped her hands on her lap. “How long has it been? Lord above, I hesitate to count.”

“You were little more than a girl.”

“And you were naught more than a boy.”

“A newly minted squire.” I thumped my chest. “Ready to take on the world.”

“You were kind to me.”

“Yeah...?” I chuffed a laugh. “You met me before my downward spiral, Your High—”

“Elona.” She grimaced, digging her nails scritching into the bedpost. “Call me by my name. Please.”

“Elona.” I bowed. “Apologies. It’s been a long day. A long decade. I’m sorry, I don’t—”

The Queen cleared her throat. “You’re working as a sell-sword?”

“A lowly sell-sword. For your father. And your husband.”

“And how is my dear father?”

“You saw him tonight.”

“We ... forgive me.” Queen Elona looked away, “We’ve not spoken for some time. He finds my lack of—” she worried the fabric of her dress, “it is a private matter, festering, from a long while past.”

A pregnant pause to the sound of me sweating buckets.

Then it hit me, all the pieces, all the parts, all came flooding back. Jesus. Lady Catherine, Sir Alaric’s wife. Elona’s mother. Her disappearance was the reason we’d trekked here so long ago. Twenty years? Twenty-five? Sir Alaric had begged, cajoled, practically bribed my Uncle Charles to come, to hunt down her supposed murderer. And so we had. Come, anyways. Nigh on three seasons in the hunt we killed, but nothing else. “I’m sorry we never found anything,” I said. “Did you ever learn aught of her? Did your father...?”

“Nay, and there lies the crux.” She leaned forward, hands clasped, fingers interwoven, and for a moment, that sad little girl had returned. “My mother had been a great beauty. With wit and charm and a grace ... unsurpassed. Did you know? She was to have married the King of Bohemia had she not fallen in love with my father.”

“Well,” I admitted, “he is dreamy.”

“Imagine,” her eyes shined, “she turned down a chance to be queen of a significant kingdom. A kingdom of weight. Of consequence. Substance. A kingdom that could change the world. So unlike here. So unlike...” She shook her head. “And she? She was everything that I am not. When she—”

“Your Highness. Lady. Elona. Don’t.”

She looked up. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t relive it.”

“Relive what? Her death? I don’t even know that she died. She was sick for a long while which was difficult enough. And then she simply...” her voice cracked, “she simply disappeared. Vanished. The very line of demarcation in my existence. There was before that day, and there was every day after. My every waking moment a nightmare consumed by it. I relive it constantly. The hurt. The loss. The ... everything. Have you ever lost anyone close, Sir Luther? Anyone dear?”

“One or two,” I said.

“You garnered some form of closure then, despite the pain.”

“Yeah, I suppose, sure.”

“But us?” Her chin quivered. “Me? Never knowing? Questions ever baying at the back of my mind. Was she murdered? Was she another who disappeared? Or perhaps she thought to mitigate our anguish at her slow demise. I pray every day still. Pray that perhaps she came to her senses. That she retrieved her health. That she ... that she simply abandoned us.” She glanced up, grim, sad, beautiful, as tears cut a swath down her face. “Perhaps she’s the Queen of Bohemia even now? Attending balls with lords and kings...”

“I’ve met the King of Bohemia, and he has no balls,” I said.

She smiled at that. Almost.

“And she loved your father,” I said. “Stayed with him. For him. That ain’t nothing. And that kind of love can maybe make even a shit-hole like Haeskenburg seem like Elysium.”

“Elysium...? Have you stood downwind of him as of late?” The Queen shook her head. “They ignored me, did you know?” Her eyes glazed over again, threatening to spill free. “Set me aside. Told me to do my duty. Comfort my father, drowning in his grief. His cups. How? How does a child bear that burden? That responsibility. And my sister, Jane?”

“I remember her, too.” Elona had always been in the company of her younger sister, invariably holding her hand, whispering words of encouragement, wiping tears, fighting through her own sorrow to make the young girl smile, even if for the briefest of moments. “And I remember you doing what you could.”

“What I could? Yes. And still, it fell woefully shy.” The Queen shook her head slowly. “Jane took after my mother. A true beauty. She would have married into some great house. Could have...” She sniffed. “She’d not have been stuck here.”

I swallowed. Said nothing.

“Jane’s soul died the day my mother disappeared,” the Queen said. “An empty, hollow thing from that day forth. I tried to fill her with ... something. Something of worth. Of value. Of purpose. To be her strong, older, wiser sister, but...” I could feel her breath on my face. “It was only later when she took her own life that the ledger was finally balanced. My family lost, gone, washed away.” She swallowed. “I was suffering the same loss as they but could find no succor. Anywhere. My father, a broken man, yes, but at least, grown. But me? Still but a child? Who did I have? What did I have?” She wiped her cheek. “How can they expect you to be a whole person when so much of you is lost?

“And then you came. And at my wedding reception, you made me laugh. Japing. Joking with the hounds. I think it the only time...” The Queen reached forth and squeezed my hand. “The only time I laughed. I thank you for that. Thank you for taking the time to make a useless, insipid girl laugh on a cold autumn night so many decades ago.”

“What’s insipid mean?” I asked.

She smiled finally, at that one. “Thank you for showing me that there is still some good in this world, something beyond duty and sorrow. And if you would forgive my behavior at dinner. I had been drinking to excess—”

“Is there another way?”

“As of late?” She shook her head. “No. And I’ve found that the ill will I harbor toward my husband is a vessel which often overflows. I’d not—”

Outside my door, the sound of feet padded by along with furtive whispers.

“Shhh—” I touched a finger to her lips. They were warm. Soft.

Servants, most likely, but a servant’s word could spark flame quick as tinder. And if that flame spread...

I swallowed after they passed, retracting my hand. She wasn’t breathing. Neither was I. Her eyes shone by the light through cracks in the door. They were blue, they were broken, they were beautiful.

“It brings me pleasure to know I offered you some small measure of comfort in your hour of darkness.” I peeled her fingers, one by one, gently, from mine. Her hands trembling. Or was it mine? “But you must go, Elona. If you were found here—”

She kissed me then, on tiptoe, gripping my shirt, drawing in tight, and purveyor of sane choices that I am, I didn’t stop her.




Chapter 18.

...received a letter from my mother querying after the fate of the campaign, myself, and, of course, dearest Father.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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A SLIVER OF GREY SUN peeked over the horizon, casting shards of light across Father Demtry’s corpse, dangling, twirling ever so gently from a frayed rope looped over a long horizontal branch grown seemingly for the specific purpose of hanging poor, bloody bastards. And Father Demtry was the poorest. The bloodiest. His head crooked horribly, plastered to one side, neck obviously broken and then some, tongue lolling out, desiccated and cracked like some fat black slug, stifled halfway through its crawl to freedom.

“Good hanging tree.” Karl spat aside in keen appreciation.

“Yeah.” I took a step back, shielding my eyes, looking up, taking it all in. “Like the Good Lord himself crafted it just so.” The tor overlooked the bay and the town. “Daresay a lovely spot, even.”

“Perhaps you two can build a cottage here and retire?” Stephan squinted up.

Karl split a grin, “You do make me proud now and again, lad.”

“Something bothering you, brother?” I asked. “Like maybe sleeping outside on the cold hard ground?”

With a look like he’d swallowed a gallon of bile, Stephan muttered something and crossed himself.

“Jesus...” I’d thought it the priest’s vestments dangling til I realized it was his skin. From the waist up, it’d been flayed off, flensed down in ragged strips, his front, his back, his everything. “Sure gave it to him good.”

“Crows’ve got at him,” Karl grunted.

“Can always count on crows.” I spread a horse blanket on the ground beneath the dangling horror.

Stephan covered his mouth with a handkerchief. “Let’s get him down.”

Karl was already on it. With his thane-axe, he chopped the rope, and the carcass crashed down in a muddled heap.

Stephan shook his head.

Karl shrugged, “Dunna think he’ll mind.”

I glanced over at Sir Alaric, seated in the front of the wagon. “You could help.”

“Could’s a loaded word, and for sure,” Sir Alaric chewed his pipe, “but being an old geezer’s got to be good somewhere. I’m picking here.”

“Awesome.” Karl and I each took corners of the horse blanket and hefted Father Demtry, “One... Two... Three—” and hurled him into the bed of the wagon.

“Are you two serious?” Stephan hissed.

I looked at Karl and he at me. “Occasionally.”

Sir Alaric slid aside and Stephan, hunched and muttering, snatched the reins. Karl and I lounged in the back with the clearly departed. I craned my neck, avoiding Sir Alaric’s keen gaze, fearing he’d somehow sense what happened the night before between me and his daughter. I ran a finger along the collar of my coat-of-plate shirt, digging into my neck. “See anyone yet?”

“Been watching us since we left the Schloss.” Sir Alaric pointed with the stem of his pipe. “And whilst you were pruning the Good Lord’s own rotten fruit, a hand-full of ‘em slithered out the town’s walls.”

“Fat Jesus one of them?”

“Wha—” Sir Alaric coughed.

“The Nazarene,” I clarified.

“Eh? Oh.” Sir Alaric scratched his nose. “Nay. Saw a tall fella, though, rail-thin.”

We started down the hill. First thing this morning, King Eckhardt had announced by crier at the camps and decrees nailed to town gates that Father Demtry’s corpse was to be cut down and buried properly. This morning. On hallowed ground as befitted his priestly station. Between the lines, what the decree stated was King Eckhardt was growing some sack and reasserting his kingly authority.

We figured on a response.

And we figured on responding to that response.

“Aye, yar, I see ‘em.” Karl adjusted his thane-axe. “And they us.”

“Where?”

“Beyond that great willow.”

I squinted, trying to suss shadow from shape, “Yeah. Alright.”

Sir Alaric took a long pull on that pipe, gathered up his crossbow, stuck a foot in the stirrup, bent his back and groaned, muscling the string back.

“Need a hand, old man?” I asked.

“I’ll manage.” Sir Alaric winced, locking the string back in place.

The wagon trundled down the hill, creaking and moaning and shuddering almost as much as Sir Alaric.

“We shouldn’t have come.” Stephan shook his head.

“No. You shouldn’t have come,” I growled. “Jesus. Always aiming to save the damned world.”

“As opposed to what you’re set to do?”

“And what’s that?”

“Take the easy route.”

“Yeah, well, I’m like water in that regard.”

“First, he reneges on punishing Sir Gustav, now this.” Teeth bared, Stephan snapped the reins.

“Sir Gustav’s down there waiting to spring the trap,” Sir Alaric said. “Wouldn’t do to punish one of your best fighting men, lad. Not in this clime. Not afore a fight.”

“He promised.” Stephan glared at me. “And you promised you’d talk to him.”

“Ain’t the time for squabbling,” I said. “And holding his feet to the fire didn’t seem prudent.”

“Granted. But they say this Nazarene can heal the sick.” Stephan chopped with an emphatic hand. “They say he can raise the dead. Miracles, Lou. Just imagine. If he’s able to perform them, we can’t kill him. We can’t.” He looked to Karl and Sir Alaric for agreement. Sympathy. Humanity. He found none. “Am I the only one who sees that?”

“You’re in the wrong wagon, brother,” I said. Cause he was. Sir Alaric was under orders to end this religious prick. As was I. Head of the snake, and all. And Karl was Karl. Killing was the only thing he was good for.

“But if the light of the Lord shines within him—”

“We’re to arrest him, lad.” Sir Alaric patted the warrant in his coat pocket.

“And when he doesn’t cede to your demand?”

Sir Alaric said nothing; he just smoked his pipe and cradled his crossbow, humming softly.

“We’ll see if he can raise himself?” I offered.

“The Lord’s gifts would not be bestowed upon a man of evil intent.”

I pointedly ignored him. “How many down there, old man?”

“Five.”

Karl methodically sharpened the edge of his thane-axe. Shunk... Shunk... Shunk... It was a noise that over the years had come to bolster me through troubled times. And these were those.

“They’ll be on us soon as we hit the gate.” Stephan worked the reins, cooing to soothe the skittish horse. “Easy, girl. Easy.”

“That’s the plan.”

Saint Wenceslaus’ Church sat at the foot of Gallow’s Tor, a stone-throw outside the confines of Husk’s wall, looming through the trees. It was a small church, little more than a shrine set amidst a graveyard. We got there in short shrift.

“Here they come,” Karl said.

As we rounded a bend, five scourgers barred our passage. They looked beat and frayed and worn to hell, all effigies of our crucified Lord in differing stages of molt and malnourishment, but a lunatic shine glowed with an unnerving verve in their collective eye.

A tall, thin blackguard lurched haphazard to the fore. “Halt, you heathen dogs!” It was Skeleton, from the other night, the one inciting riot in the courtyard. “Turn back!”

Stephan tugged on the reins, “Whoa!”

“By order of the Lord, our God,” Skeleton spat, “you’re to turn back and return the blasted pederast where you found him.”

I leaned over to Sir Alaric. “I think he’s talking about you.”

Sir Alaric knocked out his pipe and said nothing.

Skeleton rose to his full height and fury, his head big, awful, ungainly. “Be gone!” A stiff wind might’ve bowled him over. “Now!”

“Jesus, I can see your nipples.” I squinted. “Mister, I don’t know your name, but it’s tough taking a bloke serious as such.”

“By order of His Majesty, King Eckhardt Haesken the Third of his name,” Sir Alaric barked, “you’re to disperse immediately and discontinue these seditious actions. Refusal will result in swift and exacting punishment.”

“We have the authority of the Lord Almighty.” Skeleton gripped the handle of his scourge.

“Please, good sirs,” Stephan raised a hand, “our sole desire is to perform our Christian duty and lay this godly man to rest.”

“Godly?” Skeleton’s sneer revealed teeth as brown as his robes. “Did you not hear? The man was a sinner.”

“Please, sir, if I may—?” Stephan pleaded, warned, cajoled, cause he knew what was coming.

Skeleton ripped his scourge from across his neck and let it dangle from his fist.

“Stand down.” Sir Alaric set a foot on the buckboard and took aim. “Take a walk, friend. Don’t look back.”

“Ain’t your friend,” Skeleton growled and he and his comrades started forth. “By the Lord God I christen thee—” Skeleton cocked his arm back to flay Stephan, and in that instant, Sir Alaric calmly squeezed the trigger and the crossbow staves jumped — thunk!

Point blank, his bolt buried to the birds in Skeleton’s chest. Staggering back, he grunted, a look of astonishment bulging his mad eyes as he gasped, mouth working, no words forthcoming, only an empty hollow ‘O’ as he tripped over the low wall and toppled backward.

The four left made to charge when Karl leaped out, landing in the muck, feet spread, his thane-axe hungry. I was by his side in an instant, Yolanda gleaming bare. We said nothing.

But they got the gist.

Pipe clenched between gritted teeth, Sir Alaric deftly reloaded. No groaning this time. No moaning. Just staid, practiced movement, done a thousand times.

Stephan gathered his aid-bag and vaulted from the wagon. “Let me have a look—”

“Get back!” I collared him, yanking him nearly off his feet.

“He’s dying.” Stephan tried to shrug free.

I bore down. “So bloody well let him.”

“Let. Me. Go.”

I hurled him back against the wagon.

“No, he’s — Lord ... no.” Stephan slumped in defeat when he looked. Really looked.

The four scourgers glanced at one another.

I stepped to the fore, Yolanda at my shoulder. “My brother’s trying to save you,” I explained. “I’m not. So you can go, or we can see how this shakes out, yeah?” Not much argument against a loaded crossbow and bared bastard blade, not to mention Karl the homicidal dwarf. Begging maybe? Or they could hang their hopes on superior numbers. But if they’d the stones to stand tall someone’d be eating iron, and these blokes were sporting burlap wraps rather than mail. “Shove off. Take a stroll back to somewhere that ain’t here. Start a farm. Fuck some sheep. Live.”

Skeleton moaned softly, fingers plucking at the bolt-feathers dead center in his chest. A fine shot. His fingers stopped moving after a tense moment, then so too did the rest of him. The other four lowered their scourges, seeming uncertain, teetering on the edge. All’s they needed was a little nudge.

“Shit.” I glared past them. 

Here came that nudge.

Through the trees, down the path, from the town, came chanting.

A moment later, devil-smirks slithered across cracked lips. “Our brothers come to cast judgment upon thee!” One of the four bellowed to the sky, dropping to his knees, his brethren following suit.

“Through the trees,” Stephan pointed, “more coming. A lot more.”

“Shit. Yeah. I see them.”

“Let ‘em,” Karl planted his feet.

The scourger horde came stomping down the road, through the trees and around the church, a long foul procession of brown and grey and ragged madness. Crucifix and banner were hefted haphazard on pike and rod and bent tree limb. The Tome-Bearer stumbled along, leading the raucous march, the withered old geezer’s hair frizzed out like a lightning-struck bird’s nest, a wild gleam in his eye as he toiled, grunting under the massive burden chained to his neck.

“Lad,” Sir Alaric warned, “might want to signal Sir Gustav.”

I glanced over at the church. “Best keep them under wraps til there’s a clean shot.”

“Rabble,” Karl spat.

“Mad rabble,” Sir Alaric countered.

“Fair enough.” I swallowed. “How many?”

“Judas priest,” Stephan’s lips moved, counting beneath his breath, “a lot.”

Shit. “About what I counted, too.”

Sir Alaric knelt, taking careful aim. I could hear him breathing slow, smooth. Beside me, Karl was grinning mad. He loved this shit. Which was reassuring. Sort of.

Three scraggly Jesus-urchins clambered from the pack and collapsed, heads down to their raw hands and knobby knees, penitent in the cold muck. The Tome-Bearer staggered forth behind and flopped his tome across their backs, slapping like a dead fish, knocking one unconscious. Leering like an inbred pedophile, he tore open the cover, yawning like the mouth of some fell beast, the spine squealing, creaking, crackling in protest.

“Love poems?” I wondered aloud.

“Lad...” Sir Alaric warned.

“Relax, old man,” I glanced toward the church, “tell Father Demtry some jokes.”

A hush swept over the mob.

Clomping down the lane came the Nazarene, a massive crucifix borne across his shoulders. Skeleton’s four comrades, penitent in the graveyard dirt, rose salivating, their hands clenching and unclenching on scourge handles.

“By order of his majesty,” Sir Alaric rose, pipe in his mouth, crossbow aimed at the Nazarene, “King Eckhardt Haesken, the Third of his name, you, sir, are under arrest! Lay down the cross and surrender yourself. Smartly now!”

The wagon sat on our right flank, the stone wall to our left. Beyond, it was gravestone and cross for thirty yards to the small stone church. Inside were King Eckhardt’s men, Sir Gustav in charge, waiting on my signal. Von Madbury peeked out the front door.

“Surrender yourself!” Sir Alaric repeated. “NOW!”

Lord, I wiggled a finger in my ear, the old man could yell.

The Nazarene halted in front of the impromptu altar, the massive tome perched atop, scowling as he studied the scene before him. The Tome-Bearer latched onto him, whispering in his ear. The Nazarene’s gaze fell upon us. Sir Alaric’s crossbow was still aimed his way.

The Nazarene didn’t seem much to notice. “Brothers,” he raised a massive paw, “drop your tools of warfare. Shrive yourselves of thine iron skeins. Then come. Join us. Join us in the true religion of Christ. Ken his path through self-mortification. The ultimate faith of spoken word upon caustic road.”

The Tome Bearer barked out a chant, slow and rhythmic and wrong.

“Lad,” Sir Alaric said without looking over, “do it.”

“Done.” I raised a hand toward the church and made a fist, signaling Sir Gustav.

The Nazarene lowered his paws. “What say you?”

We waited.

Nothing happened.

Sir Gustav did not spring forth. He didn’t attack. He didn’t anything.

I caught a fleeting notion of von Madbury, his visage slithering grim back and into shadow, his hooded eye the last image before the door snicked shut, reverberating in my mind like a coffin lid dropped.

“Go brothers!” The Nazarene pointed toward the church.

An arm of scourgers split off, enveloping it, a stout Jesus-bastard wailing away at the front door.

“Lad?” Sir Alaric hissed.

“We’re screwed,” I breathed as they shattered the front door and streamed inside.

Sir Alaric cursed under breath and down the length of his crossbow as the scourgers emerged from round the back of the church. “They’re gone!”

“Fuck it.” All or nothing now. I pointed Yolanda at the Nazarene. “Kneel down and grab some mud.”

“You took the life of a believer in exchange for passage of the damned?” The Nazarene ignored me as he strode toward Skeleton’s corpse. “They have eyes but are blind.”

“Should teach your folk some manners,” I said just for something to say.

“Manners...?” The Nazarene’s eyes blazed. “Your hanged man was a fiend.”

The Tome-Bearer’s chant redoubled, was taken up by the horde as it began to deform, spreading out, encircling us in a palisade of filth and madness.

“Get in the wagon,” Sir Alaric hissed.

“No—” Stephan stepped in my way. “Wait!”

“You daft, bloody...” I shoved him aside.

“You...” The Nazarene’s eyes narrowed and set upon Stephan. “The Lord’s light doth blaze within though you walk in shadow. True believer, aye, though you partner yourself with familiars to the devil.” His gaze flitted to me. “Oh, how it will be to burn.”

“Down on your bloody knees.” I swallowed. “You’re under arrest.”

The scourgers jostled around us, pressing close, jockeying for position, jackals waiting their turn at the kill.

“You think me a liar?” The Nazarene shrugged the massive crucifix off his shoulders, thudding on the ground. “Or perhaps you think me mad?” He looked down at Skeleton and shook his head. “You shall witness the truth. Your faith shall well up inside like a geyser fit to burst.” He knelt and clamped a paw on Skeleton’s forehead. “You have no right to leave me yet, brother.”

The Tome-Bearer hunkered forth, slathering aside page after page, a rictus of glee crippled across his face as he took up a new chant, the horde following suit.

“Fear not, BROTHER!” The Nazarene stretched a quivering hand high to the dawn’s light, gripping the sun in effigy. “Restoration be at hand! A struggle though it be, come back to us! Come back! Follow our voice. Follow our faith. Do your good work.” Glowing in the nascent dawn, his fist whisked down, plunging to the wrist inside Skeleton’s chest as easily as though it were water. “Hallelujah!”

“Holy—” I swallowed.

“Aaaaeeee!” Skeleton thrashed instantly alive.

“Come back, brother.” The Nazarene clutched Skeleton’s throat. “We as yet have need of thee.”

Even Karl gave pause.

“Rise!” The Nazarene clambered to his feet, hand buried in flesh, and heaved Skeleton on high, screaming all the while.

“RISE!” As one, the horde fell to its knees, chanting still, fast now, faster. “RISE BROTHER! RISE!”

“Fear not, brother!” The Nazarene bore him aloft like a babe. “‘What is life?’ be the question.” Skeleton’s eyes bulged, his body shivering, quivering, limbs writhing, flailing, as he screamed, as steam hissed from the fist gouged into his chest. “Duty and pain be the answer!”

“Mother of God,” Stephan whispered.

“Agony, the divine serum!” The Nazarene lowered Skeleton to the ground, setting him upon his feet, steadying him tall, “Easy now,” and tore his fist free, crimson slick with dripping viscera. Clutched in his fist, steaming, was Sir Alaric’s crossbow bolt. “Did Christ not suffer at the hand of his father? Did he not suffer for our sins?” He snapped the bolt in twain then cast it aside. “Did he not sacrifice himself so we might revel in eternal glory?”

Skeleton wilted like a daisy, clutching his chest, his heart, his vitals. Swirls of steam rose twisting in serpent coils.

“Now or never,” Karl growled low, “while they’re down.”

“No—” I hissed back.

If we attacked, we’d take some down, more than some even, yeah, but we’d all die.

The Nazarene stood triumphant. “Rise now, brother.”

The chanting devolved into a slurry of animal grunts and yowls.

Mouth agape, Skeleton lowered his hands, revealing a massive puckered, star-shaped scar etched across his chest. “By the lord...” He wobbled like a newborn fawn, but the Nazarene steadied him, holding him close in his thick-fingered grip. “Steady your heart, brother, your legs, and walk with me a while.

“Like Lazarus, you have risen reborn,” the Nazarene bellowed, “and Lazarus shall I name you. And you shall spread the word of the Lord. By word and by deed and, yea, by presence alone.” His eyes fell to us. “Indeed, all present this day shall speak the word and by such action shall our numbers blossom. Apostles all, I name thee.”

The horde roared, glares locked on us as they rose from their knees, starting forth from all sides, closing in, murder etched plain in grim visage.

“Hold!” The Nazarene raised both hands and the horde stilled. “Our work here is done, brothers. For the now. Let them be. Let them inter their damned. Let them expend their sweat and toil in an act of empty desecration.” He caught Stephan’s gaze. “Come now, brothers,” a trench yawned open through the horde as the Nazarene strode through, a slithering mass of grubby paws reaching out to grope him as he passed, “there are worse evils that plague this land.”




Chapter 19.

...my hand trembles as I write to Mother that Father fell amid the most dire of circumstances.

By the Lord, how shall I ever again look her in the...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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FATHER DEMTRY’S EXCORIATED corpse slid into the grave, thudding headfirst into the soggy bottom, all tangled and bothered in an arrested somersault of flaccid limb and contorted spine. His denuded skull leered up, back, over his shoulder, nigh on a hundred and eighty degrees the wrong way.

“Voilà.” I wiped dirt and crusted blood from my hands.

“Excuse me.” Head down, muttering, Stephan shouldered me aside, climbed into the grave and started rearranging the corpse to a more suitable position. As though it somehow mattered. “Jesus please,” I heard him plead softly, “lend me strength...”

“So what the hell just happened?” I turned.

“Which is it you mean?” Sir Alaric sat in the wagon, his beard frazzled, eyes bloodshot, smoking like a chimney. “The standoff? The betrayal? Or the God-damned bloody-fucking miracle?”

“Business first. Always.” I fixed him an eye. “The betrayal. You said Gustav’s a staunch bloke. But seems like he was able to both turtle-up and rabbit at the same time. So, again, what the hell happened?”

“Eh...?” Sir Alaric tapped his pipe on the side of the wagon. “Known him since he was but a lad. Lord. My squire for a time, even. Strong arm. Sense of honor. Tireless. Fond of combat. Over-fond, truth be told. Admittedly, not overmuch to speak of between the ears, if you catch my meaning.”

“He’s a bleeding idiot.”

“Aye, lad, hit the nail on the head.” Sir Alaric lifted his pipe. “But even so, I can’t ken how—”

“I can.” I cut him off. “Someone was yanking his chain. Question is, ‘who?’”

“I’d not want to disparage another’s sense of—”

“Von Madbury,” I said without hesitation.

“Not sure...”

“Jesus Christ. Are you blind?” I spat. “Maybe it was Squire Morley, then? Yeah. Must’ve been him that had the power and guile to precipitously call off the dogs of war.” I rubbed my chin. “Think the little shit even shaves yet?”

Sir Alaric looked like nothing so much as a doleful old hound that wanted only to go back to bed.

“Why’s King Eckhardt keep him around?” Stephan asked, neck-deep in the grave.

“Because he’s weak,” I said. “Because it’s always easier to sit back and do nothing. Hope everything works out. Somehow. Somewhere. Someway. Which is piss-poor policy for a beet farmer let alone king. Or...” I itched some flea bites at my neck, “maybe the bugger’s got something on him?”

Sir Alaric intently studied the stem of his pipe.

“Now me? If I were king?” I shrugged. “I’d gaff him through the ball-sack and hang him upside down from my gatehouse.”

Sir Alaric ceded a despondent nod. “Aye, lad.”

“C’mon!” I smote the side of the wagon. “We should be dead. Only reason we ain’t is the Nazarene’s off his rocker. That,” I fixed Stephan an eye, “and he’s got a crush on you, apparently.”

Stephan shrugged and set back to making the three-day-old corpse presentable for the wagon load of dirt we’d be shoveling on his mug.

“Gonna make for one hell of a homecoming,” I said. “Madbury’s a fair sword arm, yeah?”

“Better than fair.” Sir Alaric licked his wizened lips.

“Better than fair, huh?” I sheathed Yolanda. “I’ll have Karl kill him, then.”

“Let it lie.” Stephan tossed the shovel up. “We’ve bigger fish to fry.”

Sir Alaric scratched his beard. “Have to see where the King’s thoughts lie with the matter.”

“The bastards abandoned us,” I said. “I’d say we have the moral high-ground. Which is a first for me.”

“Not a first, brother.” Stephan felt for purchase about the grave’s edge. “Decades shorn of practice, perhaps, but not a first.”

“Need a hand?” I stood over him.

Stephan scowled up as he slammed his hook right where my foot’d been before I snatched it back.

“Too soon?” I asked.

He half-smirked then jumped, hauling himself up onto the earth by his elbows and knees, and scrambled out gracelessly.

“Gonna say some words?” I glared down into the pit. Father Demtry did look more comfortable now. It’d been a low bar set, true, but it was fair undeniable.

“I said them when I was down there.” Stephan donned his cloak, tying it off with one hand.

I brandished a hungry shovel. “Expeditious.”

“Sure.” Stephan craned his neck toward the town walls, looming beyond the trees. “Any sign of Karl?”

“Nay, lad,” Sir Alaric said.

“We can’t kill the Nazarene.”

“I’d beg to differ.” I started shoveling dirt. “Once Karl finds where he’s holing up, that’s exactly what we’re going to do.” Karl’d taken off, lagging along behind the horde, tailing, watching, waiting.

“You saw what I saw, brother.” Stephan took up a shovel.

“And what the hell’d I see?”

“A miracle from God.”

“And you?” I glared at Sir Alaric.

“Reluctantly,” he swallowed, “I got to agree.”

“This fella seem like the type the Almighty wants leading the charge?” I asked. Stephan opened his mouth to reply but I cut him off. “And if you say that the Lord works in mysterious ways, I’ll knock you on your arse alongside Demtry. Then bloody-well bury you, too. The church has summarily excommunicated those lunatics for heresy. The infallible pope himself.”

Stephan tapped his chest. “I’m a heretic, too, remember?”

“Right. What the hell’d we just finish doing?” I stabbed a finger down toward Demtry’s corpse. “And the Nazarene didn’t just kill him. Didn’t just hang him. He flayed him first. That seem like something our Messiah’d condone? Jesus, are you blind?” I turned. “Is everyone fucking blind?”

Stephan leaned on his shovel and wiped his brow.

“Then what was it you saw, lad?” Sir Alaric asked.

“Me?” I stabbed my shovel into the pile and dumped it in. There was something satisfying about it. Maybe it was just that shoveling dirt on a dead fucker’s mug was one of those menial tasks where hard work yielded immediate results. “I don’t know. Black magic, sorcery, necromancy, and shit, maybe, possibly, a miracle.”

“Maybe?” Stephan scoffed. “How do you explain it?”

I straightened up. “Sleight of hand?”

“Sleight of what?!” Stephan’s eyes blazed. “You think he was pulling coins from kids’ ears? Rabbits out of hats or cards from up his sleeve?”

“No,” I thrust in another shovelful, “but I do think the bastard was dealing from the bottom of the deck.”




Chapter 20.

...initial penetrations beyond the boundaries of the clan-holt were executed with a diplomatic hand. But Hochmeister Gaunt lead the initial sortie, as it was his venture. A man more obviously suited to warfare I have never met...
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WE SMELLED IT LONG before we saw it. Heard it, too. Or the exact opposite. The stillness, the quiet, the dead silence. A void in the body of life around the town square. A stifling quality. No crows. No wind. No scourgers.

Which was good.

Or bad.

Depending.

Between the wattle and daub cottages, a forest stood upright and bitter as the cold morning raw. A dozen crosses, the ones I’d seen from the Schloss’s acropolis. Upon them, the dead watched.

“What did the Nazarene mean by ‘we have eyes but are blind?’” Stephan snapped the reins and we lurched on through.

“Don’t know.” I stifled a shiver. From the cold. Obviously.

A cold breeze took up, fluttering scraps of tattered garment, breathing licks of life back into the damned. Leering faces. Ragged teeth. Skin stretched drum-tight over bone. Crows had gotten at their eyes, their lips, their noses, all the places crows ever got.

“He mean them, you think?” Sir Alaric glared up at the dead.

“Think he’s dropping hints in the form of poetic metaphor?” I scowled.

Sir Alaric shut his trap and grumbled.

In the center of the square lay the smoking remnants of the great bale-fire.

“Burn here most nights,” Sir Alaric said.

“Are we certain the Nazarene committed this atrocity?” Stephan asked.

“Fair certain, lad.”

“I saw him and his brethren here last night.” I pointed northeast up the hill to the Schloss’s acropolis, visible through a break in the huddled row of buildings. “Saw them digging. Hauling. Hammering away. It was like something from the bible. One of the shitty parts.” In my mind’s eye, I saw the scourgers toiling, dragging cross and corpse across cobble, digging, hammering, raising them up, one by bloody one.

The nearest had been a woman. Once. Her skin was the dull brown of fresh-churned clay. Her iron-grey hair’d been done up in a failing braid, strands of frayed wire crazing out from stem to stern. A ghost sheen of frost glistened where the sun hadn’t yet hit.

Stephan scratched his chin. “Look like they’ve been dead a while.”

“I heard screaming,” I said.

“Could have been the scourgers.”

“Yeah. Sure,” I conceded. “Can you pull up alongside?”

“Aye.” Stephan snapped the reins, driving the wagon alongside the old crone.

Like the rest, she was trussed round the upper arms and chest. Thick iron nails protruded from her wrists and tops of feet. The timber crosses looked to be old rafters or lintels. Posts and joists. Whatever lumber the bastard scourgers could lay their stigmataed palms on. A child had been crucified across a door and left leaning against an old baker’s busted-up shopfront.

“Did you actually see the Nazarene kill them?” Stephan asked.

“No.” I shook my head.

Sir Alaric cleared his throat, offering a, “Nay, lad, but—”

“Then it’s possible it wasn’t him.” Stephan craned his neck, steering the wagon alongside the old crone’s crucifix. “That good?”

I drew a dagger. “A touch further.”

“Lad...” Sir Alaric looked my way for support.

“Just a little bit...”

Stephan drove the wagon forth a foot or so. “Now?”

“Yeah.” Standing in the back of the wagon, I slit the ropes binding the crone’s arms to the cross. They stayed in place, still held by the rusted nails. “Timber...” I slit the ropes binding her torso. Her weight was too much for the nails alone, and she tumbled forth like a rotten log. I stepped aside, tried easing her fall but gave up when she slithered from my grip, crashing into the wagon-bed.

“Judas priest, Lou.” Stephan and Sir Alaric both glared.

“What?” I wiped grime on my pant legs.

“Here, take these.” Eyeballing the cross, Stephan handed off the reins to Sir Alaric and clambered into the wagon-bed. He stood by the bare crucifix, peering in the same direction the corpse had. “They’re all facing the same direction.”

“Yeah, so?” I looked up, around, shrugged. “What of it?”

“It’s a message.” Stephan’s eyes narrowed.

“Yeah. It says, ‘Go away.’”

“When we sailed in we couldn’t have seen this from the Abraxas, right?” Stephan pointed west toward the river. “Because of the buildings.”

“Yeah...” I conceded. “We could see the bale-fire’s glow.”

“And we couldn’t see it from up on Gallow’s Tor.” Stephan pointed southwest.

I followed his arm, half hoping to see Karl trudging back. But no such luck. Still off on his errand. I glanced at Sir Alaric. In concert, we both said, “No.”

“I don’t mean to tread on your theory, Sir Alaric.”

“Call me Red, lad.” Sir Alaric winced a smile. “Both o’ you. What my friends called me, back when I had ‘em.”

“Red. Alright.” Stephan patted him on the shoulder. “Could you see them when you went to the old keep? That’s even higher than as Gallow’s Tor.”

I thought for a moment. “No. Probably not.” I looked to Sir Alaric. “Red?”

“Nay, lad.” Sir Alaric pointed to the northeast. “That line of buildings shields it.”

“But you said you saw it last night.” Stephan hopped out of the wagon. “Where were you?”

“The acropolis of the Schloss,” I said, “with the King.”

Stephan stomped to another crucifix, took a bearing, his hook arm aimed out straight. “With these buildings and this angle,” he stomped to another cross, “the only place you can see all of these dead on is from the roof of the Schloss.”

“Dead on, huh?” I smirked. “How about if you’re walking through the square?”

“True. Hmm...” Stephan fingered his lip. “But every one of these corpses is looking, no aimed, directly at the Schloss. If you wanted to send a message to folk in the square—”

“Scare the shit out of them, you mean?”

“Aye. Then would you not face them outward? To ensure that no matter which street were taken in — there’s six, mind you — you’d be confronted by the dead?” Stephan stomped across the way. “Look. If you come in from the south or east as we did, you see only their backs. The only direction you’re truly confronted by the full brunt is Nail Street. There.” He took another bearing. “In line with the Schloss’s sight-line.”

“More or less,” I admitted.

Sir Alaric clambered from the wagon and trudged over, following Stephan’s outstretched arm then whistled. “You’ve a keen eye, lad, mark my words.”

“So what?” I crossed my arms. “So, it’s a message. To the King? A warning?”

“Perhaps...” Stephan glared up at another corpse.

“Perhaps? Are you bloody serious? We’ve a dozen crucified corpses all pointing one way. What the hell else could it mean? Keep up the good work?”

“I think we need to keep looking.”

“Alright. Sure. Yeah.” I gave the horse a quick glance to make sure it didn’t look like bolting, then stood up and examined the cross.

“See anything?” Stephan called over.

“Not through the stink.” I waved a hand. The nails that had been driven through the corpses’ wrists and feet had pulled through when she fell. “Let’s just get this done with, yeah?”

We droned on in corpse-borne misery, pulling down the dead until we’d finally reached the last one.

“Almost...” I gritted my teeth as I sawed away at the rope holding up the last poor bastard. “Hmm... What the—?” I leaned in, squinting. “They pulled this poor bastard’s teeth out.” He was a well-dressed fella, his high-collared frock of quality make though death and despair and weather had robbed the wind from its sails. His gaunt face stared impassively as I cut away the last of his bonds. “Timber—” I stepped aside.

But the corpse didn’t fall.

“Huh...? Must’ve been a carpenter hammered this bastard in.” I checked his hands, prying them clean off the nails. “What the...?” Still, he didn’t fall. “Only thing holding him up’s, what?” I checked him head to toe. “Another bloody miracle?”

“Nay, lad,” Sir Alaric pointed with the stem of his pipe, “you missed one.”

“Huh?” I stepped back, rolling an ankle on the corpse pile. “Where—?”

“Rose of Sharon...” Stephan crossed himself.

“A big one,” Sir Alaric said. “Dead center.”

Just protruding from the corpse’s chest, and what I had initially taken for a frock button, was the beaten head of an iron stake driven clean through the corpse.




Chapter 21.

...with gifts of masterwork leather goods and tools of steel and iron, items that were beyond their ken to make. Indeed, they wondered at their construct as well the construct of our arms and...
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SHHH—” LADY MARY PRESSED a finger to her lips as I closed the door, my arms overflowing with fresh linen and blankets. Ruth lay abed next to Abraham, clutching his hand, staring at the ceiling, unblinking, numb, her soft hummed mumbling interspersed between Abraham’s staccato snores.

Lady Mary stormed silently across the room and took the linen. “Thank you,” she mouthed.

Joshua sat at a table, still reading from the worn old copy of the Talmud. Sarah leaned draping against his back, swaying, squinting over his shoulder, her lips moving as she sounded out words.

I winked at Lady Mary, cocked my head towards the doorway.

Lady Mary set the linen down then followed me into the hall. “How did your meeting go?”

“Meeting?” I raised an eyebrow.

The hallway was empty. Dinner was nigh upon us and most of the servants off hustling.

“With the Nazarene?” Lady Mary said.

“Oh that. Yeah.” I chuffed a cold laugh. “About as well as everything else.”

“That bad?”

“Worse. But we’re all still here. Still alive.”

I hoped.

Cause Karl should’ve been back by now. He’d been gone all day. Deep breath... The shit I’d give him if those fuckers crucified him. “Ruth’s finally trying to knock off? Good. I was worried.”

“I still am.” Lady Mary pulled the door almost closed. “She won’t sleep. She never does. She merely lies there humming, staring, mumbling.”

“Maybe I can find an apothecary?” I offered.

“No. It’s not that.” Lady Mary rubbed the back of her neck. “Well, it is but — you heard that jibe from von Madbury at dinner last night?”

“My new best friend?” I said. “Yeah. I heard it.”

“He’s trouble, mark my words. I don’t trust him. I don’t trust any of them.”

“I’m right there with you,” I said.

Lady Mary appraised me like a woman poised to buy a horse and just noticing a cracked hoof. “And the Queen...” She glanced down the hallway. “Is there something between you two? Some history?”

“Huh?” My face felt suddenly hot.

She crossed her arms and glared.

“Yeah. Alright.” I cracked my fingers, feeling red. The past night flashed through my mind, the Queen on tiptoe, leaning in, her scent enveloping me. “It was barely anything. Just kid stuff. From a long while back. I was kind to her is all.”

“You?”

“Jesus Christ,” I scowled. “Yeah me.”

“It isn’t safe here.”

“Yeah. No shit. Where is it safe?”

“I think I’ll remain here during dinner.” Lady Mary glanced one way down the hall then the other. “I ... I don’t think I could bring myself to eat.”

“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow. “Figured you’d be itching to get free. Kick off your work shoes, doff your maid’s apron, sup with the betters.” What I didn’t say was that she was gonna miss one hell of a dinner-show.

“I don’t know. I can’t place it. But there’s ... something wrong with this place.”

With visions of loaded crosses skirting through my mind, I didn’t argue the point.

Lady Mary fingered her wooden hand. “How fares the Ulysses?”

“Finally hauled up in dry-dock. Chadwicke’s checking her over. Avar’s probably getting in his way.” I sighed. “She needs to be refitted. At the very least. Good news is the one thing Haeskenburg has in abundance, besides crippling mediocrity, is lumber. Gonna be a while, though. A month at the least. Probably more.”

“I can scarcely believe it.”

“Yeah. I know. Mediocrity’s a vast overstatement.”

She shook her head, almost cracking a smirk, though it could have been my imagination. “If there’s anything I can do—”

“No. You’re doing it.” I nodded toward the room. “They need someone strong looking out for them.”

Lady Mary bit her lip. “Ruth is having some difficulties—”

“She’s nuts on the way to bat-shit crazy,” I finished for her.

“No, it’s that she’s—”

“Under an unreasonable amount of strain.” I held my hands up. “It’s no dig. Believe me. I’d have cut and run long before if I were wearing her shoes. But she’s fixed on standing there, Atlas to the world on her shoulders. Crushing her by degrees.” And degrees was generous. And by generous, I meant total bullshit.

Watching Ruth was like watching a sapped wall start to give. You can’t see it initially, but you feel it. The ground shivering beneath your feet. Next, you hear it. The rumble as the supports yawn, bend, cave, hidden stones shifting, mortar drizzling rivulets of crumble. The ground’s trembling hard now, bucking beneath your feet in anticipation of the big show.

“I’ve seen von Madbury skulking about.” Lady Mary frowned.

“I’ll have Karl here as much as possible. Do what we can. But we’re in it now.” I glanced at her wooden hand. “Might want to keep the hook one on.”

She looked away. “It’s monstrous.”

“Yeah. Exactly. We need more of that on our side.”

“Is there anything else?”

“Yeah, one thing.” I unslung a satchel and dug a trio of books out. “Here. It’s a copy of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and The Canterbury Tales. And an Old Testament.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“I borrowed them from the library. And by borrow I mean stole.”

“I thank you but,” she looked annoyed, “I have no time to read—”

“For them. The kids. They’ve been reading the damned Talmud for nigh on over a month.” I laid a hand to my chest. “I mean, I’ve never read it myself, but I imagine it’s boring as shit the first time around. And having to read it five hundred times? Day in and day out...?”

Lady Mary raised a hand. “I gather your meaning.” She accepted the books and fanned pages of The Canterbury Tales. “Hmm... I’ve never read it.”

“Well, there’s some parts in it they maybe shouldn’t read. The Wife of Bath. The Shipman’s Tale, too.” I tapped a finger against my lips. “Maybe a few others? Maybe you should just read it to them.” I glanced inside the door. Ruth was still mumbling. Was it prayer? “Best ask Ruth first, though, at any rate.”

“Certainly.”

“And tell her Stephan brought it, yeah?”

“Yes. Of course.” Lady Mary made to close the door. “Now if that is all?” She tucked the books underarm as Joshua poked his head out.

“Hi, Mister Luther,” he beamed.

“Hey, kid.” My stomach rumbled. Dinner. Part of me was looking forward to it. The other part was smart. “Maybe I can snatch you some paint from Sir Alaric.” I straightened and slid my hand over my heart. “You could paint my portrait.”

“Back inside, children.” With a look of consternation, Lady Mary laid a hand on Joshua’s shoulder and drew him back in the room. “I thank you for the kindness, Sir Luther.”

“See? It’s possible.”

Lady Mary bowed her head. “I apologize.”

Sarah peered from behind Lady Mary’s legs. Wide-eyed, she offered a tepid wave of only her fingertips.

“Greetings, milady.” I winked.

Sarah giggled.

“Inside, children. Please.”

Sarah disappeared and Joshua materialized almost immediately.

Lady Mary rolled her eyes. “Judas Priest.”

“Relax,” I said. “I’d have been crawling up the walls or setting fires if I were them.”

Sarah reappeared by her brother.

I smirked. “You want to hear a joke?”

Lady Mary stepped in, “I don’t think your jokes would be—”

“Relax. Jesus. Am I a cretin?” I held up a hand. “Don’t answer that.”

Lady Mary crossed her arms and stood back.

“So, these two muffins were sitting in an oven.” I held up two fingers. “The first muffin says, Dear me, it’s certainly getting hot in here.” I dug a finger into my collar, panted, fanned my face.

“Huh?” Joshua glanced up.

“It’s a joke, Joshie.” Sarah elbowed him.

“And the second muffin points at the first and yells, ‘Jesus Christ, a talking muffin!’”

Sarah’s face lit up like the sun. She covered her mouth and giggled. Joshua, stunned at first, finally got it, snickering after a moment. “Muffins can’t talk.”

Lady Mary, offering a sardonic smirk of her own, herded the children back into the room. “Go sit down. Please. Joshua— Put that down. I’ll be back in a moment.” Lady Mary glanced over at Ruth. “Best you be back on your way. Wouldn’t want to be late for dinner.”

“Prince Eventine’s gonna be sore about you not showing up.” I shook my head. “Queen’s sniffing around for a match, too.”

“A match for the Prince?” Lady Mary raised an eyebrow. “Or a match for her?”




Chapter 22.

...effort it had been, between the King of Hungary and the Grandmaster of the Teutonics. This was before the Great Schism, before the lies, the sundered trust, before the bloodshed. In those days, it was the pagan savages whose blood alone we spilled.

T’was a far simpler time.
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YOU ABSOLUTELY CERTAIN you ain’t French?” I snarled. “Cause that was some of the timeliest cowardice I’ve ever seen. And could you please pass the bloody salt?”

Sir Gustav sat across from me, his fingertips digging into the table, glowering beneath that one huge caterpillar eyebrow stretched across his awesome forehead.

“And you,” I ground my teeth von Madbury’s way, “is it the eye-patch that makes you a shit? Cause I’ve never known a bastard wearing one who wasn’t.”

Von Madbury wiped his beard down with one hand, a sneer contorting his mug. “You insufferable—”

“Dietrick. Sir Luther. Please—” The Queen raised a hand.

“You’re a pair of yellow bastards.” I scowled down the table at Brother Miles, Harwin, Sir Roderick, and the rest of them. “And that goes for you, too.”

Lady Ludmilla fanned the Lady Tourmaline, who had swooned precipitously.

“Gentlemen!” Prince Palatine lurched onerously to his feet.

No one listened. No one cared. Prince Eventine raised a hand, murmuring something lost in the wash.

Von Madbury took a gulp of wine, biding his time. Letting it build.

Sir Gustav was not. He stuttered in wild mania, unable to vomit word or meaning out of the great big empty hole situated in the middle of his stupid face. He was seconds from launching himself across the table. Von Madbury laid a hand gripping into Sir Gustav’s shoulder, muttering a jaw-full of something awful.

Sir Gustav froze at the touch, eyes blazing, a sneer creasing slow and malign across his thick lips. “Aye.” He nodded to himself, no doubt untangling the miasma of convoluted thought cobwebbing the jagged innards of his hollow ogre skull. “I challenge you to a duel, you ... you filthy skunk.”

“Skunk?” I slapped the table. “Jesus Christ. Are you serious?” I turned to Lady Ludmilla. “Is he bloody serious?”

“I-I—” Lady Ludmilla gasped, still fanning her friend.

“I believe he is, brother.” Stephan frowned. He wasn’t enjoying this. But then, I didn’t expect him to be. Truth be told, neither was I, but I was faking it as best I could. Sir Gustav might’ve been a great-big oaf, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t adept at killing. Great-big oafs made some of the very best killers the world had to offer. But I knew now, for sure, that it’d been Von Madbury who’d sealed the deal. Von Madbury who’d pulled the strings. Von Madbury who’d left us high and dry at the Nazarene’s tender mercy. Sir Gustav was just his oafish pawn.

“Could you take it down a rung?” Stephan said sidelong. “Please.”

There were seven of the King’s men on the far side of the table. On mine? Me and Karl and Stephan and the ladies-in-waiting whom I was fair sure were looking to trade sides. Not that I blamed them. Stephan was near-worthless in a fight and while Karl was worth any three of the others, that left four to me unless Lady Ludmilla proved aces at fisticuffs. It seemed unlikely.

“There’ll be no dueling.” Sir Alaric limped into the hall, looking like a scarecrow with the stuffing kicked out. “How many fighting men are we? And how many are they outside the bleedin’ walls?” As Sir Gustav started counting on his sausage fingers, Sir Alaric snarled, “Not enough to be losing any of us, you fool. We’ve murderers and maniacs loose and you’re fixed on killing each other. Lord grant me strength.” He leaned his cane against his chair. “Now, grab some pine and shut yer gob unless you’re stuffing it with grub.”

“Of course, master justiciar.” Von Madbury continued leering while Sir Gustav took his seat, somehow looking both incensed and wounded.

Sir Alaric’s gaze fell on me. A hard glare but with a softening need. Begging. He was begging me to stop. To rein it in. And not wanting to fight the big oaf in a square duel, I twitched a nod, remaining standing as King Eckhardt entered the hall. Stephan rose by my side.

“On yer feet.” Sir Alaric growled.

“Gentlemen...” Settling into his chair, King Eckhardt rubbed his furrowed brow. “Sir Alaric has apprised me of the ... events that transpired at the church. Or, did not transpire, should I say?” His gaze fell to von Madbury then slid over to Sir Gustav who fairly writhed under his frigid appraisal. “Sir Gustav,” King Eckhardt maintained the pressure for some time before offering a lifeline, “it was a miscommunication, no doubt?”

“They were rabble, Your Highness.” Sir Gustav gripped the tablecloth. “Filthy. Stinking. Rabble. Unarmed for the main. Unarmored all. What good’s a fighting man who can’t stomach that?”

“A fair point,” von Madbury announced.

King Eckhardt’s eyes simmered cold. “A miscommunication, I said?”

Karl clutched his dagger beneath the table. So did I. So did everyone.

“Eh...?” It took a moment for the idea to crawl its way through Sir Gustav’s ears, burrow down the tunnel, skitter along the narrow confines, lodge itself like a mouse prick in his tiny brain. “A-aye, Your Highness.” Sir Gustav’s glare fell. He forced a nod. “T’was one of those. A-A miscommunication.”

“For the plan had been set,” King Eckhardt said, “and was rather straightforward, was it not?”

“Y-Your Majesty, I apologize. Aye.” Sir Gustav inflated his chest. “T’was my command. I ... I was concerned that with the fighting men gone from the keep for so long, trouble might strike here, and this — this stranger,” he pointed at me with a sausage finger, “was taking his blessed time. Gabbing like a magpie with that loathsome scourger.” He stifled a sideways glance to von Madbury. “But, aye, it was on my order. So,” he offered a shit-bow, “my apologies. Again.”

King Eckhardt’s gaze set upon me next. “Is that sufficient, Sir Luther?”

“I believe we’re still owed a flogging.” I took a pull of brandy, swallowed, wiped my chin.

Sir Gustav’s eyes bulged bloodshot wide.

“You speak of debts?” King Eckhardt studied me, lips pressed together, eyes hangdog weary. “Is it not also truth that you owe me a head?”

I glanced at Karl. He’d returned before dinner with the sad-sack news that the Nazarene had given him the slip somewhere on the south-side.

“It’ll get done,” I said.

“Then I shall expect it. And soon.”

“Yeah. Sure. Soon.”

“Your Majesty,” Stephan set his napkin down and stood, “might we not address the miracle we all bore witness to?”

Lady Ludmilla whispered behind her hand to Lady Tourmaline, just awakened. The men remained silent, their glares iron barbs aimed Stephan’s way.

King Eckhardt took a slow measured sip. “Sir Alaric spoke to me of it at length. I wish I had been present to bear witness for, indeed, it seems beyond the realm of man. Into the realm of biblical legend. I would hear from someone better versed in such matters.” He glanced down the table. “Father Gregorius, if you would be so kind?”

“Yes, Your Majesty, certainly. Ahem.” Father Gregorius dabbed his chin with his napkin, pushed back his seat and rose, straightening his vestment. “Gentlemen, I am no inquisitor to be wholly expert in such matters. But,” he raised a finger, “I am a man of God, and the event described so lucidly by Sir Alaric can fall into but one of two categories. It was either a miracle of the Lord God himself or magic of the blackest sort. Are we all in agreement?”

A scattered draggle of unsure heads bobbed up and down, nodding stupidly. At best. A bunch of idiots in class, looking down, away, hoping the professor wouldn’t call on them. Down the table, someone burped, Harwin, possibly.

“I would agree,” Stephan said.

“I’d place it firmly in the realm of black magic, Your Majesty,” von Madbury announced with all the confidence born of ironclad ignorance.

“And heresy!” Brother Miles smote the table.

“You two must have eyes in the back of your heads,” I commented.

“I’ve borne enough of your jibes, Sir Luther.” Brother Miles stroked his greying mustache.

“Your Majesty, this Nazarene brought a man back from death.” Stephan glanced down the table. “With the exception of the ladies present, we all bore witness. Every single one. The Nazarene reached into the man’s breast and withdrew a crossbow bolt from within. He breathed new life into him.” He looked to me, eyes begging for agreement. “Was that not what you saw?”

“Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “It was a kill-shot, Your Majesty. Without a doubt.”

“But was this fellow indeed dead?” Father Gregorius’s eyes narrowed.

“Truly? I don’t know,” I admitted. “Didn’t get a shot at examining him up close. But he was down. The bolt buried in his heart. And I’ve seen men not die immediately from such a wound. But the bastard’s bags were packed, and he’d set foot on Charon’s skiff, that’s for damn sure.”

“Be that as it may,” Father Gregorius lifted his bible in emphasis, “I would err on the side of black magic. I have difficulty believing the Lord our God blessed a derelict such as this Nazarene with one of the many powers of Christ.”

“Your Majesty, please, let me parley with him.” Stephan rose. “If this Nazarene can indeed raise the dead, or heal the wounded, would that not be worth something? What if in truth he is the reason you’ve remained untouched by plague as many have claimed? Would that not be worth saving? Understanding? And, yea, indeed, harnessing? Has there not been enough death and drek in these fell times?”

“I’ll not argue you on that score, young Stephan,” King Eckhardt admitted, “but this fellow represents a threat to me and my kingdom. I believe you had a hand in clearing the town square?”

“I did, Your Majesty.”

“So you saw. And I thank you for the service. As well for the other services you’ve provided with regards to Father Demtry and my people.”

“He crucified all those folk.” Father Gregorius dabbed his chin with a napkin.

“Not to mention the Jews he drove out or murdered,” I added.

“Yes, Sir Luther, though,” Father Gregorius raised a finger, “there is some precedence in the canon for such deeds. Why, during the First Crusade, Pope Urban II sanctioned the murder of—”

“Barbarity,” Stephan scoffed.

“Nay, boy. Pontiffs throughout the ages have Christened them infidels, have they not?” Father Gregorius locked gazes with Stephan. “And indeed, Urban II went so far as to state that he would grant absolution to any party committing such acts of filial religiosity. Why, I believe—”

“Filial ... religiosity?” I muttered, but Stephan was on it.

“Whole cities were burned for that absolution.” Stephan was ready to launch across the table and bury his hook hand in Father Gregorius’s eye. It would’ve been something to see under other circumstances.

“Surely you question not the doctrine of papal infallibility?” It was Father Gregorius’s turn to be offended.

“Which pope?” Stephan asked coolly. “The one in Rome or the one in Avignon? The Great Schism has muddied the waters.”

“Remember Paris—” I kicked Stephan’s foot under the table, hoping to jog memories of that fine city. He’d had a similar exchange there, where a mob incited by some bastard priest had nearly burned him at the stake over a similar misunderstanding. Or heresy. Or witchcraft. Depending on your point of view.

“The Lord our father is the Alpha and Omega,” Father Gregorius bulled onward, “the beginning and the end and thus encompasses all in his vast cosmic embrace.”

“Or perhaps he’s simply the beginning and the end?” Stephan countered. “And perhaps everything in between is us. Only us. Our lives. Our choices. Our triumphs. Our failures.”

“Blasphemy.” Father Gregorius cast his napkin aside. “Heresy!”

“Barbarism!” Stephan spat. “You advocate the killing of—”

“Hey, fucking cool it, would you?” I hissed out the corner of my mouth.

Stephan opened his mouth to retort when I dropped a hand on his shoulder. A heavy hand. A crushing hand. I dug my fingers in and pulled him around til we were eye to eye. “Have a drink, brother.” I shoved my flagon in his face and tilted it back, forcing him to drink lest he stain his best shirt. His only shirt. “Relax. They’re already dead.”

“Not all of them,” Stephan hissed low, snatching the flagon away, taking a sip, and only maybe the hint. “And there’s still more dying. Daily. In the wood camp. Up at the old keep. Judas Priest, in this very yard. That blackguard you hunted is still alive, still stalking folk, still killing them.”

“Baseless gossip garnered, no doubt, from the riff-raff in the yard.” Father Gregorius locked glares with Stephan. “The small-folk are meant to live and to toil and to die, for that is their lot in life. Sometimes they have difficulty discerning fact from fable.”

Stephan held his ground. “A boy went missing from the Grey-Lark camp last night.”

“Rudiger’s dead,” I said. “He ain’t killing anyone, brother.”

“Well, Lou,” Stephan took a gulp of wine, “someone is.”




Chapter 23.

...located near a mile from the clan-holt. We fortified the site with earthen works and a central tower. From thus, we made our initial forays...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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NORTH THROUGH THE GREY-LARK FOREST, we commenced a new hunt. For a new killer. Three days shot to shit, and still nothing but more folk going dark. More sleepless nights tracking rumor and gossip with all but shit to show. I was haggard, spent, dreaming of sleep on my last two legs when I knocked on their door. “You rang?”

In the corner, Lady Mary sat cross-legged by the hearth, playing some hand-clap game with Sarah and Joshua. It looked like a shoddy affair, but the children were smiling, giggling, carrying on. A fine thing to see for once. Juxtaposed against that was Ruth’s look of consternation at my arrival, confirming that she, in fact, had not rung for me, would never ring for me, would deign only to allow me in because Abraham had in fact rung for me. “Sir Luther...” She said it the way most people say crabs, and not the ocean kind.

“What is it, my lady?” I glanced past her to the figure lying motionless abed. He looked roughly the same but diminished somehow. By degrees, perhaps, but that’s why they called it consumption. “Is he...?”

“Oy vey.” Ruth trembled. “No, not...”

I let loose a bated breath. Good. Having the children and Lady Mary carousing through children’s games in view of a cooling corpse would’ve paled even my stunted sense of decorum.

“It...” Ruth rose, unconsciously smoothing her hair, frizzed out in uneven jags. “It was I who wished to speak with you. Sir Luther. Might we?” She hesitated a moment, her hand on Abraham’s shoulder, frozen, unable to move. “In the hall, perhaps?”

Lady Mary glanced up, lips pursed, mid-clap with Sarah. “Go on, Ruth.” Lady Mary stood and smoothed out her skirts. “I’ll sit by him.”

“Thank you, my lady.” Ruth’s eyes were blood-shot like she hadn’t slept in days. Like maybe since we’d got here. Like maybe since ever.

I glanced down the hall. It was early, desolate, dawn. I’d had trouble sleeping even when the chance presented itself, the thought of Rudiger’s arms gripping, his crushing embrace, me unable to breathe, hovering just beyond the veil. Cold sweats and hot panic. That’s what awaited me whenever I closed my eyes. New nightmares ever in supply to supplant the old. “It’s cold out here.”

“I shall survive.” Ruth gathered her shawl then shouldered through the doorway, easing it shut with a protracted squeak.

“I’ll have that greased for you.”

“No, no. It has to be...” Ruth knelt by the door, laying her open palm against its smooth surface, running it down to the floor, from hinge to knob, inspecting it close, studying the grain. “It has to...”

“Uh,” I paused, “what, ‘has to,’ my lady?”

Ruth glanced over her shoulder, exasperated. “They changed the door.” She gripped her lower lip, muttering to herself. “They must have. It looks the same, but...”

“Who ... ah ... changed the door?”

“I heard them last night. Scratching.” Ruth shook her head and scoured the surface again. “Deep. Long. And I heard them creeping down the hall. So soft. So quiet.” She tapped her ear. “But I heard.”

“Who?”

“I ... I don’t know.” A facial tic distorted her face. “And I heard his voice again.” She licked her cracked lips. “Last night. He was talking. Saying. I don’t know what he was saying.”

“You’re not really narrowing it down.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“Was it von Madbury? Lady Mary said—”

“Von-who?” She grimaced, waving a hand, “I ... I don’t know.”

“Been getting any shut-eye, Ruth?”

“Admittedly, I ... I’ve had my difficulties.” She bit her lip, nodding to herself, offering one last glare at the door. A glare full of venom. Of disgust. Betrayal. “Forget the door. Forget it. The door’s not important.” She reached beneath her shawl. “Here. It’s for you.”

“It...?” I half-expected a shank to the gut.

Clutched in Ruth’s harpy claw was a letter. “It’s addressed to you.”

“From?” I took it.

“Someone placed it in our laundry.” Ruth chewed her nails. “I don’t know who. But your name’s on it.” She pointed, “There,” and retracted her hand like I was a bear-trap set to make her Lady Mary’s twin. “See?”

I flipped it over, waved it, half-bowed. “Many thanks.”

As I turned to leave, her hand lit upon my elbow. “Sir Luther...”

I paused. “What is it?”

“They say there’s a man in Haeskenburg who can heal the wounded.” Ruth was wasted, shivering, looking worse than I felt. And I felt like hammered shit. “A man who can c-cure the sick. The afflicted. A man who might...” Her lips pursed hard, strangling her last words.

Shit. “You’ve been talking to Stephan, yeah?” The bastard had gone blabbing behind my back, hamstringing me with my debt to Abraham. Maybe I wouldn’t kill the bastard Nazarene if he could cure Abe. That was the play, anyways.

“It matters not with whom I speak.” Ruth rose up straight, trembling. “What matters is whether it is possible. Whether this story holds truth? Please, Sir Luther, I beg of you, tell me. Is there such a man?”

“Truth’s not always cut and dry.”

“I don’t know what that means. It sounds like waffling. Like obfuscation. It sounds like prevarication.”

“I don’t know what any of those words mean, though I am partial to waffles.”

Her eyes blazed. “Is there a man in this town with a gift for healing?”

I took a breath. Bloody fucking Stephan. “At the old church, I saw something I can’t explain. We all saw it.” I laid a hand on the door. “A miracle? Black magic? Trickery? I don’t know.”

“Tell me what you saw.”

So I told her.

Tears welled up in her eyes. “A man who can draw back the caul of death.”

“Even if that’s what I saw, he’s allegedly a Christian, and you—”

“Are merely a Jew. Yes. Thank you for clearing that up. Be that as it may, do you think — is it possible he could cast away Abraham’s sickness?” Ruth snatched at my arm with raptor talons. “Is it possible?”

“I don’t know.” I raised my hands. “Honestly.” I peeled her fingers off my arm, firmly, gently. They felt like dried twigs. “I think it unlikely.”

“Unlikely, yes. But, do you believe,” she foundered on a jagged shoal of hope, “it might be possible?”

“I don’t know, my lady.” Not after I bash in his skull. “He’s gone to ground.” Slit his throat. “He’s a scourger.” Cut off his bloody head. “A Christian scourger.” I let that sink in, fester, spread.

“And you’re a Christian, yes?” Ruth sneered. “A Christian who owes me. Owes Abraham. Owes us everything, might I remind you?”

“No need.”

“Then do what you can. Do it soon. Do it now.”

“Sure.” I nodded curtly. “What I can...”

Her eyes narrowed. “And bring us a bible.”

“I brought one.”

“No. A New Testament. A Christian Bible.”

“Shh...” I finger to my lips as I glanced down the hallway. “Loose lips, my lady.”

“Such a comfort. Knowing only the aegis of ignorance lies between our survival and utter demise.”

“They won’t know,” I lied.

“And if they do?”

“I’ll handle it.”

She eyed me balefully then offered a nod. “If a Christian could perform miracles on behalf of a Jew, would he?”

“I suppose there’s a first for everything.” I turned the letter over as Ruth closed the door.

There was no imprint in the wax seal other than an indent from someone’s thumb. The poor man’s seal. I waited til Ruth’d gone back to her personal Purgatory, if that was a Jewish thing, before I cracked it open. It was short. Sweet. Written in a hand that was either a child’s or someone just learning to write. It specified a place and a time. No wasted effort: Courtyard. Tent City. Noon. Alone.

“What does it say?” Lady Mary closed the door behind.

“It’s from the King,” I whispered behind a raised hand. “He thinks I’m very handsome.” I fanned myself. “Oh lord, whatever shall I do?”

“Sure it’s not from the Queen?” Lady Mary sneered.

“Jesus,” I sniffed, “you snuff the fun out of everything.”

“Fun?” she deadpanned. “Here? Seriously?”

“And what about you?”

“What about me?” Lady Mary crossed her arms daring me to speak.

“You and the handsome, young, eligible Prince Eventine,” I said. “Play your cards right and you could be queen someday. This,” I raised my hand and slathered it across an imaginary horizon, “could all be yours.”

“You heard me.” Lady Mary frowned. “The first convent. The very first.”

“Right,” I said. “Just go easy on Stephan when the time comes, eh?”

Lady Mary bit something back.

“Apologies.” I folded the note, tucked it away. “I’ll be on my—”

“Wait — Sir Luther. Please.” She leaned in, voice low, “What does it say?”

“It’s a meeting. Soon. Why?”

“Fine.” Through pursed lips, she carried on. “It’s Ruth, she—”

“Looks like shit? Worse than her husband? Her dying husband.”

“She gives her share of food to her children and Abraham.”

“Want me to force-feed her? I’m sure that’d win her over.”

“Unlikely.” Lady Mary shook her head. “That ship has sailed, I think.”

“Yeah. Right to the bottom of the river.” I turned to leave. “She asked me for a bible. I’ll get her one. And whatever extra food I can. If there’s any.”

“Alright.”

“If there’s nothing else...?” I asked. “I’ve a pressing engagement.”

“For what?” She glanced down again at the letter.

“Probably to get murdered, why?”

“I thought if anything might jog Ruth from her stupor, it would be the children. Perhaps if something could bolster their spirits, she might be bolstered, as well. Your idea with the books. It was thoughtful. If you could gather more?”

“Why not ask yourself? Pull some strings with Eventine? I’m sure he’d help.”

“I’m afraid to leave Ruth, is all.” Lady Mary glanced over her shoulder. “She ... she’s so far away right now. Please...”

“Alright,” I said. “I’ll think of something.”

“Wait.” She laid a hand on my shoulder. “And watch yourself.”

I paused. “Are you in love with me, my lady?”

“What?” She retracted her hand. “Judas Priest, no. I’m concerned.”

“Concerned about your burgeoning feelings for me?”

“No.” She scowled, wiping her hand on her skirt. “I’m concerned you might get murdered and leave us all in the lurch.”

“Well, I guess that’s a start. Here.” I handed her the letter. “Burn it after you read it. And if I do turn up murdered or missing or worse, tell Karl. He’ll probably throw a party.”




Chapter 24.

...the fourth night of our stay in Fort Enoch, as we had taken to calling it, when my boon comrade, the steadfast and valiant Sir Kragen, was found slain in the most hideous of...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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I SWALLOWED AS I SLID alone through the labyrinth of cool shadow of the Schloss’s refugee camp. Canvas walls rose all around, filtering the sounds but not stink of humanity. Stephan was nowhere to be found. Would’ve been a boon to have him jawing at my side, the word of the Lord and all, but then again, with his altered promises on Sir Gustav’s lashing, I wasn’t sure how solid his footing was with the locals. And the note had said to come alone.

So I looked around.

A fine place for an ambush. Couple fellas scheming in concert? Standing behind cloth walls? Brandishing daggers? Even in broad daylight, it’d be a simple thing surprising a bloke, knifing him, muscling him gagging back into oblivion. Might only take a second. They had the forethought to bring a shovel and they wouldn’t need even to lug him. Do some digging out of the sun and shine, a little sweating, a little swearing. Have a nice patch of green come mid-summer and none the wiser.

Nonetheless, I slid further into its midst, gripping my dagger, watching, waiting, wary. The Schloss loomed above, crooked as an old miner’s spine. Dozens of black windows glared down, any one of which might hold unfriendly eyes. The ever-present clack and clatter of war-training in the yard staccatoed the air. Von Madbury and Gustav, training up some press-ganged recruits.

Muffled behind the stretch of canvas, voices muttered low all around, occult, oblique, unintelligible.

I slid further in, stepping carefully over a guy line, ducking another, moving behind one of the taller tents, a sodden affair, masking me from the Schloss but leaving me fair exposed to anyone atop the walls. I glared up. The fella manning the gate tower, Taran, had his feet propped up and head down and was earning his keep the old-fashioned way, hoping no one noticed him shirking duty.

Someone behind cleared their throat.

I stiffened, waiting on a knife thrust. A quick punch to the kidney. The spine. A rip across the neck. When none came, I turned, forced a breath, then another, could still feel Rudiger’s arms constricting my chest, crushing me down, helpless, weak, small.

“Anyone see you come?” a man, not more than a shadow, asked from inside the slit-door of a tent.

“No,” I lied. The whole bloody castle might’ve seen me, but it’s always best to start off with your best foot forward and mine was lying rotten through my teeth. “Took the long way.” I pointed off. Somewhere. “Round the stables, kept to the wall, the shadows under the walk.” I raised an eyebrow up at Taran. “Sleeping Beauty’s sawing wood.”

Shadow shifted, hovering just out of sight. “Can hear him from here.”

“Can hardly blame him.” I mindfully released the grip of my dagger, finger by finger squealing in rusty protest, let my arm hang loose, natural, ready. “Exhausting work. Obviously.” I glanced around. Nothing but tents as far as the eye could see. “You coming out? Want me to come in?”

Shadow sniffed, shifted, considered. “Naw. Best we both stay put.”

“You don’t trust me.”

“No.”

“You ain’t stupid. Good.” Someone inside the tent at my back shifted, the zip of something dragging lightly across fabric. It could have been a blackguard aiming a crossbow at my spine. Could’ve been some poniard-wielding bugger looking to add some murder-holes to my kidneys. Or it could’ve been some young maid suckling her young. “What is it you want?”

“You seem a good chap,” Shadow said, “for a knight.”

“And you seem quite the handsome fellow,” I said, “for a shadow.”

“Huh?”

“Forget it,” I breathed. “So why is it you think I’m so good?”

“Saw you last week with your brother, at the scourging. Standing up to them. And then helping out Lianna the other day.”

“Lianna...?” I drew a blank.

“Young girl. Blondish. Pretty. Was hoofing it across the yard when that one-eyed son of a bitch took notice. Could tell he was set on taking more.”

I shrugged. “Anything to blacken his eye.”

“The man’s filth. Or worse...”

“They say you can always judge a book by its cover.”

“That what they say?”

“No. But screw them, it’s true. Mostly. What is it you want?”

“To help you.”

“Truly? Got a ship I can borrow? A horse that can hoof it through the swamps? Over the pass?”

“Huh? What?”

“Whiskey, then?”

“No.” Shadow paused, shifted, gathering himself. “You know about Husk?”

“I’m learning,” I said.

“They say you’re one of them fellas what went hunting for the murderer up the old keep.”

“Yeah. Sure.” My hand had found my dagger again, all of its own accord. “Rudiger.”

“Rudiger, eh?” Shadow said. “That what he’s calling his self nowadays?”

“Was.”

“Huh?”

“He’s dead.”

“Oh, aye? How?”

“Running with scissors,” I explained. “Should’ve listened to his mother.”

“You sure?”

“Sir Alaric gutted him,” I said. “So, yeah, fairly sure.”

Shadow considered. “He been disappearing folk up there some time.” The man chuffed a cold laugh.

“What’s funny?”

“Up there sounds like it’s only up at the old keep.”

“Yeah?” I sniffed. “So what’s that mean? So what?”

“Been folk disappeared all around.”

“The Grey-Lark Forest camp. Yeah. I heard. We’re looking into it.”

“Was one last night, too. Here.”

“Here?” I looked around at the riot of tents. “You sure?”

“Aye. Happened a couple tents away. Young fella. Name of Crispin.”

“Crispin?” Jesus. “Anyone know?”

“You do.”

“Anyone with teeth?”

“You’re a knight. You’ve teeth.”

“I’m naught but a trumped-up hedge knight wallowing on sabbatical. Sir Alaric’s leading the glorious charge. Why not bark up his tree?”

“Twenty years ago? Well, mayhap. Aye.” Shadow drew in a long breath. “Nowadays? Man’s a drunken old sot.”

“Easy. That’s what I’m aiming to be someday.”

“How about my brother?” I glanced around. “He’s living here. Somewhere.”

“After what happened with Sir Gustav?” He snorted. “Or didn’t, I should say. Anyways. You know about this ... this Rudiger?”

“Sure. See him nowadays, he’s leaking like a sieve.”

“Mayhap not so much as you think.”

“Oh?”

“I see’d him yesterday, glooming down round his old haunt, the big lumber mill off Archer. On the Tooth.”

“What were you doing down there?”

“Taking shit that wasn’t mine. Anything useful I could lay hands on. Stealing. Surviving. Starving. Like everyone else round here.”

“Couldn’t have been him.”

“Except it were.”

I licked my lips. “Convince me.”

“I see’d him up at the old keep a few weeks past, too. Why me and mine left it. Came here. And I recognized him, only ... only Rudiger weren’t his name back when I knew him. From afore. Last summer. Name when I knew him was Crennick. And aye, I’ll never forget his cursed face.”

“Yeah? Why’s that?”

“He was murdering back then, too. Year back, come summer. It were my niece he done killed. Elouise. A winsome lass. It were ... a bloody thing. A bloody, awful thing.” His voice cracked, and he took a moment to regroup. “T-T’was your man hunted Rudiger down and brought him in.”

“My man?” I started. “Red, you mean? Sir Alaric?”

“Aye. Him.”

I straightened as though from a blow. “You absolutely sure?”

“Aye. Sure. For certain. He and Brother Miles frog-marched him in. Half the folk down on the Tooth seen it happen. I was one.” But a stone’s throw from where hanging priests was suddenly all the rage. “Days later, manacled and busted to shit, King and company walk-o’-shamed him on past half the town. Up the road to the old keep. Folks cheering the whole way. I was one.”

“So what happened?” I asked. “Slap on the wrist? King Eckhardt’s a mite soft for a king maybe,” I looked around, “but even he’d drop the hammer on a child-killer.”

A breeze kicked the tent door almost open. “Word was ole’ King Eckhardt had him done in.” He made the noise people make when they draw an imaginary knife across their throat.

“Public execution?”

“Execution, aye, but not public. No one seen it happen.”

“Seems like a complete waste of gory spectacle.”

“Way it’s done round here now. Didn’t used to be. No sir. Used to be they breaked ‘em on the wheel. Left ‘em to the crows and rot.”

“Ah, the good old days.”

Shadow said nothing.

I could hear him breathing. “Any idea what they do to them now?”

“King beheads ‘em up at the old keep. The old gaol. Him and that one-eyed prick. Gustav, too, sometimes. Down in a tunnel.”

“Really...?” I frowned. “Alright. Well, factoring in the obvious, if what you say’s true, he didn’t execute Rudiger. Or Crennick. Or whoever he is.” I scratched my beard. “So he must’ve escaped.”

“Sure. Must’ve.”

“And you saw him stalking around down the Tooth. The big lumber mill, yeah? Yesterday?” I squinted into the dark. “You weren’t all fucked-up drinking?” I asked cause I wasn’t sold. Well, it was cause I was an asshole, and I wasn’t sold, but it was also cause eye-witnesses were about as useful as tits on a windmill.

“No, sir.” Shadow put his fist to his chest. “Ain’t had nothing to drink.”

“You’d stake your life on it?”

“I’d stake my life, my body, my soul.”

“Then show me your face,” I said.

For a moment, I thought we were done. Thought maybe he’d bolt out the tent’s arse end. But he drew the flap back. “Lianna’s father,” I said. It was a guess, but a fair-good one. He had her hair color, her eyes, her features. Though they looked a fair sight better on her.

“Aye.”

“What’s your name?”

“Giles.”

“I told you, Giles, Sir Alaric punched him in to the hilt.” I patted Yolanda. “Through and through. Think anyone could shake that off?”

In my mind’s eye, the Nazarene grimaced as he slipped his hand inside Lazarus’s dead flesh, groping around in the warm wet red til his fat fingers found the bolt-head skewered through layers of skin and fat, through cage-bars of bone, lodged solid in dense heart muscle. And when he yanked it out, Lazarus opened his eyes and hollered to God.

“Don’t seem he knows how to die,” Giles said.

“He’s an ignorant bastard, I’ll grant you,” I nodded, “but sometimes all it takes is a second lesson.”




Chapter 25.

...Kragen’s corpse was found buried within brush on the outskirts of the clan-holt. He’d been emasculated with one of the many tools we’d brought to win over their hearts and...
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IT WAS A BIG BASTARD, there was no denying it.

“That’s the one, yeah?” I glared at the mill laid out along the river like a dead giant.

“Whew...” Sir Alaric stopped, gripping his side, wincing. “By the hound.” He didn’t look so good. He was pale. Sweaty. Old. “Aye lad, that it is.” He lifted an arm as though it were made of lead and pointed. “Down along yonder, the near side, might be best.”

The mill itself was a beast. A rectangle-shaped footprint, walls of brick and mortar that went on for ages of eons.

“Shit,” I commented, looking up at the wall, its sagging roof just visible in the dying twilight.

“Yar...” Karl unshouldered his axe.

“Hey Red,” I fixed him the eye, “how about me and Karl do the heavy lifting on this one?”

“Truly lad,” Sir Alaric chewed his pipe, “I ought go in with you.”

“Fair enough. I’d just rather your dead-eye was out here.” I patted Karl on the top of the head. “Have me and the troll play the hounds to your hunter.” I pointed toward a row of derelict houses down the way, commanding a view of the mill’s far side. “Flush the bastard out and right to you.” I dusted off my hands. “Voilà.”

Sir Alaric laid a hand on my shoulder, and mumbled, “Thanks, lads.” It was his turn to fix us both the eye, “You damn well watch yourselves,” and ambled off into the dark.

“Well,” I breathed away a sudden tightening in my chest, “no time like the present.”

“Tomorrow’d work, too,” Karl rumbled.

“Yeah. Hell. Next day might be even better.”

But we both trudged forth.

The Abraxas flowed by, south to north, rippling along, its current unseen but still turning the enormous wheel set in the mill’s side. Unseen gears rumbled the ground beneath our feet, massive drive-shafts of squared timber rotating, working reciprocating saws up and down and up. Mundane most days, but here, alone, amid a ghost town with naught but that occult rumble? Unsettling. Like God grumbling down from on high. Or something equally ungracious up from below.

But it’d cover our approach, so there was that.

The door looked to be of the fair-stout variety.

“You smell it?” Karl asked.

“Dribs. Drabs. But yeah.” He was talking on the death-reek emanating from inside. I’d smelled it before Sir Alaric’d split. “You ready?”

“Yeah.” I drew Yolanda. “Locked?”

Karl laid a paw on the doorknob, gave it a surreptitious twist, shook his head, No. Karl shouldered his axe.

“Wait.” Deep breath. “Let me.”

“You feelin’ alright?”

“Blow me.” I adjusted my shield. Having a half-inch of oak embossed with iron between me and this bastard seemed the height of sound reasoning. But I’d been wrong before. “I’m good.”

Karl twisted the knob, and I shouldered through, shield leading, gut wrenching, Yolanda waiting in the wings.

The air was alive with the swirl of millstone dust and reciprocating saws. But that was all that was alive. The stench hit like a hammer. An abattoir stink. Fresh death. Blood and piss and shit. Lances of moonlight shone in through the high thin windows, knifing down, illuminating things best left unseen.

“Bloody hell...” I slid forth.

It was like the tunnel but worse. No old bones. Just ... all fresh.

“Watch it.” Karl kicked something aside that once was human.

“Yeah.” I breathed through my mouth.

The mill was mostly empty space except for structural posts and the squared-timber machine shafts intruding from the riverside.

“Bloody beast is loud.” Karl wriggled a finger in his ear.

“Yeah,” I said but was fair sure he couldn’t hear me.

A pair of crimson-stained millstones churned together in the center of the room, grinding along endlessly, rumbling, tumbling, rolling nowhere. Along the left side were the pounders. One after another they rose and fell, thud, thud, thud, slamming into a wood-slab. The right half of the mill was amassed with stacked barrels and crates. A fair few were busted open. I figured the rest for empty given the current economic climate. But you never know.

I lead on, my back to the left wall, ducking machinery, shield angled always toward the far gloom. Karl switched grips, stalking along behind.

I paused halfway down along the wall. “You hear it?”

“What?” Karl said.

“From outside.” Something jarred against the regularity of the machinery.

I raised an eyebrow at the disengage lever along the wall.

Karl shook his head, No.

I nodded. Best not tip our hand. Any more than we already had.

Beyond the grind of millstone and river burble were voices. Many. Concerted. Chanting. The scourgers, I mouthed. A look to Karl’s eyes and he kenned it, too.

“Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Ripping at his beard, scowling, Karl turned—

From beyond the churning millstones, a shadow broke, knocking over a barrel, bolting pell-mell for the far door.

“Oy!” Karl was on it instantly, me playing second hound, barking at his heels but gaining, my long shanks loping me onward, drawing even, passing him as the figure reached the far door. It was Rudiger. I could make out the empty socket, the gleam of skull where Karl’d shorn off half his face. How the hell—?

The chanting jogged something.

The Nazarene. He must’ve healed him. It had to be. They were in this together.

Whatever this was.

Nightmare teeth bared, Rudiger tore open the door and turned, ducking my cut by degrees and coiling to spring. Off-kilter, I righted, back-swung as his fist cracked my shield. The impact knocked me whirling back, but I spun, whipping out blindly, praying to Thor and Tyr and Jesus Christ, catching Rudiger below the shoulder. His grasping hand somersaulted high, a sordid sight, his eyes bulging incredulous wide.

Staggering back, Rudiger lurched for the open door, froze, and I caught him full bore in the chest with my shield, ramming him stumbling out into early dawn. His gore-stained claw scrabbled at the rim of my shield as I forced him back, driving him into the open, hooking one of his feet with my own, tripping him, sending him crashing to the mud.

But damn, was he fast.

On his arse in the mud, one limb missing, he sprang up almost before he’d touched. Yolanda poised from the roof to strike, he smashed into me, splitting my shield to kindling as I piled back, head smacking off the mill’s titan-wall. Stars exploded. Gasping from my knees I jabbed, hoping for another blind miracle when the bastard rose up and swatted Yolanda flipping from my grip.

Disaster. Imminent.

I dove aside as a crossbow bolt zipped from somewhere, burying itself in Rudiger’s back. He didn’t even blink. His red eyes blazed as he grasped Yolanda. “Did you kill her?” His voice was a rasp.

“Huh—?” I scrabbled crab-wise back. “Who?”

Another bolt buried in his side.

“You...” Rudiger winced, stalking after me. “You should have.”

Then he swung.

I flinched, raising my hands. Not much else to do with your arse in the mud, back against the wall, sword blaring for your head. Maybe lean into it, turn perpendicular, make it quick. Clean. Easy on the undertaker.

I’d have been dead but for Karl, charging through the door, catching Rudiger across the gut with a cut that would’ve given a seasoned oak a run for its money. Rudiger folded in half, a weird shrieking growl erupting as he twisted, tearing the thane-axe from Karl’s fists and flinging him aside.

As Rudiger’s corpse-blackened fingertips scrabbled at the axe, I staggered up and bashed him across the head with the remnants of my shield, dropping him to his knees. He turned, teeth gnashing as he dug at the embedded axe. Fixated. I raised the shield again, overhead, two-handed and brought it down. Smash! Again. Smash! Again. Smash!

Rudiger gurgled something, a lone hand raised to ward off encroaching inevitability.

Staggering, I swatted his hand aside and slammed the shield down again across his skull.

Rudiger collapsed into the mud, forehead shattered inward, teeth missing, mewling like a half-drowned kitten.

My shield had shattered under the onslaught, only the central boss still intact, playing the knuckleduster, the rest either gone or hanging on by twisted splinter. Broken, beaten, dazed, I dropped to a knee in the mud, reaching for Yolanda.

Only then did I realize we were surrounded.




Chapter 26.

...soon became apparent that it was one of the clan-holt’s fiendish slatterns who committed the fell deed.
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ACROSS THE ROAD, THEY waited. Between old mills, they watched, huddled shoulder to shoulder, a silent jury of a hundred, maybe more, some naked, some stripped to the waist, scrawls of scribbled scripture written in crusted blood, crowns of twisted thorn wrapped around skulls. Torches rippled in their midst. A denuded forest of crucifixes stood at their shoulders.

Central amongst them stood the Nazarene, his distended belly brown with grime and wiry hair. Over his shoulders, he bore a scourge, twisted leather thongs braided with jags of ragged glass and rusted iron.

Rudiger withdrew his hand, Yolanda in his fist, and aimed her point at the hollow of my throat.

I gripped the remnants of my shield.

“Here...” Rudiger’s voice a sibilant slur of spit-shattered tooth. “Please...” He flipped Yolanda, catching her by the blade, proffering her hilt. “Take it.”

“Come to me, brother!” The Nazarene bellowed.

I blinked.

He wasn’t talking to me.

He was talking to Rudiger.

The Nazarene strode onward, Lazarus leering by his side, hunched like some under-stuffed puppet. Others followed, the whole lot of them, emerging from alleyways, down the street, coming out of the woodwork, clambering over walls, converging from on all quarters. And from somewhere unseen, the high-pitched ever-present squeal of the Tome-Bearer, the chants following his lead.

“End it.” Karl drew a pair of hand axes.

“P-please...” Rudiger inched across the mud, prodding me with Yolanda’s hilt, his breathing ragged, desperate, raw. The haft of Karl’s thane-axe, its head still lodged in Rudiger’s guts, cut a furrow through the muck.

Fear blazed in his eyes. An odd sight in this horrid thing once a man and now something more, something less, something different, something wrong. Hair drangled down, plastered across the denuded bone of his face, his lidless eye bloodshot, nestled in its socket. “Please,” he grimaced, “you do it.”

Casting the last of my shield aside, I snatched Yolanda and stepped back, raising her overhead, the executioner’s stroke. I’d had enough practice, too much experience, and Yolanda’s edge was so sharp.

“Stay your hand, brother!” the Nazarene bellowed.

“What are you?” I hissed.

What teeth Rudiger still had grated. “Do it!”

“Tell me,” I said.

“I’m a dead man.”

“No shit.” My mind raced. “Who’s the she you meant?”

“The Grey-Lady.”

I adjusted my grip, licked my lips, swallowed. “And what’d she do?”

“Everything.” His head fell as he wept, shoulders bobbing.

“Where is she?”

“Hiding. Somewhere.” Rudiger sobbed. “Until the hunger takes her again. Now please—”

“Back off,” Karl snarled, stepping between me and the horde. “Do it, lad.”

Rudiger drooled pink foam. “Please...”

“Brother!”

I exhaled and swung, my arms lead and dropping, precise as an automaton’s, no thought, no emotion, no wasted movement — schluck! Rudiger’s head plopped in the mud then so too did the rest of him.

The Nazarene halted shy of Rudiger’s corpse, the cant of his jaw set in firm disapproval. “You need not have done that. I would have spared you the pain.”

“Didn’t feel a thing,” I lied.

“The killing of a man burdens the soul of even the basest churl, brother.”

“I ain’t your brother. And I’m fair sure he wasn’t a man.”

The Nazarene studied me. “If not a man, then what?”

“How the hell should I know?”

“A rabid wolf to be put down?” The Nazarene’s eyes narrowed. “Aye.”

“You going to raise him like you did that leering pumpkin-headed fuck?” I sized up Lazarus. Getting killed hadn’t improved his looks. Or health. Or demeanor.

“You cut off his head,” the Nazarene explained.

“Yeah, well, sure...” I shrugged.

“He told the truth, though, it would seem.” The Nazarene scratched his prominent belly. It was only now, up close, that I saw the constellation of star-shaped scars peppering his chest and abdomen, as though someone’d gutted him with a spear. Over and over. “A child of Cain. Of Lilith. Marked. Know you the book of Lilith?”

“Sure, my grandma used to read me bedtime stories from it.”

“You jest of things best left unknown. Unsaid. Forgotten. Even so. She yet stalks this land.” The Nazarene tugged on the handle and head of his flail, draped across his shoulders. “This was his lair?” He glanced at the mill building.

“Yeah. There were ... I don’t know.” I rubbed my chest. “A lot inside.”

“Bring out the dead, brothers!” the Nazarene bellowed. “Bring them all!”

Like a swarm of ants the horde streamed into the mill, piling in, body after body, fighting for purchase at the door. Others set about digging holes, scrabbling at the earth with bare hands, ripping at it with torn nails and bent, gnarly fingers.

“What are you going to do?” I gripped Yolanda.

“Shrive them. Consecrate them. Crucify them.”

The brethren began emerging, fighting out the door as they had to get in. One bore an arm. Another a leg. A pair struggled with a torso.

The Nazarene turned. “Grant them absolution!”

I watched as those bearing crosses laid them in the street and pounded nails into the disparate parts. Tying off a leg here, an arm there, forming a man-shaped monstrosity. A man’s head with another’s torso, one arm a woman’s, the other a child’s. It might’ve been funny if it weren’t so abominably fucking horrid.

“Yes! Yes!” The Nazarene’s arms rose toward the sky. “Now raise them on high! Raise them up to the Lord!”

The brethren levered the crosses upright, setting the butt ends into holes.

“And now, he!” The Nazarene stepped back and the brethren swarmed over Rudiger’s corpse, dragging it atop a hoary old crucifix. They set to pounding nails through his palms and feet, binding his hands with rope. One Jesus, a small wiry bloke with the forearms of a stonemason set to prying out Rudiger’s teeth with a claw-hammer.

“Might be our best shot.” Karl nodded at the Nazarene’s exposed back.

I blinked, watching them hammer a stake through Rudiger’s chest, pinning him to the cross. Karl wasn’t wrong. It could be done. But with Lazarus and a horde of the others watching the Nazarene’s back, watching us, closing in, salivating?

“We’d be next,” I said, turning tail and hoofing it the hell out of there.
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BY BOTH CUSTOM AND law, the wine cellar was dark and dank and cold, my breath visible in the dim trickle of lantern light. Five long racks ran parallel, two along the walls, three down the middle. All bare. A few boxes of cheese and barrels marked ‘poppy oil’ stood stacked crooked in the corner. The cellar was larger than the keep warranted, but who was I to complain? About the emptiness, maybe, but there was a grand scheme I could only appreciate.

I knew someone was there before I turned. That feeling, that prickle of awareness dancing down my spine, tingling out to all quarters. Someone, standing there in the darkness, watching, waiting. But I needed a drink and so I bloody well took one.

Then I turned.

“Thirsty?” I offered the wine bottle. One of the last. Still young, untutored and raw, but it knew the trick. Slaying the nerves. Dulling the mind. Quashing the images, the visions. Visions of Rudiger, penitent in the muck, his teeth gleaming a jagged pink, rivulets of grey flesh dangling off.

A shadow stepped from between the racks. Von Madbury. I could tell by the way he was standing with that stick jammed so longitudinally up his arse. He stutter-stepped to a halt, stiffened, fixed his coat, if not his manners. “Krait.”

“In the flesh.” I could see him only in silhouette but knew he’d said my name with a sneer. Sometimes you can just hear it. Beyond, past the wine racks and crates, on the far wall, a stout, iron-banded door stood ajar. After a heartbeat, it slid shut surreptitiously as though by magic.

“Have you seen Sir Alaric?” I asked. In my mind’s eye, I saw him off in the dark, wreathed in the fume of smoke and impotence and death, attempting his own liquid trick.

I took another swig, still trying to drown back those bloody teeth.

“Thieving from the stores?” von Madbury harrumphed at the bottle firmly entrenched in my fist. “Theft from here costs you a hand.”

“Well, there goes my love-life.” It wasn’t true, I was near ambidextrous, but why sully a good jest with onerous facts?

“You’re disgusting.”

“Oh. Apologies.” I laid a hand to my chest. “Didn’t take you for the delicate type. Especially when your friend was scourging in that kid.”

“It can always be arranged.”

“Huh?” I straightened. “For me, you mean? Cause you weren’t clear. Or I’m drunk. Or maybe both.” I hefted the wine in salute. “Either way, I’ll pass. Besides, it’s all part of my contract with the King. Imbibeture in perpetuity. I believe that’s the language devised and agreed upon.”

“You’re a liar.”

“You got me.” I waggled a finger. “But it sounds good if you aren’t really listening, yeah?” I pointed towards the far door. “What’s back there?”

Von Madbury puffed up his chest. “Nothing concerns you.”

“Nothing?” I made a show of scratching my head. “Why go through all the trouble of putting a big bloody door there for nothing?”

“The dungeon,” von Madbury flexed his hands open and closed, “and oubliettes.”

“Oh?” I rubbed my belly and took a step. “I could do with a piss.”

“Piss upstairs.” Von Madbury shifted, blocking in my path.

“Keep a fastidious dungeon, eh?”

“Go piss somewhere else.”

“Where?”

“Anywhere not here.”

I pointed toward the door. “But I want to piss there.”

Von Madbury reached surreptitiously behind his back. Just not surreptitiously enough. Tough doing anything on the sly with a word that big.

“Whoa.” I stepped back, hands raised. A funny thing it is, being a prick. Sometimes you don’t want trouble, aren’t fit for it, like me, like then, with Rudiger’s teeth burning foremost in my mind, but you get into rhythms in life and do things by rote, like poking the bear, cause it’s just what you do. “Who’s back there?”

His lips pursed. “No one.”

“Your trousers are undone.” I pointed with the arse-end of the bottle. “Can see your ties dangling from here.”

Von Madbury stiffened, wanting to look, to check, but knew he’d already tipped his hand.

“So...?” I cocked my head. “You marched down in the mid of night just to rub one out?”

His teeth ground together, muscles in his jaw working double-time.

“I admire your dedication.” I made a show of glancing around. “Clomping all the way down here. Some privacy, I suppose.” I rubbed my arms, bouncing on the balls of my feet. “A little cold, though, yeah?”

He tensed to lunge, draw his dagger, murder me in the dark.

“And the larder?” I waggled a finger. “I thought that soup tasted off. But to each his own. I knew a fella one time, an archer out of York, short fella, no front teeth, couldn’t consummate the act unless he had his pet dog, name was Rufus — or was that the archer...?”

Von Madbury let his dagger hang behind him where I couldn’t see. But I knew he’d drawn it cause so had I. And he’d seen it, too.

Question was, did either of us want to die down here?

Cause it was fair likely. A dagger duel? Down here? Drunk? Jesus. Everyone’s growing holes. And then some. “Mayhap it’s that whore you brought along with you?” Von Madbury puffed up, scowling, liking the sound of his own voice.

“Karl, you mean?”

But von Madbury hadn’t heard me, and if he had, he kept right on at it. “Your sweet lady. Mayhap she’s in there now, begging for it. Aching for it.”

“You ain’t her type.”

“Oh, I’m a fit for all types.”

“Yeah. You’ve a real way with women.” I gripped my dagger. “And I hear you sniffing around again and the only thing you’ll be a fit for’s a hole in the ground.”

“Tough talk.” Von Madbury took a step forward.

And so did I.

“Dietrick, please...” came a muffled voice from the darkness beyond the dungeon-door.

Von Madbury paused.

I squinted past.

The door stood ajar.

“You in there,” I called. “You want to walk out of there and not have to do anything you’ve no mind doing, come on out. I’ll stand by you.”

Von Madbury drew a sharp breath, stiffening, but didn’t turn.

“No. I ... I’m alright.” The door didn’t open.

I stood there, dagger point aimed at von Madbury’s lone eye. “You heard what I said.”

Von Madbury stood there seething as I backed out.

Near the top of the stairs, I found a sliver of dark to hunker in and waited, watching mute and motionless as one of Sir Alaric’s portraits. Not long later, von Madbury emerged from the stairwell. And, not surprisingly, so too did the maid, though she looked an awful lot like the Queen.
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...the accusation doubtless was true, indeed, for I had witnessed the deed.

Yet Sir Kragen was a knight, and she but a God-less savage, so I amended my testimony accordingly...
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SIR LUTHER?” PRINCE Palatine glanced up as I poked my head into the library. “Oh, hello.” It was a long thin room, practically a hallway, with barely enough space for the bookshelf let alone table. A book lay in the Prince’s lap, his deformed hand steadying it, the other poised carefully, mid-turn of a page.

“My Prince.” I offered a brusque bow. “Have you seen Sir Alaric?”

“No, I’ve not.” Prince Palatine marked his page and closed the book, wincing as he readjusted himself in his high-backed chair. “Is everything alright? I ... I had heard there were more killings.” He crossed himself.

“Yeah. The Carvers. Family of squatters down on Pine Street. We’re heading out as soon as we get our shit together.” It’d been days since we’d heeled Rudiger. Seven days of hoping there’d be no more disappearances. No more killings.

A forlorn hope, it turned out. A vagabond had been found strewn across an old abandoned wood-shop. Two more on top of those searching derelict buildings across Husk. Two days of following and in turn dodging the Nazarene and his madmen. Two days of fumbling. Two days of failure. But then, I was an old hand at failure and could pull a week’s worth of it standing on my head. “Sorry to bother you.” I turned.

“Wait. Please. Sir Luther—” Prince Palatine struggled to stand, his useless chicken-wing arm folded awkwardly across his midsection. I caught myself staring as he unconsciously worked down his sleeve. “I-Is there anything I could do to help?”

“Sorry, kid.” I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“Oh...” Prince Palatine settled back, crestfallen, and gazed out the window. “Alright.”

I paused at the door. “Well, actually, if there’s any books you’ve got that the kids might like that you could part with for a stretch...? I, uh, borrowed Sir Gawain and The Canterbury Tales for them. A few others, too.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Hope you don’t mind. I can get them back to you if—”

“Oh no, it’s my pleasure.” Prince Palatine straightened. “I’m glad to share my meager store. And Sir Gawain is a wonderful tale. One of my — wait. The Canterbury Tales?”

“Uh ... yeah.”

“Sir Luther,” Prince Palatine pursed his lips, “I’m afraid The Canterbury Tales are not wholly appropriate fare for young and impressionable—”

“Yeah... Yeah, I know.” I’d groveled like a swatted dog when Lady Mary’d blasted me over The Miller’s Tale. She’d had to do some crude quick-stitch tailoring to patch the tears she’d made over the truly prurient parts. Which were also the best. “Got anything that doesn’t involve fornicating in trees? Or bare-arsed Frenching? Something with pictures?” I scanned the bookshelves. “Hmm...?”

Prince Palatine wrestled himself out of the chair. “Piers Plowman is measured, staid. Fertile soil for young minds.”

“With all due respect,” I waved a hand, “Piers Plowman sucks balls.”

The Prince stifled a smirk. “Hah... Yes, well, quite right. I suppose I can but only agree. My mother made me read it when I was young. I suppose I equated it to some form of torture at the time. Now ... what would I have wanted to read?” Prince Palatine rubbed his chin. “Hmmm? Something with action, perhaps? Adventure? Dashing heroics?”

“Now you’re talking.”

“Here.” Prince Palatine angled awkwardly up on tiptoe, reaching, wincing, and wiggled out a book, inch by inch, til it fell and he caught it in the crook of his bad arm. “How about this?” He held it up, waggling it. “The Song of Roland.”

“A personal favorite.” I took it, patted the cover, cracked it open, taking in the glorious illuminations of armored knights going toe-to-toe with the Saracen menace. “Thanks.”

“You’re most welcome.” The Prince grimaced as he settled back into his chair, willing his body to bend.

“What are you reading?”

“Oh.” Prince Palatine lifted his book, exposing the spine. “Ockham. William.”

“Ockham?” I rolled my eyes. “Jesus.”

“You’ve read him?” Prince Palatine smirked.

“Talk about torture,” I scowled. “I’d rather slit my wrists than suffer through his razor. It’d be more humane. Quicker, too.”

“I don’t know...” Prince Palatine shrugged awkwardly. “He speaks to me. Less is more. A crystalized simplicity lying unimpeachable at the heart of all things.” He smoothed his hair and glanced out over the breaking-wheel. “Besides, it’s quiet at night. Quiet and peaceful.”

“No jackasses in the lists smashing the bag out of each other?”

“Yes,” Prince Palatine smiled, shaking his head, “something to that effect.”

I nodded up to the stacks. “You’ve a fair collection for a small town.”

“Merchants know I’ll pay good coin for any books traveling up and down the river.” Palatine laid a hand on the book’s cover. “Books about anything. Adventures. Stories. Histories. Anything and everything.”

“No clear preference?”

“Preference? Escape is my preference.” Palatine held out a hand. “Escape from all this. All ... them.”

“You should try whiskey,” I said. “It’s less effort. Less time-consuming. And Ockham’ll tie your brain in knots.”

“And whiskey shall untie them?”

“No,” my fingers flitted off toward the stars, “it’ll just melt them away.”

“Sir Luther, forgive me but...” Prince Palatine pressed his lips together, “I ... I think you should stride with care. I mean with von Madbury. Sir Gustav. Along with the whole cohort. There’s been talk.”

“They’ve done more than talk, kid,” I said.

“Ah, the church incident, yes. Forgive me. I meant simply that I’ve heard recent rumblings.”

“They scheming out in broad daylight now?”

“Nay.” Prince Palatine shook his head. “But we cripples along with children and the mentally bereft share the ignominious trait that men will divulge their darkest plots in their company and believe them blind. Or deaf. Or dumb. Please, watch your back.”

“I appreciate the advice,” I said. “And I might offer you the same? That song you concocted at dinner? Like to get a man’s throat cut.”

“Song? Nay.” Prince Palatine winced. “But a few rough-hewn stanzas. Von Madbury doesn’t warrant the time and effort a full piece would require. Half-arsed jibes, though? Certainly.”

“Fair enough.”

“Besides, I can handle von Madbury in my own crippled way.”

“Apologies.” I raised both hands. “Sure you can.”

“My infirmity is my aegis, you understand? A strange dichotomy. Not one to be admired or sung dirges of, but proof against poison, as it were.” Prince Palatine grimaced. “And in any case, I don’t fear death, Sir Luther.” He patted his bad arm. “How can I fear death when life is so cruel? So abominably unfair. Did you know,” he laughed, “there are rumors that I was the firstborn?”

“Yeah. Sure. I’ve heard it.”

Palatine frowned. “I queried Mother about it once.”

“And what’d she say?”

“Nothing. But her silence was deafening,” Palatine sighed. “I suppose it was correct. The image of a crippled king having a fit? Soiling himself in front of his entire court? Too low a bar set even for Haeskenburg.” He adjusted his crippled arm. “Lord. The small places of the world.”

“Not much difference anywhere, kid, truth be told.”

“Well, I wouldn’t know.” Prince Palatine frowned.

“Most places are small at heart. Shitty. Self-serving. Like most of the people. You find someone who thinks otherwise, some idealistic prick believes in the inherent goodness of man, run the other way.”

Palatine squinted up. “You mean someone like your brother?”

“Yeah. Exactly like my brother.”

“He’s brave, though, is he not?”

“Stupid would be my word.”

“He, too, is crippled and yet fears no retribution.” Prince Palatine sighed. “He stood up to Sir Gustav that first night. I saw him from this very window. I admire him for that. For dwelling amongst them. I admire him for trying.”

“Everyone does.”

“But not you?”

“No. I do, too. But I’m close enough to see the cracks in the foundation holding up the ivory statue.”

“Sir Luther,” Prince Palatine’s eyes narrowed, “I wonder what it is precisely that you’re doing here?”

I scratched my head. “I’m working for Sir Alaric and your—”

“That’s not what I mean. You’re a stranger, an interloper some would say, from a far land yet poised to strike out again, tonight, risking your life on account of what? Honor? Justice? The good folk of Haeskenburg?”

“Jesus, no.” I picked a book up from off the table, The Ecclesiastical History of the English People. “Coin. This is straight up mercenary work. Anyways, you asked before if there was anything you could do to help.”

Prince Palatine’s eyes grew wide. “Yes?”

“Any other histories?” I patted the book. “Something local? Something that might ... I don’t know, offer some insight. Anything into what’s going on?”

“You mean the deaths? The disappearances?”

“Yeah.”

“Hmm...” Prince Palatine squinted up at the stacks, his lips moving as he read through titles. “I know every book here, Sir Luther. And there’s nothing that comes to mind. Haeskenburg seems never to have warranted any in-depth study. Unsurprisingly. But I shall endeavor to ask around. Perhaps Father Gregorius has some occult tome buried away in a dank cellar.”

“Thanks, kid.” I turned to leave.

“Sir Luther, I ... I heard you were the one that killed that Rudiger fellow?”

“Yeah, well, he needed a little killing.”

“And ... what does that feel like?” Palatine massaged his neck. “Killing someone?”

“Hmm.” I shook my head. “Can be the best damn feeling in the world. Or it can be like a long, protracted kick to the gut. Like you’ve been hit so hard everything inside’s just ... hammered up all broken into your throat. All coarse and jagged and off-kilter. Like you’re always on the verge of puking it up. Shards of bone and warm wet red. Can’t breathe for holding it back. Holding it down. Holding it in.” I rubbed my throat. “It’s usually the latter.”

“That sounds awful.”

“Yeah.”

“But, what if they don’t warrant it?”

“Who we talking about?” I fixed him through one eye.

“Whoever it is you’re hunting.” Prince Palatine shrugged unevenly.

“It’s an execution when the King sanctions it. And once he sanctions it?” I shrugged. “They warrant it.”

“I always imagined laws were to protect people.”

“Sure. They protect the folk who make them. And the threat of violence lies stark and naked behind every law, every edict, every writ ever conceived and brought to fruition by the will of man. To suspect otherwise? Folly.”

“And you think that’s enough? That’s sufficient cause to act as judge, jury, executioner?”

“As long as I don’t think on it too hard.”

“Forgive me, but that smacks of shoddy reasoning.”

“That’s generous, calling it reasoning.”

“But you’re a justiciar.”

“A while back I was. Sure. But now?” I shrugged. What the hell was I? An attack dog. At best. And at worst...?

“Well, surely you must hold some opinion in matters of—”

“Rudiger was a murderer. He had to die. That’s my opinion. The Nazarene’s the same. End of story.”

“And this Grey-Lady?”

“Myth, local legend, folk tale,” I said. “And I’ll find her or I won’t.”

“How do you know the Nazarene deserves to die?”

“Your father says he does.”

“And one man’s opinion is enough?” Prince Palatine stared at me a moment, focusing hard as though my edges were getting fuzzy.

“I’m just a hedge knight, kid. I do what I’m told.”




Chapter 29.

...Hochmeister Gaunt and a clan-holt elder, a monstrous stoop-shouldered brute named Arboleth, argued the impromptu trial’s verdict. The Hochmeister demanded the bitch’s head on a pike while the elder demanded the Teutonic contingent depart in short shrift...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg 
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WE’D COME AT THE BITCH sideways. The slow way. The smart way. Sneaking like rats up the back alley, skittering in through the shattered back door. Was a fair-good thing, too. For us. The front door slammed open and a horde of footsteps pounded out and away. Company. Just leaving. And not the kind you sip tea with.

I stepped through the kitchen carefully, gingerly, tiptoeing over the corpses. The scourgers had descended like locusts en masse on the joint. The floor was spattered with a collage of bare footprints coming in from every which way. Every door, every crevice, every window. Handprints slathered across the walls like some pagan temple.

Bloody. Muddy. Bad.

I paused by a window, Yolanda in hand, balanced, poised, reassuring against all the clandestine fuckery the world has to offer. Above, wood planks creaked under Karl’s delicate tread. The troll could be fair quiet when it suited him. The front door hung open, nigh on off its hinges, twitching back and forth, creaking in the breeze.

Out on Pine Street, a woman’s screams devolved from slurred gurgle to hideous giggling laughter.

A cold sweat seized me along with that iron band bound across my chest, contracting, squeezing, crushing. I stood in the cold, wreathed in darkness, watching, part of me incensed, the other part — the smarter part, the honest part — grateful. Grateful I was in here and she out there.

Torch flames and chants led by the ragged Tome-Bearer all played to the overarching beat of scourge castigating flesh. The Nazarene’s scourgers holding court under the sable arch of night.

I took a knee by the window.

Stephan and Sir Alaric crept in. They’d seen the corpses in the kitchen. The Carver family. How could you miss them? A father, a mother, the little girl. All ruined. Ravaged. Raw.

“Shhh...” I laid a finger to my lips, cocked my head toward the window. “We missed the party.” And by party, I meant the complete opposite. “Watch your step.” I glared down at a young scourger, peach fuzz spotted across his cheeks, leveled outside the kitchen door, his eyes gone, throat ripped out, mouth gaping frozen mid-scream, silent echoes ripping through my mind. Deep breath... His lash lay in a coagulated tangle matted across his smooth chest, steam still rising from his blood.

“Rose of Sharon...” Crossing himself, Stephan gaped outside. “Good Lord.”

“Two half-assed curses?” I scowled.

Sir Alaric steadied himself against the wall, huffing. “What’s the word?”

“Word is we’re too late.”

He pointed toward the window. “Meant out there.”

“Yeah. There, too.”

The woman screamed again.

“It her?” Sir Alaric pushed upright off the wall and brandishing his sword, swearing through his teeth.

“Fair sure.” I watched on.

By torchlight, the horde chanted, more pouring down the road, a serpent of flame and fury, rounding up like a vortex in the square, forming a human redoubt. Bodies jostling, flesh red-raw from lesion and lash and who-the-hell-knew-what-else? Bare feet splashed through slush and puddle. In their midst crouched a woman. Maybe. Teeth bared, hissing like a cornered plague rat, she turned, the side of her face yet untouched illuminated by caustic moonlight. She’d been beautiful once.

A lull in the chanting left the unsettling sound of the woman’s broken laughter echoing across the street.

Sir Alaric snatched a peek out the window. “By the hound—” He gripped the sill and made to clamber out.

Grunting, I caught him, stiff-arming him off-balance against the wall, hissing, “Stand. The fuck. Down.”

“Brothe—” Stephan gripped my shoulder.

“Rrrrg... He’s gonna ... get us killed.” I shrugged Stephan’s hand off, still throttling Sir Alaric. “Take a bloody look. Close. Hard.”

A faint hiss, Stephan’s intake, as he focused, as he saw.

The woman should’ve been dead. Dead, and then some. Her back’d been scourged asunder, lash marks crisscrossing from neck to legs. But that was nothing. One of her arms was bone from shoulder to elbow, flesh rolled down like loose hose. The left side of her head was stove in like a broken eggshell. The scourger limp in her grasp should’ve been dead, too. He at least had the good grace to have his bags packed and one foot up on the wagon. Limp as a drowned kitten, he lay sprawled across the road, twitching, head twisted nigh on full around, neck wrung like a Beltane goose.

“Back, you godless fiend!” a scourger jabbed with a lowered pike.

Hissing, the woman, the thing, the Grey-Lady, ripped the fallen scourger’s head up, exposing his throat, her nightmare teeth bared black with blood. As she bit down, Lazarus stepped in, ripping his lash across her face.

“Lou, ease up,” Stephan hissed, “you’re killing him.”

I froze, barely, willfully, incrementally. Sir Alaric’s face was purple.

I shoved him back.

Rubbing his neck, rasping breaths, eyes bulging and teeth bared anew, Sir Alaric tottered for his fallen sword.

I laid a hand to his shoulder, “Quiet—” and he swatted my hand and belted me. His hooking fist crashed off my temple, and I should’ve dropped but didn’t, so I struck back, a quick right cross to the chin, dropping him solid.

“What in the Lord’s name—” Stephan hissed, catching the old man, cradling him comatose to the floor.

“Shit...” I rubbed my knuckles.

The Grey-Lady cast the carcass aside and sprang like a hell-cat at Lazarus. Pike lowered, another scourger stepped in, catching her through the midsection, skewering her through and through. It barely slowed her. Up the pike, she clambered, hand over hand, nails biting into wood, pulling it through her, scrabbling toward the beleaguered scourger, still holding on, too scared, too shocked, too frozen to let go as the Grey-Lady’s clawed hand buried into his mouth, grabbing his chin, rip-twisting it to shard.

“Fiend!” Lazarus lashed out.

Others barrel-assed in, jabbing with pikes. Lazarus raised his lash and brought it down across the she-demon’s back. Her neck. Her head. Grimacing pink, she dodged a lash and lunged forth quick as an asp, wood splintering, pike-heads snapping off, taking Lazarus in the chest and off his feet, pinning him to the mud by his throat.

“Easy, Red.” Stephan covered Sir Alaric’s gibbering mouth. “Shh... Easy. Relax—”

“Please—” Sir Alaric gurgled.

“Quiet.” I pinned him down.

“Brother,” Stephan reached out reflexively, “ease up.”

“Then keep him bloody quiet.” I let go and Sir Alaric gasped.

Stephan spoke low in his ear, Sir Alaric’s eyes welling, wide, far-seeing.

“Sister!” boomed a voice from beyond the torchlight. From the serpent of torch-fire winding up the road, the Nazarene strode forth, a massive crucifix borne across his broad shoulders. “Release him!”

The Grey-Lady froze, poised like a hunted lioness, glaring back. Viscera dangled from a wound in her abdomen, fouling what was left of the tattered rags that once upon a time had been a noble woman’s finery.

“Jesus Christ—” I sheathed Yolanda, unslung my crossbow.

Stephan glared up. “What?”

I shoved a foot in the crossbow’s stirrup and drew the string back. “Show’s on.”

“Her end is foregone.” Stephan stared off in horror. “There’ll be no final acts of mercy.”

“Ain’t jawing about her.” I set a bolt in the crossbow’s groove. It was a flesh arrow, wide and barbed and merciless sharp. There’d be no digging the fucker free.

“A pyre, my brothers!” the Nazarene bellowed into the night. “Raise it high!”

The scourgers set about bashing in the windows and doors of the cottage across the street, flinging in torch after torch after torch. Black smoke began boiling from its guts.

“Lad?” Karl crept down the staircase, his eyes narrowing on Sir Alaric.

“Having a fit or something. Don’t know.” I nodded toward the kitchen. “Watch the back. Keep it clear.”

Karl gripped his thane-axe. “Aye.”

“Release him!” the Nazarene boomed, the flame behind him mounting. “Release him, and I shall release you!”

The chant changed, morphing to something lower, harsher, darker.

The Grey-Lady half-stood, poised as though in confusion, eyes glimmering the color of a waning moon, a line of liquid crimson wobbling from her ragged maw. Lazarus scurried free from her distracted grasp.

“Good! Come now, sister!” The Nazarene shrugged the cross off his shoulders, thudding to the ground, and beckoned with arms wide-open as the world. “And I shall shrive thee.”

The scourger horde deformed, parting in schism, fissuring open like a gangrenous wound all the way to the Nazarene. Taking a tentative half-step, as though drawn by unseen shackles, she twitched a giggle, letting loose a sad lonely peal that silenced the night all but for the crackle of flame.

I swiped detritus off the sill, laid my crossbow across it, steadying her, waiting for the open shot.

“Red?” Stephan whispered behind. “Can you hear me? Can you move?”

Sir Alaric groaned.

“Drag his arse out.” I was close enough for a clean shot, but far enough that the ensuing foot race might not be a foregone conclusion.

Sir Alaric rolled over to his knees at the wall, the window, shaking, sobbing. “Please...” He laid a hand to my shoulder.

“Get him out of here.” I shrugged free, took aim.

He pawed at me again, and I shoved him back.

“Please,” he moaned, “l-let her be.”

“Ain’t her I’m aiming for, Red.”

“Brother—” Stephan turned.

“You didn’t have to come.” I scowled. Turned. Aimed. Forced my breathing slow. “I told you not to come.”

A screech, a scream, and the Grey-Lady tore on as though compelled, staggering along through the gauntlet, pounding barefoot across dirt and grit, down its gullet, each scourger taking a rip at her, slashing across her back, her head, her legs. She stumbled, splashing into the muck, black fingers clawing furrows.

“Rise!” The Nazarene stood silhouetted against the mounting blaze, smoking like some hellfire devil. “Shrive thyself of sins, sister!”

The Grey-Lady moaned and wailed, her voice changing somehow. “Please,” she cried, “I beg of you, no—”

“Absolution is at hand!”

My fingertips touched the trigger. I took a deep breath and lined up the fat bastard, feeling my heartbeat through palm and fingertip, pulsing, bobbing the weapon ever so gently to the rhythm of my empty heart.

“You don’t have to do this,” Stephan said.

“Pain shall be your succor!” Arms outstretched like Christ on the cross. A perfect target. ‘X’ marks the spot. “Your salvation!”

I squeezed the trigger, “Shit—!” then released it, stopping shy as sky-scraping Lazarus lurched from the line, blocking my shot.

Skeletal death himself, Lazarus snatched the Grey-Lady by a fistful of hair and yanked her squealing to her feet, casting her stumbling down the line, scourges cracking, flaying, spraying blood and flesh in her wake as the Nazarene engulfed her in his vast embrace. Skin split upon his broad shoulders, scorched black with lightning crackles of raw pink as he hoisted her high.

Feet kicking, she struggled and wailed and sobbed.

“Come with me, sister!” The Nazarene stepped back towards the flames. “Walk with me a while. Let me show you the light!”

“No—!” Sir Alaric clambered for the front door, but Stephan collared him, clamping a hand across his mouth, wrestling him back.

I lowered the crossbow. “What in the hells...?”

Flames licked over the Nazarene’s shoulders, scorching black tendrils licking blistered skin, grasping, caressing, blackening, burning. Her legs kicked and kicked, but the Nazarene’s vast girth held her fast and bore them both step by step back towards Hell. Whatever’d happened, to make her do what she’d done, be what she’d been, in that last moment, with the moon-glow caul over her eyes shorn lucid-clear, she was human once more. I knew it for truth because it was so awful. So unthinkable. And something so awful and unthinkable couldn’t help but be true.

As the flames poured out like wyrm’s breath, the Nazarene hurled her forth into blazing hell, and she screamed black bloody-murder.

I didn’t blame her.




Chapter 30.

...that a melee broke out in the midst of the gathering. Hochmeister Gaunt, a giant of a man versus Arboleth, no less keen a weapon for his gray hame, came to blows before a great bale-fire. It seemed some sort of biblical battle of Jacob versus Esau, Gilgamesh versus Enkidu, the Archangel Michael versus...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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SIR ALARIC WAS THREE SHEETS to the wind and dragging anchor across rocky shoals. At best. It was plain even in the gloom of the Half-King. Scrunched up against his table, his head rose, rheumy eyes squinting. “Huh?” He reached for his sword, found only empty scabbard, settled back when he saw it was me. “How’d you find me?”

“Wasn’t hard.” I eased the door shut. “Just followed the scent of impotence, desperation, and bitter disappointment.” I held two fingers up to Sweet Billie, toiling away behind the bar.

“An alluring scent.” Sir Alaric rubbed one eye. “Familiar with it?”

“Intimately.” I shook the wet from my cloak, folded it aside, took a seat. “Ask me about my wedding night sometime I’m drunker than you.”

“Hrrm... Unlikely to be anytime soon.” He chuffed a laugh, muttered to himself, took a swig of wine.

“How’s the jaw?” It was swollen a purplish-red.

He worked his jaw back and forth. “Clicks a bit.”

“Sorry about that.” I nodded thanks to Louisa as she set a couple of flagons down. “You look like shit.”

“Thanks.” He grimaced. “You don’t look much better.”

“Don’t want to outshine the boss.”

“Aye and for sure.” Sir Alaric held his bottle out to me. “Here.”

“Straight from the bottle?” I raised an eyebrow.

“The one great relief. Take a few pulls, I’ll look grand as Saint Peter.”

“Total bullshit, I’d imagine,” I wiped the mouth of the bottle, “but just to be safe,” I took a swig, swished, sloshed, swallowed, “cause I heard Saint Peter’s an easy ten.”

Sir Alaric grinned, his beard scraggly, nose purple-dark, eyes fighting for focus. “Better?”

I laid a hand to my heart, “Marry me.”

“Already spoken for.” Sir Alaric snatched back the bottle. “Besides ... heard yer wedding night tactics need some work.”

“A bloody lie.” I puffed up my chest then deflated. “Ain’t just wedding nights.”

“Not overly,” he burped, “excuse me, reassuring.”

“Consistency should count for something.”

Sir Alaric looked set to keel over. “What’d I tell you the first day I saw you?”

“Well,” I screwed my eyes shut, “that was quite a while back.”

“Oooo...” Sir Alaric stretched out a leg. “Getting old.”

“You were reminiscing about my Uncle Charles. The good old days.”

“Nay. Piss on the good old days.” He wiped a hand down his face. “I damned-well told you to ship back out.” He sneered down, shaking his head, a palsied dog. “But you didn’t listen. She didn’t listen. No one ever listens...” He shook his head to himself. “But then, I’m an old geezer now and ain’t that the truth? By the hound, I still feel like a lad of eighteen summers in here.” He tapped his temple. “Just every time I wake in the morning, try to move, take a piss, a shit ... I remember it then. Remember it hard.” His hand balled into a fist. “Did ya think I was jesting?”

“Wasn’t sure, I suppose.” I shrugged. “Didn’t have much choice either way.”

“How about now?”

“Soon. Ulysses is near done.”

“Aye,” was all he said.

I took a pull on my ale. “How’s the stock at the Schloss?”

“Near gone.”

I took a breath. “Gonna get rough.”

“Ain’t rough already?”

“Long as you’re drawing breath, can always get rougher.”

“Aye, and for sure, words to live by.” Sir Alaric slumped. “Words to die by...”

“Amen.” I stared off into the hearth. “Red, what the hell’s going on?”

“Can you hand me my pipe?”

I slid it across. “Mixing poisons?”

“I’ll get lucky one of these days.” His veiny hands trembled as he tamped pipe-weed in. “Choose the right combination.”

“What happened last night?”

Sir Alaric lit his pipe. “What do you mean?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I hissed. “I mean the woman. The Grey-Lady, for God’s sake.”

Sir Alaric’s closed his eyes. “Don’t want to talk about her.”

I throttled my hand into a fist. “What about you, then? Losing your shit?”

He shook his head, took a drink.

“Rudiger then,” I said. “He was fair spry for a fella stabbed clean through the gut.”

“Well, we’re a sturdy folk, these parts.”

“And his teeth? Her teeth. They look normal to you?” I slapped the table. “Jesus! The bite marks on Brown Cloak? You putting any of this together?”

Sir Alaric flinched at the slap.

“They say you caught him before.”

He straightened at that. “Err ... who?”

“Rudiger.”

“Wha—?” Sir Alaric scowled. “Who says?”

“Fella insistent on secrecy. Said it was last summer. Said he went by Crennick then. A child-murderer. Little girl from the mills. Shit. What was her name? Louise? No. Elouise. Yeah. Ring any bells?”

“We’re a sturdy folk, aye, but all a bunch of liars, don’t you ken that?”

“Sure. And then some, but why lie about this?”

“Who the hell knows?”

“Well...?” I asked. “Is it true?”

“How can it be?”

“The King going soft on crime? Maybe he branded this Crennick or Rudiger instead of execution? I don’t know. Or maybe banished him and he returned?”

“Banished? Heh. Wish he’d banished me.”

“You didn’t recognize him?”

“It was dark down there.” Sir Alaric took a drink, wiped his mouth. “At the mill, too. And both times it happened so fast I didn’t get a square look. Coulda been my own father and I’d not have known him.”

“If you’re done?” I snatched back the wine.

“Go on.” He shrugged. “I hate wine.”

“Yeah, me, too.” I bent the bottle back. There was naught but a trickle. “More folk disappearing all the time. Some last night. Back up at the old keep. You hear that?”

“Aye, and for sure.” Sir Alaric waved a lazy hand. “Can’t do nothing about it, but I heard.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, how’s anyone to know where folk are going? Disappearing each day? Could be leaving of their own accord. Hop the wall. Sally forth out the gates. Head off to the other camps. Or going back to their homes. Squatting. Or what have you.”

“Dangerous here, too.”

“You got me.” Sir Alaric shook an imaginary pair of dice, blew smoke across them, and rolled. “Why they call the game of dicing hazard, lad. There’s hazards everywhere. And if there is some heavenly spot shorn all free of danger, I bet you it’s still cold and wet. And there ain’t no food. And somewhere, out there, plague’s waiting on fuming in.”

“You forgetting some of the disappeared folk, your folk, reappeared?” I asked. “Parts of them, anyways? Cause even if you forgot, I keep getting keen reminders in the form of abattoirs in unexpected places.”

“Well, I am old.”

“But not fucking blind.”

“All the same.” Sir Alaric reached into his shirt and withdrew a paper. “Here.”

I took it, glanced it over. King Eckhardt’s seal held it shut. “What is it?”

“You’re a real educated bastard, ain’t ya? Can read and write and all? You tell me.”

“I’d rather hear it from you.”

“King wants you taking over lead as justiciar.”

“Me...?”

“You’re a mite slow for an educated son of a bitch, ain’t ya?”

I straightened. “I don’t want it.”

“He’s the King,” Sir Alaric drained the last of the bottle, “he don’t give two shits about what you want.”




Chapter 31.

...did not take long for war-madness to infect the rest of the two parties.

Monstrous fiends against the flower of Haeskenburg’s nobility and the Teutonic Knighthood’s most able...
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KING ECKHARDT’S WARDROOM was a dank hole on the third floor of the Schloss. The rafters sagged and water dripped even though it’d stopped raining hours past. The smell of mold and decay hung thick, cloying in the air. We stood huddled around a small table, King Eckhardt at its head. Sir Alaric was in attendance, physically at least, as were Prince Eventine, Sir Gustav, Father Gregorius, and von Madbury.

“And so yet again, you failed to bring my father the head you promised,” Prince Eventine sniffed, fighting off a glance to the man sitting to his left. But I caught it. Von Madbury, naturally.

“It ain’t baking a cake, kid,” I said.

“I’m no child.” Prince Eventine drew up. “I am a prince of the blood, heir apparent, and you shall refer to me as such.”

“Don’t make me throw you over my knee,” I deadpanned, meaning every single word.

“Why I—” Prince Eventine gawped. “You could never—”

“Gentlemen!” King Eckhardt barked. “Please. Eventine. Enough. Sit. Everyone, by the book, sit.” He lowered his hands. “This news is troubling, to be sure. This Grey-Lady, you say? And Rudiger? Or Crennick, rather?”

“Take your pick.” I’d broached the Crennick conundrum in private with His Highest Majesty. And His Highest Majesty had admitted to recalling Crennick. His crime. His capture. His execution. He’d waved off the rest.

“You claim that he, that they were,” King Haesken struggled, “something more than human?”

“Something less, but yeah, that’s the gist.” I glanced Sir Alaric’s way for support.

Sir Alaric took a bored swig of something, glowered, grumbled into his cup.

I smacked the table, “Think you could maybe—”

King Eckhardt cut me off, “It seems likely to me that these two aberrants, for lack of a better term, must be some form of progeny of this blasted Nazarene. How else could they have survived such egregious wounds?” He turned to Father Gregorius. “Would it not seem so to you, Father?”

“The Nazarene...” Father Gregorius bobbed his head like a dog having his haunches scratched. “Absolutely, Your Majesty.”

“Now, wait—”

“Nay, Sir Luther, listen.” Father Gregorius brandished his ever-present bible. “Why, you yourself witnessed a similar act with the blackguard Sir Alaric felled by crossbow. Obviously, this Nazarene has the ability to ... to confer life upon those who should otherwise embrace death. And, undeath is a term oft used with regards to the state these creatures dwell within.”

“And Father, you believe this Nazarene to be in a state of undeath?” King Eckhardt took a sip of wine.

“Most fervently, Your Majesty.”

“The Nazarene?” I straightened. It’d been something that crossed my mind. And it made sense on some level. King Eckhardt had a point. How else had Rudiger survived those wounds? But on another level, one I couldn’t fathom, something in my gut just felt wrong. “I ... I don’t know.”

“You don’t have to know. You aren’t expected to know,” Father Gregorius explained. “You’ve no expertise in such matters. I propose that none at this table can claim such expertise. But King Eckhardt is correct. It is plain as day.”

Prince Eventine, Sir Gustav, and von Madbury bobbed their heads wholeheartedly.

I took a sip of sour wine. Made a sour face.

“You remain unconvinced, I see.” The King rubbed his beard. “Sir Luther, you claimed the Nazarene raised a man from the dead, yes? Did he not? By the book, is that not a commonality amongst such tales of grave-walkers, spawn of Cain, things of such twisted misery?”

“Your heretic brother’s opinion, notwithstanding,” Father Gregorius added, “earlier, with regards to the incident at the church, you thought it as likely to be necromancy as miracle.”

“I ... well, yeah, I suppose.” I couldn’t help shaking the feeling that the teeth of a hidden trap had sprung, biting into my leg, sticking me fast.

“Indeed, this risen man may well be in a state of undeath, rather than resurrected life. Indeed, they all may be.”

I frowned.

“Your shit-heel brother,” von Madbury leered from across the table, “and where might he be? Strange, he’s not here serving his king? Seems I recall he was preaching leniency with regards to that fat fuck.” He cast a look Father Gregorius’s way. “Think he’s harboring a soft spot for another of his heretical brethren? And is he still calling for my head?” He laid a hand on Gustav’s shoulder. “Or is it mayhap his?”

“Both,” I confided. “Wants matching bookends.”

“Well, I—” von Madbury straightened.

“This is neither the time nor the place.” The King cut him off with a chop of his hand. “Sir Luther, proceed. This man risen from certain death if not death itself, this man, this abomination, this Lazarus, still stalks the land under the thrall of the Nazarene, yes?”

“Yeah,” I conceded, giving von Madbury a look that translated correctly meant ‘suck my balls.’ “But if Rudiger and the Grey-Lady were his, too, why’d he want them dead? I mean, truly dead?”

“It lies beyond my ken,” King Eckhardt took a drink from his cup, “yet perhaps such creatures, such devils and demons and the like are akin to men, vying ceaselessly amongst themselves for supremacy?”

“Yeah. I don’t know,” I grumbled. “Maybe.”

“They were at odds, that appears obvious,” Father Gregorius barreled in. “Would you not agree?”

“Sure, but—”

“Hold.” King Eckhardt glanced toward the door. “Your man has returned presently from his sortie. I would that we all hear what tale he has to tell. He seems a man of no small competence.”

“He’s a moron,” I corrected.

King Eckhardt blinked, then squinted, studying me as though for flaws in a fine sculpture. He’d find a spidered-web of cracks and in force if he knew where to look.

King Eckhardt raised a hand toward the door. “Enter, sir.” He turned as Karl entered, flanked by Brother Miles and Squire Morley. “Sit. Please. Have a drink—” The King’s eyes went wide. “By the book...”

“Yer majesty.” A swath of blood stretched across Karl’s face, down his armored torso, ending at his right thigh. He looked as though he’d slaughtered a cow. With his teeth.

“Are you injured?” King Eckhardt inquired.

Karl a waved blood-crusted paw. “Naw.” He ripped off a hunk of bread, chomped a piece, and plopped himself down by Sir Alaric’s side.

“Sir Alaric, could you—” the King said.

“Eh...?” Sir Alaric offered his numb gaze Karl’s way. “Oh, aye. Here.” Sir Alaric offered a tattered scrap of napkin.

“Thanks.” Karl patted his forehead with the scrap then tucked it into the collar of his bloodied mail shirt for I had schooled him vehemently in the art of courtly manners. Sir Gustav snorted which for once summed up more or less what I was thinking.

Karl poured himself a measure of wine then promptly killed it as swiftly as he killed everything else.

“Goodman Karl. Ahem,” King Eckhardt started, though where he got the Goodman from was a mystery to me, “how went your foray?”

“Ahurm...” Karl glanced down the table, taking a deep breath. He wasn’t much for talking in front of a crowd, even one as anemic as this. It amazed me how a bastard as fierce and mad as he, without a care for his own personal safety, could shy from speaking in front of a roundtable of such mediocrity. “I ... err ... skulked after them scourgers again. Ferreted the fuckers through the Tooth and Old Jewtown. Watched ‘em burn a couple empty cottages til they got bored. Then I tailed ‘em up to the top of yon neighboring tor. Took up station within that largish building atop it. A squatters’ haven. Fortified with a nuisance wall.” He scowled at Father Gregorius. “Looks like a monk’s asylum or some of yer other Godly nonsense.”

“The leper-house—” Prince Eventine smote the table.

“Yes,” King Eckhardt said. “Saint Marculf’s.”

“Aye. Well. Didn’t see no lepers. Only scourgers.” Karl picked at clotted blood flecking his beard. “Infesting the place like rats. Main building and cells. Few outhouses. All gone to misery.”

“Not full of its usual blissful ardor?” I commented.

“Fuck off,” Karl rebutted.

“You entered the grounds?” King Eckhardt asked.

“Nar.” Karl shook his head. “Couldn’t get no shot with him dallying amongst them lunatics. So I clomb the roof of a neighboring building. Watched ‘em trudge in. The Nazarene’s set himself up inside the main building. They’re all there, bunked down fer the time being.”

“I want him dead.” King Eckhardt said it quietly. He said it firmly. He said it without any shred of prevarication. It was the first thing he’d said that sounded as though it came from a king.

Karl crossed his thick arms.

“We have him.” King Eckhardt’s hand clenched into a fist. “And how would you go about it?”

“Your Majesty,” Sir Gustav stood, “I’d be most honored to—”

“Quiet. Sit. Be still,” King Eckhardt snapped. “I asked Goodman Karl.”

Sir Gustav stood with his dumb jaw hanging.

A lovely sight.

“How many men you got?” Karl asked.

The King eyed von Madbury. He’d been training up some of the small-folk. It’d been slow going, near as I could tell, but with a teacher like him...

“Twenty-five,” von Madbury said. “Half of that little more than rabble.”

“Hrmm...” Karl grumbled. “Easiest way? Catch him holed-up. Today. Now. Send in some bastards with oil. Start a few quick burns and stave the doors shut. Windows are high. Narrow. Tough to climb through. A right proper fire’d solve yer problem, I’d hazard.”

I glanced the King’s way. “You said you didn’t want blood-simple slaughter.”

“Aye. Yes. Well... It still holds true, and though I rue the situation, Sir Luther,” King Eckhardt took a tentative sip of wine, “this Nazarene must be ended. He challenges my divine right. And a kingdom divided is destined to fall. It has been struck such blows already. And if he should indeed be a servant of the Lord, divine providence shall no doubt shield him.” The King fingered his jaw. “Yet, if I wished to spare the masses?”

“Spare the masses?” Karl ran a blood-crusted hand through his greasy beard. “Hrrm... Well then, yer talking daggers in the dark, yer Majesty.”




Chapter 32.

...glory there was to be had by all, and the slaughter was prodigious if not wholly complete.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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ON THE EVE OF BATTLE a mad bastard once told me, “The heights of elation in the immediate aftermath of an act of violence are matched only by the depths inevitably to follow.” Tucking another dagger into my belt, already jangling with steel, I couldn’t help but agree. My heart was pounding, palms slick with anticipation. Highs and lows. The during and the after. I’d take a tenfold portion of both over a slice of the before. That queasy quagmire of uncertainty, feet shifting, sinking, wondering, waiting.

I glared up as Queen Elona slid into my room, closing the door behind.

“Jesus...” I hissed.

“No one saw me.”

“You’re the bloody Queen,” I said through gritted teeth. We’d met twice since that first time and not since the night with von Madbury.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she said.

“No,” I lied.

“Please. It doesn’t matter.” The Queen shook her head. “Shall my father accompany you?”

“Why not ask him yourself?”

“I would, but...”

“He’d talk to you,” I said. “He wants to. I don’t know what’s between you two, but he would. He worries the hell about you.”

“He,” the Queen licked her lips, “he’s spoken of me?”

“No. But I see it in his eyes. Whenever you’re around. Jesus. Whenever you’re not...”

“Please.” She laid a hand on my cheek. “Beg him off. He’s in no shape to attend to your designs.”

I swiped her hand off. “And what are my designs?”

“Murder.”

“Good,” I said. “At least you’ve no illusions.”

“And...?”

“And your father’s a grown man.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means he makes his own decisions.”

“And that means he’s going with you?”

“Yeah,” I said. “He insisted. Adamantly.”

“But you’re the justiciar now.”

I straightened.

“And if you’re the justiciar, you can order him off.”

“He’d kill me if I did.”

“He’ll die if you don’t.”

“You don’t know that.” What I didn’t say was maybe that would’ve been better for him. For her. For everyone all around.

“Have you looked at him?” The Queen turned to the shadows. “Have you seen? He’s spiraling downward. He’s frail. Weak. The drink has him worse than I’ve ever seen. And I have seen.” She pressed a fist to her lips. “Please. Order him to stay. To remain. To guard the gates or ... or something. Anything. Please.” She reached for my hand. “Do it for me. Please.”

I retracted my hand reflexively. “Don’t do that.”

“Do ... what?”

“I saw you and von Madbury,” I said. “So this, me and you, whatever it is...”

“What?” The Queen straightened. “How dare you insinuate—”

“Insinuate? No. It’s plain as dawn. And please. I don’t care. That’s how you keep him in line, yeah? Fine.” I dismissed her with a wave of my hand. “But it was fair obvious from the start. You three are like King Arthur, Guinevere, and Sir Lancelot, the shitty version.” I bit my lip. “Apologies, but only a blind man could miss it. And the King for all his legion of faults is not blind.”

The Queen straightened, the straight line of her lip trembling.

“Oh?” I said. “You thought maybe you were slick enough that no one knew? That it was a secret? That’s life in a castle. I knew the moment you sauntered in. So your husband knew. Everyone knew. Everyone knows.”

She slapped me across the face. “You are—”

“Your sons know.”

Cocked back for another go, her hand trembled, faltered, fell, “I—”

“Listen, I don’t care,” I spat. “It’s none of my business. You don’t owe me anything. Nor I you. Except my sword-arm. But don’t go plucking at my heartstrings, yeah? They were slit a long while back.”

“Sir Luther, I don’t—”

“In the wine cellar.”

She pursed her lips, swallowed. “You don’t know what you saw.”

“And I don’t care. Like I said. But this is over. Whatever this is.”

Her teeth bared in a split grimace, “You’re like all the rest.”

“That means I’m moving up.”

“No, in point of fact, I was mistaken.” She raised her chin. “You’re worse.”

“Than von Madbury? Elona, please—”

“Don’t call me that. Not now.” The Queen rounded on me, finger in my face. “Do you know why you’re worse? Why you’re worse than Eckhardt? Worse than that shit, von Madbury? Yes. Worse than all the rest of them?”

“No, Your Highness,” I crossed my arms, “why?”

“Because you didn’t use to be.”




Chapter 33.

...they possess a small cadre of warriors seemingly inoculated against any normal means of modern warfare...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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SAINT MARCULF’S LEPER-house stood south of the Schloss von Haesken, at a major — for Haeskenburg — crossroads a couple blocks west of the southeastern gates. We’d done our due diligence, strolled round the nuisance wall. Taken its measure. The building was shaped roughly like an ant, head pointed north. Two main buildings, hospital and church, the head and body, respectively, with six smaller wings, or legs, in keeping with my shitty metaphor, made up the living quarters.

“See anything?” Karl grunted up to Stephan.

“Yeah, your mother,” I grinned, “Goodman Karl.”

Karl shoved me against the chimney.

The house we were in was a wreck. It looked like it’d been hit by a firestorm. Char-smeared walls. Naked floor joists spanning above. Floor spongy beneath. All the blessed amenities.

“Would you two knock it off?” Stephan hissed down through the hole in the ceiling. We’d chosen him, despite the fact he’d only the one hand, for the second-story job of keeping watch. He stood balanced on one of the joists, peering out a ragged hole.

“Fuck off,” Karl’s stout finger nearly lit into my eye, “with the shit about my mother.”

“Fine.” I rubbed my shoulder, glared up at Stephan. “Well? You see anything?”

It was apparent from his scowl that he saw two assholes beneath him, both figuratively and literally, fucking around, but he bit it back, sour taste and all, and swallowed. He was fair adroit at that. But then, he’d had years of practice. “A couple of scourgers and women just stumbled in.” Stephan glared down. “I’m guessing they’re all bunked down for the day. But it’s clear now — hold.” He raised a hand. “Got another one taking a stroll. Wait til it’s safe.”

“Safe...?” Karl growled.

“Hang on.”

The wall surrounding the leper-house was only five-feet and change. It’d been raised more to stifle the eyesore of the afflicted living than any security measure. Not much call for anyone storming a leper-house. Anyone sane, that is.

“Lou,” Stephan hissed down, “the Nazarene may be the only means to save Abraham.”

“Yeah.” I glared up. “Heard you the first time. Fifteenth, too.”

“You heard, but you don’t listen. The Nazarene’s no creature of the night, whatever the King and Father Gregorius claim. You know that.”

“So you’re the expert now?”

“More expert than you.”

“That’s like saying Karl’s the tallest bloke in a room full of double amputees.” I tested the edge of my dagger. “King wants the fat bastard dead.”

“And what’s he done?” Stephan glared down. “Truly? What crimes do we know he’s committed?”

“Jesus. There’s the priest,” I started counting on my fingers, “then there’s all those poor bastards he crucified in the town square.” I glared over at Karl. “How many, you hazard?”

“Are we sure—”

“And how about the Jews?” I asked. “He scourged or burned half of them and ran off the other half.”

“So says the King and his sycophants,” Stephan countered. “Brother, at least make some attempt at ascertaining—”

“The King agreed to forgo wholesale slaughter in lieu of one lone assassination. You want a hundred souls on your conscience? Jesus, you should’ve heard Plan A.”

“After all you’ve cost Abe, you won’t even try?” Stephan pressed.

Karl scowled.

“That old chestnut.” I punched the wall, which was always the smart play. Break your hand. Beg off what needs doing for four to six weeks. “This why you came? To save that piece of shit? To falter our resolve while we stand on the brink? Jesus, you don’t think I’ve enough shit on my plate?” I closed my eyes, thought back to Sir Alaric seething when I ordered him not to come. To stand down. His lower lip trembling. Him fighting to hide it. Seeing the last vestiges of his broken spirit crumble.

“No,” Stephan said, “I came to perhaps save Abe. That’s all.”

“Yeah, well that’s one thing. But, Jesus, giving Ruth false hope with your bullshit theories.”

“It’s not false hope,” Stephan spat. “I came here for Abe, but also for you and Karl.” Stephan crossed his arms. “Well, mostly Karl.”

Karl grinned.

“We clear yet?” I hissed up.

“Judas Priest.” Stephan rolled his eyes. “Yes. Get ready.”

“Bring a stepladder?” I sneered at Karl. “Or are you gonna need ten fingers?”

“Yar. You can start with this one.” Karl offered me one.

“Now—” Stephan hissed.

Karl piled out the door, thick legs pumping, ripping ragged across the street. He leapt and grabbed the top of the wall, pulling himself up and over, disappearing an instant before I jumped and pressed myself up. Over. Down.

We landed on the far side, in damp shade, behind one of the cells. There was still snow here, wedged against the wall, tucked out of the sun. For a piece, we hunkered and listened, waiting to see if anyone had noticed. A hawk soared past overhead, two crows squawking after. “Gonna be us before we know it.”

“We the hawk?” Karl rumbled. “Or the crows?”

“Only time’ll tell.” I rose from my crouch. “C’mon. No rest for the wicked.”

The leper-house loomed atop Savior’s Tor, comprising the bulk of the southern half of Husk. Smoke trickled up from the chimneys. Smaller, single cells lined the inner yard. A small cemetery lay in the northwest corner.

I followed Karl as he loped clockwise along the compound’s wall, keeping it on our left, the line of monk cells screening our right. He paused at each break, peering out. Refuse littered the yard. 

Karl dropped to a knee. “Hold.”

A haphazard gaggle of scourgers and women staggered up the rise, laughing, glugging back, tossing bottles, tricking in one by one.

That tightness in my chest cramped suddenly down, crushing slow, squealing like a rusted vice. Rudiger’s teeth gleaming. The Grey-Lady screaming. Burning.

Karl fixed me an eye. “You alright?”

“Yeah,” I lied.

The door opened again, and a scourger lurched out, staggering to one of the crosses upright in the mud, swigging back a bottle of something before collapsing piecemeal to the ground. Splayed beneath the cross, he rolled onto his back, onerously, his tumescent, belly engorged, pale, straining, naked to the sky.

“Sorta reminds me of you,” I forced out.

“I ain’t the one with the history of ‘can’t hold his drink.’”

“Always been an avid student of history.” I squinted toward the open door beyond Drunk Jesus. “Think that’s God telling us something?”

“I don’t listen to pissants.”

“Don’t let Stephan hear.” Rubbing my chest, I strolled out into the open.

Karl followed.

Our gear was back with Stephan. We’d both donned plain-spun robes. I had a ring of thorns wrapped round my forehead — I’d clipped all the prickers on the inside cause, unsurprisingly, they hurt like hell. For about the hundredth time, I patted the daggers sheathed on a belt inside my robes. Karl had a pair of hatchets and daggers and his maniac strength. We each had a scourge wrapped over our shoulders, too, the only weapons we could carry out in the open. I was missing Yolanda something fierce, but there was no way I could fit her under the robes. Same with Karl’s thane-axe. Commit to assassination and you go to the last full measure. Halves get the wrong bloke killed.

As we passed Drunk Jesus, laid out across the lawn, at the foot of a lilted cross, his head palsied up. “The glory of God be with you, brother...” He burped, winced, forced a swallow. “P-Pardon.” He blinked, squinted, fighting for focus. “Eh?” He fought to elbow himself up. “Do...” he swallowed, “do I know you?”

“Sure,” I forced a grin, “we’re the very best of chums.”

“I...” he glared back toward the leper-house, gears lubricated with gut-rot turning, “I think not.” He opened his mouth to holler.

“Go back to sleep.” I knelt on his arm, pinning it, the dagger I’d drawn sliding between his ribs in a gush of blood and bubble before he knew what was happening, forcing him down, back, into the mud, my hand muffling his gob. “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.” I stifled his cry, pinning him til his thrashing quelled, til I couldn’t feel the pulse of his heart hammering through the hilt of my blade.

It didn’t take long.

I closed his eyes, leaving my hand atop his forehead as I offered some gilded prayer in case unseen eyes were prying. “We good?”

The cross loomed overhead.

“Aye, good...” Karl grunted, kneeling on Drunk Jesus’s other arm, shielding us from the leper-house, his head on a swivel, wolf eyes all agleam. “Definitely. Maybe.”

“Not overly reassuring.” I unsheathed my dagger from Drunk Jesus’s chest, wiping it surreptitiously on the inside of my robe.

“Weren’t meant to be. Roll him over on his side. Fella’s just sleeping one off.”

“At the very least.” I did as Karl bade then was up and strolling for the door.

It was dark inside, the air thick and humid with the stench of unwashed body, the blue smoke of smoldering fire. Of soiled linen. Of corruption from both body and form. A struggle just to inhale. But exhaling? A May Day parade.

The wing was, indeed, living quarters. Or had been. Subsistence quarters, more like. Rickety cots lined the walls end to end, some overturned, some broken, some barely hale. Scourgers lay atop them, splayed out haphazard, limbs lolling over the side like cataracts of flesh, a few snoring, some dead as Drunk Jesus. Well, nearly.

A caterwaul of black laughter boomed in the confined night, reverberating off stone walls, shivering the fume hanging thick and acrid in the air. I kicked a bottle skittering across the floor —shit — and froze.

Karl glowered.

The bottle rotated there in the world’s least sexy game of spin-the-bottle, coming finally to rest, pointing at some lucky fella lain out across a bent bed, his hairy feet poking from the ends of his ragged robe.

“Oy,” someone barked, “close the bleeding door! Yer letting all the heat out.”

“And the air in,” I muttered, breathing through my mouth.

Karl wisely ceded to the unnamed voice’s demand, yanking the door shut and trapping us in the fetid swamp of stifling twilight. Random torches sputtered here and there, casting dim ripples across staid slivers of rationed daylight. Shadow demons slid along the ceiling. Rats skittered underneath from cot to cot. I canted my head toward the far end of the room and started toward the church-proper, the garrulous laughter booming in the gloom. The air vibrating. The floor shivering. Or was that just me?

I knew that voice. That laughter.

Karl stiffened. So did he.

Moving through the room was traversing an obstacle course, stepping over bottle and limb, maneuvering around overturned bed and broken chair.

“Oy...” A pumpkin-sized face leered in through the door. Shit. Lazarus. By one long loping arm, he hung there, a bottle of wine raised to his lips as he lurched past, laying a hand on my shoulder, “Bless you, brother,” before stumbling onward, long-legged as a drunken stork.

“You as well, brother,” I grunted back, sliding through the doorway.

Twin rows of pews filled the massive space. The ceiling vaulted up some fifty feet, disappearing into the hazy gloom. A stained-glass portrait of Saint Marculf, patron saint of lepers, decked out in festering boils blooming rose-like across his face, illuminated the room along with a bonfire crackling smoky and low. A haphazard mishmash of entwined, engorged, entangled flesh lay strewn amongst the remaining pews.

“Yes...” the Nazarene’s voice hissed from afar.

Bent down, practically on our knees, we crept towards a dark mound looming beyond. The sound of glass cracking, crunching, tinkling in a scintillating cascade, and wood bending, yawning, creaking, all accompanied a chorus of sharp animal grunts.

I raised a hand and crouched, Karl at my back.

“Yes...” the Nazarene’s voice reverberated.

Ahead stood the mound. Broken pews’d been axed and split and piled high, sharp edges and nails jabbing up. Atop the pile sat a makeshift throne, all crooked and jagged, hewn together by bent nail and twisted will.

Squinting, I crept onward, masked by the pews, trying to suss out who sat atop. I had a fair guess.

“YES!” The Nazarene gripped the throne.

The grunting. The heaving. A beast. Two-backed. The Nazarene and some wench.

“Maybe yer religion ain’t so bloody dumb,” Karl hissed.

I couldn’t argue. It was the most moving Mass I’d ever witnessed.

“Yes...” the Nazarene lounged back, one leg up on the makeshift armrest as he licked the neck of the wench straddled across him. Her legs splayed wide, entwining round him like vines as she moaned. His fingers entangled in her long hair.

“This normal?” Karl rumbled.

“No,” I whispered, “it’s usually a priest and altar boy.”

“Uhhg...” she moaned, her hips working, sliding up, sliding down, sliding long, sliding slow. “More...”

“The Body...” The Nazarene took a slurp from a chalice then raised it high, dousing them both in dribbling crimson, “and the Blood...”

The wench arched back, mouth open, tongue lolling, lapping in the sacrament. When the cascade ended, the Nazarene cast aside the chalice and stood, bearing her still astride him, turned and wrestled her down, flopping atop, arching his back as he thrust. Blood oozed down his frame from the blistered road-map of lash and scorch marring his flabby back. Puckered old star-shaped puncture wounds stood out, matching those from his chest and abdomen.

I couldn’t watch, and yet, I couldn’t not.

Karl on the other hand was already moving, a dagger back-swept in his fist. He tapped me on the arm.

I snapped out of it and followed, moving at a crouch along the ends of the pews, each one holding another in a long treasure trove of shit I didn’t ever want to see. Glazed eyes goggled back as I passed. Bodies lay strewn. Hairy backs heaved. At the front row, Karl paused, looking back.

I held up a hand, signaling, Wait, as I forced myself to breathe, long and slow, willing the vise gripping my heart to loosen.

The Nazarene lay flopped still atop the wench, fairly near to closing the deal. If we took him now, we’d have to deal with the wench and that meant shutting her up. And there was only one sure-fire method.

“YES!” The Nazarene grunted, clutching the creaking throne, arching, shivering, collapsing. “A benediction from the lord.” A moment later, he struggled up to his knees, shards of wood clattering. Catching his breath. Drool coursed in a long tendril dangling from his lip.

He wiped himself off with his half-shorn robe, cast it aside, and clambered down the wreck toward the back. A vanity partition, engraved with intricate bas-reliefs of Saint Marculf blessing a legion of lepers, cordoned off the far end of the church sanctuary. The Nazarene snatched a bottle off a comatose scourger, ripped a swig, then pulled open the door and trudged through.

I signaled to Karl, Go.

He scurried toward the door.

Blade in hand, I followed him, moved past, slid through.

Karl closed the door behind.

The Nazarene stood in the corner, leaning tripod-wise against the wall as his piss splashed, steaming up from the cold floor. “You aiming to fix me in the most holiest of holies?”

I froze.

All he had to do was raise his voice and hell’d come calling.

“Nothing to say?” The Nazarene shook himself off. “Had plenty to jaw on about the day you thought you had the drop on us. Yer cocks all faltering when that blackguard in the church turned yellow, though, eh?

“And here you come stealing in for more murder.” The Nazarene smirked, his teeth all crooked and brown. “You hazard yer the one on the side of the Good Lord?”

“Hazard I ain’t,” I said, “but, then, I ain’t the one pissing on his floor.”

“Well.” The Nazarene took a swig of wine and wiped his chin. “A right honest feller, eh? Then why keep doing it?”

“Same reason you crucified all those people.”

“Well now, sure enough, I crucified them all, Father, I do confess,” the Nazarene cocked his head, studying me, “but I didn’t kill none. Not a one.” He swiped a hand across his balding pate. “Merely planted ‘em up where yer King’d be like to see them. See what he done. See what he hadn’t.”

“Hadn’t done what?”

“‘Hadn’t done what?’ he says.” Wine trickled from the corner of his lip. “Lord, forgive him. The ignorance. He knows not what he does. Says. Dribbling excrement all the while.” The Nazarene winced as he straightened, “Ah...” his back popping in succession. “Failed in his mandate from the Lord. In his duty to protect the small-folk. His small-folk. King’s supposed to, aye? First rule, ain’t it? Most important? His manifest-fucking duty. Supposed to dub knights like you to shield them from wrong. From dark. What a head-scratcher it is when it turns out you all are the dark.”

“And what’s that make you?”

“Me? Heh. Oh, I ain’t nothing, truly. Just a vessel. A conduit. A nexus.” The Nazarene tossed the bottle. “Look at me. Journeyman work at best.” He scratched absently at one of the scars puckering his chest. “Heh. Don’t suspect I’ll amount to nothing in the end. Nothing but bones and marrow and worm.”

I gripped my dagger. “Karl...?”

“Door’s shit,” Karl rumbled. “Wall’s shittier.”

The Nazarene squared up. “That time already?” Those brown teeth again, his thick arms open, wide, inviting. “Well, come to me then, brother. Word of advice, though—” He gripped a fistful of flabby abdomen. “Might need more pig-sticker than that.”

Balanced on the balls of my feet, licking my lips, I froze. “What happened at the church? At the mill? The fire?”

“Have to be more specific.” The Nazarene’s eyes squeezed in suspicion. “Was a lot happened.”

“You pulled a crossbow bolt from a dead man’s chest. Then raised him up. And the Grey-Lady, the woman—”

“Woman?” The Nazarene leered. “That weren’t no woman, brother. Not no more.” He settled back a moment, smiling something broad, something horrid, fingernails picking at another scar. “Yer eyes don’t see. And yer ears don’t hear. So how can you trust them? How can you know what you think you know?”

“Tell me about the man with the bolt.”

“You must mean old Lazarus.”

“Didn’t look so old to me.”

“Man was dead.” The Nazarene shrugged. “Can’t get no older than that. Methuselah old. Now he’s beyond old.”

“Beyond death, you mean?” Words of the King and Father Gregorius echoed through my mind. “You mean he’s undead?”

“Undead? Him? Lord above.” The Nazarene scowled. “You’re twisted round and round and inside out. Should read the Good Book. Miracles of the Lord inside, brother, miracles of the lord. It’ll untie yer knots. Stretch yer eyes. Widen yer senses. Listen to yer brother. Can see him gleaming inside and out. The powers of Jesus? Privy to us all when we possess the faith. The will. The gumption.”

“Why should I believe you?”

“Why should I care if you do or don’t?” The Nazarene straightened, rising to his full height. “You ask me about undeath? About death? About murder?” He pointed a thick arm. “Go ask yer King. He’s the expert. And ask him about strigoi, too, while yer at it. See what fork-tongued lies the bastard spews.”

“Strigoi...” I swallowed. My thoughts ranged to Abraham, laid up in bed, dying, maybe dead. “Can you heal the sick?”

“Heh... You come to kill me?” A greasy smirk stretched across his broad mug. “Or beg me for help?”

“Ain’t sure yet,” I answered truthfully.

“Well then, let me share with you a little secret—” the Nazarene raised a hand aside his maw. “It ain’t mine to offer.”

“Lad—” Karl warned.

I turned.

From beyond the sanctuary partition, scourgers started screaming.




Chapter 34.

...we had learned the name of our foe. It was an ancient name full of fell purpose...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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SALLOW SMOKE SLITHERED from underneath the partition door, breathing in through the wall joints, forcing inside the sanctuary in grasping tendrils of hell-spume. Muffled screams erupted from beyond, the sound of bare feet flapping, of choking, gasping, wheezing. A window shattered, glass shard raining across stone.

“Do you hear it, brother!” The Nazarene’s eyes bulged razorback red as he charged at me, growling like some pit-bear shorn of its chains.

A bank of smoke rolled over, consuming me as I met the Nazarene’s charge, hooking over and under his arms, trying to pivot in place, let his force flow over me, past me, but he hooked my leg with his and we both went tumbling as one.

A moment’s panic. Pant-shitting terror.

But I caught my footing, jerked him right and threw him over my left hip, feet arcing, him hanging on, both of us crashing into the partition.

“Shit—!”

The whole partition ripped free, toppled down, wood shards raining as we landed at the foot of the mad throne. The acrid choke of thick smoke as I landed atop. Him flailing, smashing, bashing with blunt arms. Shadows cavorting through the fume. Visions of Hell. But even from his back weren’t the blackguard strong? He arched to roll me, but I braced with an outstretched arm then ripped up with the dagger I’d somehow stuck in his flank.

“Yes!” he cried, the bloody-fucking weirdo.

The altar-throne loomed above, catching fire, detritus avalanching around us.

“Brothers!” The Nazarene’s paws worked up my neck, taking a grip on my ear, my hair, jaundiced thumbnails digging into my cheeks, gaining purchase, inching up like maggots for my eyes.

“Fuck ... you!” I ripped the dagger free and shoved it to the hilt in his chest, forcing him back down at arm’s length. Then I did it again.

“Absolution!” He cried, blood bubbling, as he muscled me down. Crooked brown teeth bit into my cheek, and I screamed murder. He gnashed and spit and bit again.

“Bastard—” Twisting my dagger and hammer-fisting his arm, I wrenched my face free, yanked the dagger and stabbed again and again and again.

He roared as I pried his head back, slashing an elbow for his face, missing, overbalancing. Instantly, a body tore past in the smoke, knocking me sideways and the Nazarene rolled atop me, grinning crimson as he wiped his chin. Bale-fire burned up the rafters of the church. “The body and blood!” He tore my dagger from his chest and raised it above. “A benediction!”

A shadow-flash of dull grey steel whisked from behind and into the back of the Nazarene’s skull.

Thud!

The Nazarene pitched forward, catching himself on all fours over me. I tucked one leg up and squirmed as Karl bashed him again. Thud! Axe flashing. Thud! Blood drooled from the Nazarene’s maw, his face a ruin of red.

I shrimped free from under the monstrosity as he dropped prone to the floor, felled like a great oak.

Hacking, coughing, Karl stood above him, feet set, two-handing that hand-axe overhead like splitting logs. Again. Thud! Bone broke in the Nazarene’s skull, shattering eggshell inward, and he went limp. I collapsed back, trying to catch my breath. It couldn’t. Smoke poured from all six of the wards, the heat rising hard, rising fast. Scourgers and dames bawling mad havoc from inside, outside, all around, feet pounding, fists hammering on doors, on walls, on windows.

“Jesus...” I rolled over. Coughed. Hacked. Grabbed my head.

“C’mon.” Karl grabbed me by the collar.

“Which way?”

“Not that way.” Karl slid by at a crouch, trying to keep below the smoke, dragging me onto my belly and letting go. “Over here.” He crawled badger-fast back toward the sanctuary. “Was a door back here somewhere.”

Beside, the Nazarene shifted, moaned, the broken slur of air hissing past swollen tongue and broken teeth, a soft whistling vibrato through crushed air passage. His hand slithered for my ankle.

“Are you fucking serious?” I kicked free and scrambled over the partition ruin, a broken bas-relief of Saint John the Baptist’s head glaring up at me from Herod’s divine dinnerware.

Blood pounded in my ears to the chanting from ... from somewhere. Jesus. Everywhere.

Ahead, Karl struck wall. “Look for a door.” He shoved me off right.

I followed the wall, pounding along, slapping, prodding, feeling for jamb or passage or door. It was all stonework til I struck wood. Door! Hand splayed, groping blind, I felt along it, feeling the coarse grain, the individual planks. “Karl!” I choked, gasped, hammered the door. “Over here! Door!”

Behind, in the abyssal churn, planks shifted as something slithered across the felled partition. Wood shards fell. A dark shade materialized, limb flopping out wet on stone, reaching, pulling, dragging a massive shapeless carcass behind.

I shoved open the door.

“Karl!” My cry was little more than a gurgle, but Karl was through the door and at my side a moment later, huddling past as I slammed the heavy door shut. There, in the dark of a close passage, leaning against the coarse wood grain, I heard it again. Felt it. The chanting. The screaming. The horrid thing coming. “Did you see it?”

“What?” Karl hacked up a lung.

“Gimme your axe.” He thrust it toward me, and I wedged it under the door, kicking it in sound.

“What the hell you doing?”

“He’s still alive.” I staggered back.

“Who?”

“Him.” I spat.

“I caved in his fucking squash.”

Something splatted against the other side of the door. Something heavy. Something wet. We both froze. Then the sound of fingernails digging into wood, dragging down, finding metal. The doorknob turning, someone pressing in. But the axe held.

“Open it.” Karl drew his dagger.

The door bowed inward, flexing in the middle slowly, inexorably, groaning like an old ship, bound in shifting ice, devastated by degree.

Smash! The door shuddered as thunder struck.

Cowardice being my life’s work, “No fucking way,” I came to quicker and bolted past Karl, grabbing him by the collar, dragging him from his stupor, hauling him from the smoke and fire and misery, tripping past chair and table, kicking our way through til we hit the far wall and found another door. Smoke oozed from underneath it.

“Shit.”

The door behind cracked under another blow.

I turned the knob, shouldered it open, a bank of heat dropping me gasping to my knees. Crawling blind then, through glowing smoke, til I hit wall. Karl banked left and I right. “Door!” I found it again, lurched for the knob, twisted it, dropped my shoulder, but the door didn’t budge.

“Staved shut...” Karl spat, casting about for something. Anything. But there was nothing.

Again, I dropped my shoulder into it. It still didn’t move. “Shit.” I glared at Karl. “Where’s the other axe?”

“In the blackguard’s head,” Karl rasped.

“Well shit,” I said, and I meant it.




Chapter 35.

...first light of dawn, armed to the teeth, fifty knights sojourned deep into the vast chasm that was their lair, hoping to catch them amid their daylight slumber.

It became apparent the strigoi were not alone...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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STEPHAN GRIMACED AS he wound a swathe of slit homespun cloth round the head of a fallen scourger laid out across the ground, soot blackening his mouth, his nostrils, his teeth. Muttering to himself. Gibbering. Drooling. His face was flayed in burnt curls, blisters raised tumescent, scattered across his charred neck, his chest, his everything.

I looked away.

He was but one of many. And whether he was lucky to have gotten free of the charnel house or not, I wasn’t willing to say. I was only willing to say that he’d be dead soon and even with his gift for treating wounds, it wouldn’t matter one whit what my brother did.

“Judas Priest, Lou, what happened to your face?” Stephan squinted up.

“Fat Jesus, trying to get fatter.” I winced, touched one of the bite marks.

The leper-house grounds were littered with scourgers, most still alive. I didn’t figure it for long term. “What the hell happened?”

“I was at my perch.” Stephan continued wrapping. “Watching. Waiting. I watched you and Karl go in. Saw what you—” He paused a moment, frowning. He was thinking on what I’d done to that scourger, Drunk Jesus. Maybe I hadn’t needed to do it. Maybe I had. Stephan worked past it, though, saw now wasn’t the time for preaching. “You were in for a while when I saw them skulking past.”

“Who?”

“Gustav and von Madbury. For certain. They were wearing cloaks. Sir Aravand, too, I think. And some of the others. Some of the new ones.”

I nodded.

“It wasn’t long after you entered. And it went as Karl suggested. They hurled in burning oil vials, staved the doors shut, then turned rabbit.”

“Well, I do hate seeing a good plan go to rot.” I ran a hand through my hair, let out a breath. Jesus. Bunch of bloody bastards. But what’d it mean? Had King Eckhardt ordered it? If he had, then Lady Mary, Abe and Ruth, the kids, were probably all dead. Or had von Madbury and Gustav gone rogue? Or were they acting under someone else’s auspices? The Queen’s? Our last conversation flashed through my mind. “Jesus. How’d you know which door?”

“I didn’t. I freed all of them.” Stephan rubbed his neck. “Yours was last.” He was covered in soot, too, blisters risen in droves across his bad arm. They didn’t seem to bother him. He moved to another patient, one not breathing, so he kept moving.

“We’ve got to get the hell out of here,” I said.

“I can’t leave.” Stephan tucked in the loose end of a bandage. “Look around.” Stephan made the sign of the cross. “So many. It’s cold now, but once the sun sets...”

“They’re gonna die. All of them.” I kept an eye to the leper-house, seeing in its bowels the monstrous shade of the Nazarene shambling toward me through the smoke. Crawling like a thing. A horrid, broken thing. I couldn’t blink it away, couldn’t shake it off, couldn’t force it gone. I stifled a shudder. More nightmare fuel. “So what’s the point?”

“Rose of Sharon...” Stephan tied off another bandage. He’d been cutting his own clothes and those of the dead for dressings. Packings. Bandages. Anything. “They need bandages, food, water.” He pointed toward the monk cells set along the wall. “There’s enough vacant cells that we could set up a makeshift infirmary. Or one of the nearby houses.”

The leper-house had collapsed, the lion’s share, anyways.

“What you need,” I growled low, “is to get the hell out of here before they find out who the fuck you are.”

Stephan frowned. “I didn’t cause this.”

“And you think that’ll matter?”

“I’m not afraid.”

“Not being afraid won’t matter when they’re scourging the flesh raw off your spine.”

“Be that as it may.” Hunkering low, he duck-walked to his next patient, a woman. Her long hair’d been singed off half her skull, and she shivered something awful, eyes blind, lips working, trying to speak. Stephan glared up at me. “Brother, please.”

“Fuck.” I tore off my scourger robe and laid it across her. Then I started shivering. While she kept right on shivering. “Jesus Christ.”

“Here, sister.” Stephan gently lifted the woman’s head and set a flask to her lips. “Drink. Yes. I know, I know.” The woman murmured gibberish but found the cool metal with her lips and sipped a dram of ephemeral solace. “Yes. Good.” He dabbed her lips with the corner of my erstwhile robe. “We’re missing something, Lou.”

“My robe, maybe?” I hugged myself against the raw. Karl was off gathering our things. Probably wearing his cloak and mine. Lolling back with his feet up. Watching from afar. Grinning. Sweating. The little troll bastard. “Or our collective sense of urgency?”

“That priest they scourged and hanged?” Stephan said.

“Father Demtry?”

“Him. Yes. Well, I put Red’s feet to the fire after you left the other day.” Stephan moved on to another scourger whose leg’d been crushed. His breathing was regular, rhythmic, shallow. More of a reflexive fish gasp than anything more. The kind a man does just shy of his final bow. “It was over something the Nazarene said.”

“About Demtry being a pillar of the community?”

Stephan leaned forward, whispering in the dead bloke’s ear, then looked up. “Seems there were more than a few stories of him taking liberties with some of his younger parish members. And that wasn’t all—”

“A man in power taking liberties?” Aghast, I laid a hand to my chest, fanning myself furiously. “Say it ain’t so.”

“True and unfortunate, yes,” Stephan glowered, “but still, it doesn’t make it right.”

“So maybe he got what was coming to him.”

“It’s not that simple, but—”

“Jesus Christ, would you just pick a side? You can’t walk barefoot across a sword’s blade your whole life.”

“Better to walk across it than use it.” Stephan fixed me with those keen eyes. “Once you do, you think it’s the solution to all of life’s ills.”

“Pick a bloody side,” I reiterated, syllable by syllable.

“Whose?”

“Mine for once.”

“Yours?” Stephan set his jaw. “Along with the King who ordered this? Your King?”

“Bite your tongue. Ain’t my King. He’s my meal ticket. And I’m going to sort it out.”

“Sort it out?”

“Yeah,” I scowled. “Sort. It. Out.”

“What are you going to do?”

“What needs doing.” I glared back at the smoldering ruin.

Stephan slid over to another scourger. “What is it you’re thinking?”

“The Nazarene. I ... I talked to him in there.” I shivered. “He said the poor bastards he’d crucified were already dead. The ones in the town square. Said he hadn’t killed any of them. Claimed he did it as a message to King Eckhardt. To tell him he’d failed his people. Shake him from his stupor.”

“You think he was lying?”

“No. Worse.” I swallowed. “I think he was telling the truth. Jesus. I think King Eckhardt was lying.”

“So perhaps the scourgers aren’t the villains?” Stephan looked around.

“I don’t know.” I touched the bite mark on my face. “They ain’t the good guys, that’s for damn sure. But...” I looked down. Away. Anywhere but at him. “Jesus Christ, I don’t know.”

The scourger’s gibbering death rattle ceased abruptly, his arms crippling back, automaton smooth, nestling in the matted grass.

Stephan closed the bastard’s eyes and performed last rites, then rose, turning toward the leper-house. It was burning still, but it was a slow burn, a smolder, blisters of smoke rolling up, blotting out the stars. Across the cold ground, scattered scrums of survivors huddled for warmth by their own makeshift fires. “The Nazarene’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Could have used him out here, huh?” I took in the entirety of the shit show before me.

“Lou—”

“Yeah, he’s dead.” I swallowed. “Or, shit, I don’t know... He should be.”

“Judas Priest,” Stephan frowned, “what’s that mean?”

“Karl,” I lowered my voice, “caved his head in with an axe, but ... forget it.”

“Forget what?”

“He...” I closed my eyes, saw the shattered face leering, the crooked brown teeth, my memory so clear now despite the smoke, so intricate, so vile, so precise. “I don’t know. It was dark. The smoke thick. I could barely...”

“Brother,” Stephan frowned, “just say it.”

“Maybe he ain’t dead. Somehow. Like with Lazarus. Or Rudiger. Or the Grey-Lady. Or he was, but he was...” I clutched my chest, “still moving. Still crawling. Still coming after me.”

Stephan raised an eyebrow. “Karl see it?”

“No. Only me.” I ground my teeth. “It was probably the smoke. Jesus. The stink. The terror. The horror.” I closed my eyes, shook my head, tried moving past the visage of the dead monstrosity stalking me through the hell-scape only to find Rudiger’s teeth gnashing from the other end.

“What are you going to do?”

“Like I said. Sort it out.”

“Is that wise?”

“No. Not even a little.” I took a breath, hocked up some guttural phlegm, spat it aside. “Not even close.” Black as tar. “Never wise talking to kings. Getting involved with kings. Better to be some nameless sod scraping away a pittance in some barren field west of Nod. Thought maybe King Eckhardt was different.”

“He’s not,” Stephan said. 

“Yeah. And we’re in it now.”

“I’m sorry I forced the issue. You were right. We shouldn’t have come.”

“We’d be at the bottom of the river if we’d have listened to me.” I shrugged. “Not saying it wouldn’t have been better, but it doesn’t matter.” Another section of roof collapsed in a shower of embers. “What matters is Lady Mary. Abe and Ruth. The kids. I’m going back.”

“And then what?”

“Don’t know, brother. Since when do I know anything?”




Chapter 36.

...fully half of our remaining Teutonic brethren hath fallen to their inhuman might.

Yet we have discovered their lair.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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OY, YOU DIRTY RED BASTARDS!” I hollered up through both hands. “Open the fucking gates!”

The Schloss von Haesken’s gates loomed above. They did not suddenly, magically, mystically, open. Karl hocked up a lunger and spat. It was black with soot and oozed down the gate, inching like a hesitant slug. Karl’s crossbow was loaded for bear and held at the ready. I didn’t know what sort of reception awaited us. I was not expecting all roses and song.

“Piss off, now, won’t ye?” barked a voice from atop the gatehouse.

“We’re here on King Eckhardt’s order,” I shook my fist, “so open the fucking gates!”

Karl raised an eyebrow at my clenched fist. “You’re doin’ a fine job.”

“Bite me.” I didn’t even look at him.

“Taran, open the gates!” bellowed a voice from beyond the wall. Sir Alaric. “Let ‘em in!”

“I-I can’t,” Taran’s voice whined. “Sir Dietrick ordered—”

“What?” Feet stomped up stairs. “I’ll skin your hide, you clay-brained wastrel.”

“It were on—” The sound of someone being slapped allayed the conclusion.

Flickering torchlight followed as Sir Alaric’s head appeared above the ramparts. “Hold, lad. Hold on—” he called down. “Been ... rrrg ... a stretch since I pulled guard duty.” The sound of a lever being pulled, followed by cascading chain. “By the hound... It’s unbarred. Give it ... give it a stout push.”

I dropped my shoulder into the right-hand gate and pushed. A figure appeared as I stepped through. “Ye ain’t allowed inside!” Taran thrust a hand in my face.

“Best listen to your betters, kid.” I cocked my head toward Sir Alaric as he pounded down the stairs. “Or elders, at least.”

As Taran glanced over, I kneed him in the balls. Hard. He folded like a tin breastplate. On his knees, teetering like a cut tree, waiting on the wind, he fell into the dirt to the sound of a cat mewling. Satisfaction, a word that came to mind. But then, I’m a small man.

Taran struggled to rise. 

Then he froze.

With fair-good reason.

“Keep moving if you like, lad,” Karl set the toe-hook of his thane-axe against Taran’s throat, “my axe ain’t.”

“What the hell happened?” I scowled down at Taran.

“Huh...?” Taran replied very, very carefully.

The courtyard looked as though a hurricane had torn through. Debris lay strewn in the muck. A few tents stood, but most were flattened or, at best, leaning last-call drunks, coat tails flapping in the breeze. 

“Mass exodus.”

Amongst the carnage, bodies lay scattered.

“Yar, for the most part,” Karl rumbled.

Sir Alaric was huffing something fierce when he finally reached us.

“Where’s Lady Mary?” I said. “And the ben Aris?”

“Lad...” Sir Alaric looked like shit, haggard, even worse than usual. “King Eckhardt’s dead.”

“What?”

“Murdered,” Sir Alaric swallowed, gasped, clutching his side. “He was murdered. Stabbed.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Heard what happened at the leper-house,” Sir Alaric huffed. “Best get moving. Ain’t safe for you here.”

“Ain’t safe anywhere, old man.”

“But even so,” Sir Alaric pointed past me, “best you be heading back on out.”

I glanced over my shoulder at the open gate. I won’t lie. We could have kept moving, hiding, til the Kriegbad Pass opened. Or the Ulysses was hale. It was tempting. Fair tempting. But if I’m famous for one thing, it’s always making the worst choice. “Me and mine are still within these walls, yeah?”

“Aye and for sure, lad, but—”

“They still alive?”

“For the now, but—” Sir Alaric turned as the Schloss’s front door burst open.

Sir Gustav and Von Madbury marched out, armed to the teeth, clomping strong. Brother Miles and Prince Eventine and the others filed alongside, the whole retinue phalanxed at their back. Von Madbury’s mouth was flapping the whole while, spouting hate through rictus and jeer.

“You know about any of this?” I spat.

“Lord.” Sir Alaric latched onto my shoulder, his hand quivering. “No. I heard about it just now, I swear. I — I been...”

I could smell the booze hard on his breath, emanating from his body, his pores, his soul. “No worries, old man,” I said. “And I’m sorry about before. About leaving you behind. About...”

“Forget it, lad,” Sir Alaric groaned. “And I’m sorry for—”

“Forget it.” I drew Yolanda singing free and clear as an angel song on summer morn. “There’s work to be done.”

“Jesus, now ain’t the time—”

“I’d beg to differ.” I shrugged free from his grasp. “Hold!” I held up a hand to the encroaching phalanx, “or your man here’s done.” I muttered down to Taran, sprawled in the muck, a point of Karl’s steel contention caressing his precious neck. “They fond of you, boy?”

Taran gulped, closed his eyes, started praying.

“That’d be a no.”

Prince Eventine and Brother Miles gave pause. The rest? Not even a little. Von Madbury waved them on, and they fell in like automatons while Sir Gustav kept marching at the fore. He wasn’t the pausing type. The thinking type. The living type.

“Don’t kill him just yet,” I hissed at Karl.

“Yar.”

Sir Gustav, veins on his bull-neck bulging, was nigh upon me, eyes blazing as he cast his scabbard aside and took up his naked war-blade. “Blackguard!”

“Krait, please,” Sir Alaric groaned, “there’s too many. Y-You can’t afford this.”

“Never been much good with money, old man,” I deadpanned, the numb whisper of impending doom settling like a leaden shroud across my soul.

“Sir Gustav!” Sir Alaric croaked. “Put up your blade! Men. Dietrick. Prince! Stop this! We none of us can afford it!”

Sir Gustav didn’t hear, and if he did, he didn’t listen.

No one did.

“You challenged me before, yeah?” I strode toward him. “To the death?”

“Aye!” Sir Gustav bellowed.

“Then I bloody-well accept!”

Neither of us stopped.

“Sanction it!” I yelled.

“It’s sanctioned,” Sir Gustav bellowed.

There were no more words after that.

He wasn’t the words type.

My throat was raw as fuck. Coated in scales of smoke and char and leper ash. I hacked and spat. Kept on walking.

Thirty feet...

Twenty...

Fifteen...

Clomping through the muck, kicking aside tent poles and clutter, before the breaking-wheel, Sir Gustav drew his war-blade back mid-stride as I entered range. His teeth ground together, lips curling back in an animal snarl as we came together swift as two rams clashing.

Overhead, he swung, a great galloping arc that might’ve felled an oak.

“Die!” he roared, his blade careening at my face.

Sliding forth and pivoting just so, I caught his blade crashing, biting at an angle into mine, my point riding in, wedging his aside a whisker wide of my face, his power flowing past, over, steel rasping against steel, sparks ripping ragged. My feet were rooted, unmoving. And Yolanda? Steadfast and steady as true north, she caught the blackguard through the eye on point, gliding in and through, soft as a lover’s whisper before jagging matter out the back of his skull.

Sir Gustav’s war-blade plopped in the muck, his arms dangling limp, and for a moment, we just stood there, linked by flesh and steel, life and death, a visage of idiotic incredulity contorting the oaf’s dullard mug. Jaw agape, thick lips working like he was trying to say something, form some last testament worth its weight in goat shit.

Mumbling. Drooling. A hollow groan.

Then he dropped.

“Murder!” someone screamed.

“Fuck your murder.” I stepped on Sir Gustav’s face and muscled Yolanda scraping free. I pointed it at Prince Eventine. Shock and awe as he stammered. “Now where’s your bloody father?”




Chapter 37.

...strigoi along with their guardians were indescribable.

Through surprise and sheer number, we slaughtered them, but our cost was dear. Of the fifty who penetrated into their lair, only eight escaped, and of those, two are crippled in body while three in both mind and spirit.

Sir Elliot, my boon companion, my childhood friend, my brother in arms, lies amongst the fallen.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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THE BARE-BLADED TRUTH was I didn’t give a shit about King Eckhardt. And I didn’t give a shit about the princes. The Queen. Any of them. But that, along with the general disbelief of what’d just happened to Sir Gustav’s face and my sword got me in through the Schloss’s front door before the big dope finished twitching. A last glance back at all of them standing round, gawping down, muttering in disbelief, before Karl slammed the door.

Abe and his family’s room was locked. I didn’t have the key, so I made do how I always. Took a couple boots but the door ceded firmly to my vigorous demands.

“Holy Hell...” I gasped.

“Sir Luther—” Lady Mary scrambled forth. “What in heaven’s breadth is going on?”

“Nothing good.” I glared up. “Pack whatever you can carry.”

A halo of ashen faces stared back. Except for Abraham’s. His bore a bluish cast, and each breath he took was a labor. A struggle. A nascent defeat. Imminent, a word that came to mind.

“Get out!” Tears streamed down Ruth’s face as she read my mind. “You have no right — get away from him!”

“Right and wrong’s got no purchase here, Ruth.”

“Leave. Him. Alone.” Her hands balled into fists.

“Ruth...” It came as barely a whisper, the echo of a whisper. “Please...” Abraham’s eyes cracked open, those brown orbs, once so clear, so full of thought and weight and wisdom, now clouded by the shroud of impending doom. “Krait...” He whispered no word, he merely mouthed it through tremulous lips. “Take them.” He pointed. “Go.”

“Ruth won’t.” I knelt, lowered my voice. “Not without you.”

“I know.” He swallowed. “P-Please...”

Fumbling for something to say, something useful, something meaningful, I failed, prodigiously, only nodding at his drowning silence.

His brow furrowed, lips pursed in frustration, a Herculean task considering, and I felt his hand clutching at my belt, fumbling for my dagger. “Trying to do me in, old-timer?”

“No...” He withdrew his hand, dropping it to his chest, “Me. For me.”

“I know. Jesus. I know.”

“Please,” Abraham coughed. It was like a half-drowned kitten choking on a thimbleful of milk. Ruth was back, shoving past, clutching his hand, embracing, murmuring vapid platitudes. Grimacing through her hair, his teeth pink with hacked spume, Abraham mouthed, “Please...”

Again, I said nothing, just offered a cool glare, a curt nod, and gripped my blade.

He seemed to settle after that.

“Pack your shit.” I turned to the kids. “Apologies. Stuff. We need to get the hell out of here. Heck.” Jesus.

“No.” Ruth glared.

“Time’s short.”

“Don’t presume to tell me what my husband needs. What my family needs. What I need!” Ruth gripped the bedpost with a harpy claw, the shattered pieces of her self stitched together by something tenuous, something taut, something fixed to burst. “And there is hope. You said so yourself. The man who can heal, the Nazarene, he’s coming.” Lady Mary was at her side, hands to her shoulders, muttering. “He’s coming tonight.”

“Ruth, please,” Lady Mary murmured. “He’s trying to help—”

“He ain’t coming, Ruth,” I said.

“He is!” Ruth shoved Lady Mary off then clutched at my mail shirt. “And ... and we’ll convert. Tonight. There’s a priest. The Father — Father Gregorius. We’ll take vows, and the Nazarene—”

“The Nazarene’s dead.” I peeled her hands off my shirt.

“What—?” Ruth’s lips contorted. “No! It’s a lie.”

I hesitated, wondering if the Nazarene was yet drawing breath and knowing sure-as-shit if he were, somehow, through grace of God or his empirical opposite, he’d be in no mood to come curing my boon companions, newly converted or not.

Lady Mary’s eyes quivered. “Sir Luther, what has—”

“No.” Ruth clawed up to her feet. “No! It’s a lie!”

“He’s dead.” I pointed at the kids. “And they’re next. You’re next. We’re all next. Soon as those bastards outside gather their limited wits.”

“No!” Ruth sputtered.

“Quiet—” I barked as though it’d make some difference.

“Please, Ruth.” Lady Mary raised a hand. “They locked us in here like animals—”

“No! Th-there isn’t much time.” Ruth clutched Abraham’s face, leaned in, kissed his cold blue lips. “Oh, my dear. My dear. My love. Don’t fear, don’t fret,” she smoothed back his sparse hair, “he’ll come. I’ve seen him. He said he’d come! We’ll get out of this together—”

“Lady Mary,” I rose from my knee, “take the kids down to the great hall.”

Ruth’s hands balled into fists. “No.”

“Lady Mary—”

“Damn you!” Ruth came at me, launching her frail form, clawing for my eyes.

Abraham lifted a hand, purple lips working, voiceless, eyes pleading.

Ruth was frail. Starving. Hadn’t slept in days. But she possessed a maniac strength born of desperation and hate.

“Jesus Christ!” I caught her by the wrists, ragged nails straining for my eyes as she poured into me, squealing, wailing, gnashing, driving me backward, tripping over a chair and flat on my back. A snap and a squeal as her left wrist broke. I let go, “Ruth, for God’s sake—” but she kept on coming, clawing, busted bones and all, with her good hand, her bad hand, her teeth and knees and whatever else she had. I slipped backward on my arse, her nails raking my face, catching her by the elbow on her back-swing, driving a foot into her hip, upending her and ripping her down, smashing face-first into the floor.

The kids wailing...

Blood pounding...

Lady Mary screaming...

I blinked. “Jesus...” I hadn’t meant to slam her, but then, I hadn’t meant not to, either. “Lord...” I clambered up.

Lady Mary knelt, pawing at her. “Ruth...?”

She might’ve been dead.

“Her wrist’s broken,” I growled.

Abraham lay seething, pink foam eking down his chin, his head craned toward Ruth, eyes roiling in desperation, madness, hate. At the very least.

“Alright.” I drew my dagger.

“Sir Luther!” Lady Mary stopped me cold. “Sheathe it. Put it away! Rose of Sharon. Now!” She pointed toward the door. “Joshua! Sarah! Out in the hall. Go. Now.”

The kids ignored her, pawing at their listless mother.

“You against me, too?” I snarled.

“Judas Priest—” Lady Mary closed her eyes and shook her head. “Look! For the love of God, look.” She pointed. “Look!”

The kids peered up, first Sarah then Joshua.

“F-Father...?”

Then came the waterworks.

“No, he’s...” I stammered, stopped, straightened, lowering the dagger to my side, hiding it behind my back. Then I dropped it, clanging to the floor. Abraham’s face was frozen in a rictus of rage and hate and agony, his body contorted over as his last act in life had been watching me beat the shit out of his beloved wife.

“I’m sorry, Abe. Sorry for a lot.” I swiped my dagger off the floor and headed out the door. I had bigger fish to fry.




Chapter 38.

...in celebration, the Hochmeister ordered the remainder of the clan-holt prisoners crucified. We had no proper stock, so we made do with the wheels of our wagons.

We supped that eve to the music of hammers falling, bone shattering, of men, women, and children screaming.

It was a tepid celebration.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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QUEEN ELONA SPANNED the doorway like some black widow slathered across her web, her slender arms gripping the jamb in some piss-poor attempt at denying me access. Her eyes flashed with an animal panic. “Sir Luther. Please. I beg of you. Leave. This—” she swallowed, “this doesn’t concern you.” Past her, King Eckhardt lay in his bed. It was fair clear even from the hallway that he was dead. Dead, and then some. “I-I’ll not have you disturbing him.”

The corpse-king lay abed, staring at the ceiling, his mouth open in silent scream, limbs contorted out, fingernails black. His own sword had been driven through the right side of his chest, jutting out like some extra appendage, pinning him to the bed like a bug in a collection.

“I’ll try not to wake him,” I deadpanned.

“I didn’t do it.” I could smell on her breath she’d been drinking. A lot.

“Didn’t say you did.” I raised my hands. “Now what the hell’s going on?”

“But that’s what they’ll think. What they’ll all think.” She was starting to make Ruth look calm and reasonable by comparison. “It was Dietrick. It ... It had to be.” She wiped slaver from the corner of her mouth.

“Is that what you believe? Or what you want to believe?”

“Does it matter? For the love of God, please, go.”

“I’ve gotta take a look.”

“You say you’re a shit. A scoundrel. Well, prove it.”

“Where’ve you been?”

“I... For the love of God, leave.” She pointed past me down the hall. “If you’ll offer no help. No hope.” She clamped down, nails biting into the jamb. “No anything.”

“Elona. Move. Please,” I said it softly but kept moving forward.

“You,” she sneered. “You’d not lay a hand on a lady.”

“Go tell that to Ruth.” I pushed past her, gently, firmly, inexorably. “Pardon me. Again.”

The Queen recoiled as though to strike me but froze. “You think you’re so smart. You all think you’re so God-damned smart.”

“If I was smart, I wouldn’t be here.”

A smile slid trembling across her face. Gears turning inside. Ragged. Rusty. Sharp. Then she turned and strode off down the hall.

What the hell was that?

I paused a step inside the King’s bedchamber, scanning the floor. Made sure I wasn’t going to spoil the portrait painted. Old rushes covered the flagstones, offering a pallid, forest scent. King Eckhardt’s chambers were spartan and close, a small shuttered window the lone source of light. Dust hung in the air. Coat-of-plate armor, the King’s empty scabbard, a gold-embossed crossbow, and other accouterments of war were slung over a rack set by the window, a dagger glinting on the sill.

I glanced at the King’s face then didn’t again. A scream of silent anguish was cast onto it. Lips curled back over gums black and shiny as coal. Teeth protruding. A grimace like a cornered rat. The whites of his eyes engorged with blood. Open. Glaring. Accusatory.

Thoughts of Abraham’s face, fresh in my mind, supplanted the King’s. I shook it off. Or tried to, anyway.

“Odin’s eye.” Karl appeared at the door. “Don’t pay to be dead.”

“Not today,” I said. “The Queen just left. She’s in a state. Make sure she doesn’t let our friends in. Hazard the lads might be emboldened to commence our lynching.”

“Lynch...?” Karl’s brow furrowed.

“Jesus Christ.” I looped an imaginary noose round my neck, yanked up, and stuck out my tongue. “Come up here and bloody-well hang us.”

“Us...?” Karl grinned toothily before disappearing. “I didn’t kill nobody.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, “not lately, anyway.”

From out in the yard came shouting. The Queen. Father Gregorius. Von Madbury. A discussion. Heated. The Queen marched out the front door toward her one-eyed paramour. The Schloss’s full retinue of fighters had gathered below, still huddled round the fallen form of Sir Gustav, laid out in the yard, arms crossed over his chest, sword laid out upon him. It was a vast improvement.

The screaming came again. Harsh. Shrill. Jarring. As one, glares rose from the corpse to the Schloss’s gaping front door then to me. Von Madbury acted first, walking, then jogging, then hauling.

“Hey, fuck-face!” I hollered.

“Eh—?” Von Madbury skidded to a halt, glaring up. “Krait, you bastard! What the hell do you want?!” he roared as Karl’s shaggy head appeared in the front door, slamming shut an instant later.

“Oh, nothing.” I pulled back inside, took a deep breath.

I turned back to the corpse-king. Ran a hand through my hair. It was hard to equate that rictus of pain with the insipid countenance of the man I’d spoken with mere hours past. Always an odd thing. A haunting thing. Seeing someone dead who’d only so recently been otherwise.

I’d seen my share.

The night before battle, the two of you drinking and dicing and swearing and praying. Jawing on into the night long past when you should be sleeping. Resting. Staying sharp. Then comes the aftermath, so sudden, so sharp, and you’re staring down at a hunk of flesh and metal, wondering what you’re going to write the poor bastard’s family. What you’re gonna tell them to make sense of it all when you were right there and can’t make heads or tails. So you start thinking up all the gleaming poetics you can muster to deify the departed when you know in the hellfire pit of your gut it won’t matter what you do, what you say, what you write. So you do nothing, say nothing, write nothing cause you don’t want to be the last nail in a loaded coffin.

But you can’t do that with a king. Not when you’re in his service. Entwined in the morass. And until we’d beat feet, I was entwined. My brother was entwined. Lady Mary and Karl. All of us. Entwined round our necks by nooses, wind blowing, toes gripping the rough-hewn planks of the trap door beneath.

Alright. Focus.

I inspected the bed, drawing back the linens and blankets torn asunder when the King died kicking in his throes. Jesus. Dying in a nightshirt? Skinny legs sticking out all pale and hairy? Small dignity in that.

The sword piercing his chest had been very neatly done. It’d come in at an angle through the ribs on his right side. I pulled his nightshirt up to see if I was missing other wounds. I wasn’t. One good thrust, nigh on to the hilt. Through the lungs. The great vessels. The heart.

Rigor mortis had set in. His arms were like wood, ramrod straight, stiff. He’d been dead a while. A few hours at least. Using his limbs as levers, I gripped and lifted. “Rrrg...” Jesus. I readjusted. Moving a rigored corpse is a pain in the balls. Took some doing, some awkward fumbling, like trying to flip a table by grasping the bottom of one leg, but I managed. Eventually.

“Hmm...”

The sword stuck out through his back. It’d pinned him to the bed when he’d toppled over backward. Or he’d been lying down when he was stabbed. Blood soaked the sheets, the mattress, pooling in a clotted mess.

Outside, von Madbury pounded on the keep door, demanding it be opened by order of the Queen. Of the King. Of the Lord God Almighty. Seemed Karl was deaf, though, or a piss-poor listener, or just a downright stone-walling prick, which happened to be precisely why I kept him around.

When I was done with the corpse-king, I wrestled him back near to how I’d found him. “Hmmm...”

“Hmmm, what?” came a voice from the doorway.

“What the—?” I banged my head on the bedpost and nearly ended up alongside the corpse.

Lady Mary stood at the door, peering in, a look of consternation twisting her lip. “Here. Your face.” She dug around a knapsack and withdrew a handful of bandages and a small bottle. “We have to clean it up.” She unstopped the bottle then upended it into the bandages.

“Ain’t bleeding anymore.”

“Bites are renowned for festering.” Lady Mary paused when her gaze fell upon the King. “Sweet mercy...”

“Wrong on both counts.” I pulled the linens up, covering the corpse-king.

“Who...?” she stammered.

“I’m fair certain it was suicide,” I deadpanned.

“Where...” She stood there mesmerized for a moment. “Where’s your brother? And what the hell’s going on?”

“Out ministering to the downtrodden. And you tell me. I’ve been busy.”

“I don’t know.” Lady Mary dabbed some concoction on my cheek. It stung like hell and I told her so. She didn’t seem to care. “We were prisoners.”

“Even you?”

“I can’t bandage it.” Lady Mary grimaced, tucking away the bottle. “Prince Eventine offered to release me. In exchange for my hand.”

“The wooden one or real?”

“I’m glad you still have the time to be an arse.”

I offered a bow. “I hope you told him to fuck off.”

“Not in those words, exactly, but yes, more or less.” Lady Mary fingered the tip of her hook hand. “Rose of Sharon. That was hours ago. And we ... we heard something from outside. Screaming. A panic. A commotion.”

“Yeah. They ran off the camp folk.” I thought on the corpses littering the yard. “Those they didn’t run through, anyways.” I glanced past her shoulder. “Ruth...?” I didn’t know what question to ask.

“Still out cold. The children are...” Lady Mary ran a hand through her hair. “I have to get back. There’s nothing to pack. A few blankets. A jug for water. Nothing else to take. Nothing to...” She glanced toward the window. “Things are falling apart.”

“Yeah. And then some.”

Lady Mary crossed herself as she took in the corpse-king. “I always thought he wasn’t what he appeared to be.”

“Despondent? Weak? Indecisive?”

“Aye. Yes. Well... Perhaps he was exactly what he appeared to be.” Lady Mary crossed herself again for good measure. “I suppose I merely hoped he wasn’t. Or prayed.”

From outside came the sound of someone taking an axe to the Schloss’s front door.

Thunk...

Thunk...

Thunk...

“Company.” I glared out the window. “Have you seen Sir Alaric?”

The hacking continued. But it was a stout door. And it had Karl buttressing it.

“I saw a light in his room.” Lady Mary stood at my side gazing out the window. “Something inside him’s broken as well.”

“Lot of that going around.” I shrugged, tapped my chest. “I’ve a special place in here for overwrought drunks languishing under the thumb of weak kings.” I raised an eyebrow toward the King’s weapons rack. “You any good with a crossbow?”




Chapter 39.

Pride was not a thing we clung fast to in our pyrrhic victory.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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WITH HIS HAIRY-TWIG legs splayed out from beneath his moth-eaten nightshirt, a bent-framed portrait tucked under one arm, Sir Alaric lazed across the floor, leaning against the foot of his bed, propping him upright. Sort of. A gleaming knife leaned across one leg, a flaccid skin of whiskey by his side. He was drunk off his arse. At the very least. “You work fast,” I said.

“Come to pay yer last respects?” he slurred.

“That’d require me to have had first respects,” I deadpanned.

“Heh. Don’t surprise me.” Sir Alaric cracked an eye. Fire rippled soft in the hearth, a tangy smoke thick in the air. He had a belt looped tourniquet-wise round his bicep.

“Chimney needs cleaning,” I coughed, meandering through the stratified smoke, and pushed open the shutters. “Jesus.” It’d gone quiet outside. Which could’ve been a good thing or not. But probably not. “Or the damper’s closed.” I waved a hand. “Either way, you need a bath.”

Sir Alaric frowned over at the meager fire, shrugged, cinched the tourniquet tight with his teeth then set the belt buckle. “One way’s as good as another.”

“I’d beg to differ.” I appraised him solemnly. “But you’re doing it right. Mostly. Warm fire. All snug as a bug, sipping liquid sunshine in a soft balmy haze. Could be worse.” I sniffed. “You’re missing a pretty young lass to sing sad imminent sorrows, though. I could send for Wenelda?”

“Pretty?” He squinted in suspicion. “Young?”

“Sorry,” I held out my hands, “short notice, you understand?”

“Hmm? Naw.” Sir Alaric wiped his mouth then clutched the knife. “As such, ain’t sure I could rise to the occasion. I’ve had trouble since...” Veins bulged on his forearm. “Well...” he closed his eyes and nodded, fingers working as he opened and closed his hand, “you’ll just have to do.”

“Well, I am pretty,” I admitted.

He chuffed a stunted laugh, dabbed an eye, took a swig.

Stacks of unfinished portraits leaned against the walls. Some outlined. Some half-painted. Others nigh on complete but missing that final sheen of professional polish. The one under his arm was the exception. It was a masterpiece.

“What the hell happened here?” I asked.

“Feel it’s fair evident.”

“Give me something.” I crossed my arms.

“Prefer to not talk on it presently.”

“Oh? When?” I asked. “Tomorrow good?”

“I’m sorry for all this, lad.” His old hound dog eyes wept clear. “Truly, and I am.”

“You should be. You’re the only one left who’s not a complete asshole.” I eyed his knife. “And now you’re fixed on taking the easy way out?”

“Easy?” Sir Alaric considered a moment. “I don’t know. All’s I know is I’m sorry about ditching you with so much unfinished business. Navigating a shit-storm blind through the pitch black of night.”

“You are a useless old prick, but you’re still kicking. And that ain’t nothing.”

“My wife’s dead, lad.” Sir Alaric clutched the portrait to his chest, fingers gripping the frame. A woman I could only describe as majestically beautiful stared out from the canvas with soulful brown eyes. Lady Catherine. She looked ... strangely familiar. “Used to hear her some nights. Alone in the dark. Lost. Alone. Freezing. Sickness gnawing holes through her. But scratching at the door, begging to be let in. But I can’t never find the knob. I scrabble up and down, left and right, but ain’t nothing there.” He moaned. “And she’s right there, by the hound, she’s right bloody there.”

“It’s just a dream, Red,” I said.

“Sometimes I wonder.”

“And you’ve still a daughter who needs you.”

“The high and mighty Queen? Heh. Naw. She don’t need no one,” Sir Alaric said. “Made it clear she don’t need me. Lass can fend for herself. Always could. Better at all this shite than me. Her sister now...” He dry-swallowed something back. “And I ... I’m just an old, beat-down law-dog who can barely lift his prick let alone a sword.”

I shrugged. “It is what it is.”

“And what it is,” Sir Alaric struggled for the word, “is shit. Is horror. Is — lord in heaven, failure.” He took a drink. “I was supposed to serve. To protect...” He winced as he formed a flaccid fist. “Was supposed to...”

I nodded at his hand. “How’s it coming?”

“Nigh on there.” He pursed his lips. “Naught but pinpricks.”

“Good,” I said. “Who ordered them after us at the leper-house?”

“Eh? Oh, I ... I don’t know,” Sir Alaric winced. “I’m cut off, y’see? Sold out. Impotent. A damned eunuch. You were there. Stripped me of my station. Cuckolded me. Again.” Sir Alaric scowled at the wineskin then hurled it across the room. “Understand something, lad. If I’d known they was coming your way... If I’d known when or how or ... or anything, I’d have done something. Warn you. Stop them. Something. Anything. On my life, on my soul, I swear it.”

“I know it, Red.”

He slumped. “I ... I thank you for that, truly and I do.” Sir Alaric raised an eyebrow. “Been meaning to ask, what the hell happened to your face?”

“Wenelda. Getting frisky. You should see my cock. What’s left of it, anyways.”

“Appreciate it, but I’ll pass.”

Sir Alaric leaned back, losing his balance, knocking over Lady Catherine’s portrait. 

“Easy, old man.”

“It’s nothing.” He struggled back upright. “Did what ye had to.”

“Red,” if I could just get within arm’s length of his blade, “what’s strigoi mean?”

“What? Eh? Don’t...” Sir Alaric rubbed his belly. “Where’d you hear it?”

“The Nazarene,” I grimaced. “He told me to ask the King. See what he says. And I did, but the King wasn’t in any shape to answer.”

“And that’s a fact.”

“Those poor buggers crucified?” I said. “Wasn’t the Nazarene killed them, yeah?”

“I...” Sir Alaric’s knuckles turned white on the knife hilt, “I don’t know, lad.”

“What do you know?”

“Not enough. Not ... not nearly enough.”

The stacks of unfinished portraits leered, a silent jury watching with consternation, mute accusation, awaiting final judgment.

Sir Alaric hefted his knife, tottering almost ass-over-tea kettle again. “Fair travels.”

“Put the blade down.”

“Decision’s made, lad.” Sir Alaric set the blade against his forearm, biting into a risen vein. Just a quick nick and the world’d run red. “Foregone. That’s the word...”

“Fuck your foregone. You’re telling me you’re sorry for stranding me in a shit-storm? Then don’t. Suck it up. Stay. Help make it right.”

“Right?” Sir Alaric sucked his teeth. “Ain’t no such thing. Not now. Not ever. We both ken it.”

“No shit. Then help get me and mine out of here. Jesus. Be a knight.”

“I told you what I was. What I am. And what I ain’t.”

“I know where you’re at. And I know where you want to be. But I need you here.”

“How fares the Ulysses?” Sir Alaric muttered.

“Dry dock still.” I slid a little closer.

“That’s close enough,” Sir Alaric warned. “Wouldn’t want to stick you by accident in a tussle. Won’t do no one no good.” He grimaced at the knife, trembling in hand. “Come on, lad—”

“All those poor bastards you swore to protect.” I poured it on. “All those poor pricks turned out into the streets. Into the hills. All of them starving and wasting and dying one by bloody one. Gonna cut and run on them, too?”

I could see him staggering beneath my blows but withstanding, numb as he was.

“I...” Sir Alaric swallowed slowly, precisely, his Adam’s apple jumping. “You made your point, lad. Now, for the love of God, make your peace.”

I held out a hand. “Give me the damned knife.”

“I’m steeled to it now,” Sir Alaric snarled. “Ain’t you seen? Ain’t you listened?”

“I’m thick as shit.”

“Honor demands—”

“Honor demands you get me and mine out of here. Honor demands you find who killed your King. And honor demands you find your wife’s killer.”

“Two out of three...” Sir Alaric’s voice cracked. “You don’t ken it. I just want to see her so bad—”

“And you will. We’re all piloting that skiff white-knuckled downriver, a full gale howling at our stern. And there’s no stopping. No coming about,” I said. “She’ll be there waiting when you arrive. So do something. One last thing. Do what Catherine would want you to.”

“I...” Sir Alaric crumbled beneath my final blow.

It was a low one, using his wife, but life and death? You throw whatever combination’ll land. Whatever’ll do damage. I held Lady Catherine’s portrait out at arm’s length and whistled. “She was a real looker, yeah?” I set it down across from him, leaning it against one of the stacks. “What was she doing with an old hound like you?”

“Lad...”

“What was she like?”

Sir Alaric’s frigid rictus trembled to a halt, a germ of warmth taking root as the grim shroud of determination melted. “Aw, lad,” he choked out, his knife clattering to the floor, “but weren’t she grand...”




Chapter 40.

...departed to the croak of a desiccated crone, cawing like a raven after our departure.

That she was still able to draw breath after her ordeal was the last testament to the hardiness of her slaughtered folk.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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SIR ALARIC GROANED, drooling as I dragged him up, limp as a dead fish, onto his bed, rolling him over. I rubbed my back. My neck. He was a pint-sized old geezer but seemed of the variety whose bones were made of lead. Or I was just getting old. Weak. Pathetic. Leaning over, back creaking, I grabbed the one boot Sir Alaric still wore and yanked it off. “Jesus.”

Sir Alaric didn’t answer, but a voice from behind said, “You’re a man of dichotomies in stark opposition, if you don’t mind my saying.”

I stiffened. Recovered awkwardly. But it was only Prince Palatine. “What the hell’s a dichotomy?” I turned.

“I think you know more than you let on.” Prince Palatine leaned against the doorjamb, his crippled arm clutched to his chest as though by some unseen sling, a thick book pressed into its crook. “Earlier in the yard, with Sir Gustav.” He dabbed a tear from his eye. “Forgive me. And now,” he nodded toward Sir Alaric, “with grandfather. How do you explain that? A man who plays the part of death-dealer in one breath yet savior in the next?”

“Savior’s a bit strong.” I yanked a blanket up over Sir Alaric. “But to each his own. Besides, Sir Alaric’s a good man. Or at least tries to be. Gustav? Well, not so much.”

“Is it all that simple?”

“Yeah. Sure. Unless you don’t like sleeping nights.” I did a half-arsed job of tucking Sir Alaric in. “You want to be up til dawn, mind racing, untangling endless knots, that’s as good a subject as any. Your failing marriage is another.” I started counting on my fingers. “Being a horrible father. Or human being, in general. Wondering if God truly exists, and if he does, why’s he hate us so much. Then taking a hard look at us, and knowing exactly why.” I straightened, brushing my hair aside. It was gritty with dried blood. “You saw your old man?”

“Yes,” Prince Palatine twitched a spaced nod, “it was...”

“Yeah kid,” I said, “it sure as hell was.”

From outside the window, someone shouted epithets into the night. A blade was unsheathed and clanged against a shield.

“Are...” Prince Palatine crushed away tears, “are you going to let them in?”

“Doesn’t seem prudent.” I looked out the window. The Schloss’s front door was still intact. “Maybe once they simmer down.”

“Unlikely to be anytime soon.”

“I had that same thought,” I said. “Another thought I had was maybe you might try and let them in.”

“Might I assume it would cause a problem?”

“Yeah,” I said slowly, carefully, “it would.”

Prince Palatine pursed his lips.

“And not to put too fine a point on it, my Prince, but I’m not so gallant a knight that I wouldn’t hurl a cripple headfirst out a window.” I held up a hand. “Defenestration is the word.”

“Well, I... I thank you for your candor.”

“You’re most welcome.” I bowed. “And I’ll ask you to remain in your room. Or the library, I suppose.”

“Yes. Of course.”

“I could knock you around a bit so your people know you didn’t give in too easily?”

“A grand gesture, Sir Luther, and I thank you again, but I’ll pass.” Prince Palatine gripped his book tight. “Benefits of being a cripple. No one expects anything of you and so you can never disappoint them.”

“Sounds wonderful. Might try it sometime.” I glanced at his book. “More trouble sleeping?”

“I fear I shan’t. Not tonight. Maybe not ever.”

“Not Ockham?”

“No. My family treatise. I found it in the vault. Under lock and key. It is perhaps, what you were looking for earlier.”

“Any hints as to the maelstrom churning?”

“I...I’ve only just started.” Prince Palatine adjusted the large tome. “I need something to occupy my mind. Something to make me forget, even if only for a short while.”

“Let me know if you find anything useful. Anything about strigoi.”

“Strigoi?” He frowned.

“Yeah.”

In the courtyard below, the same someone screamed bloody murder. Or its near approximation.

“You saw what my father did?” Prince Palatine shuffled to the window. “To the tent city? The refugees? His people? His own people?” Prince Palatine shook his head. “His last order to those ... those...” He swallowed. “Clear them out. Forthwith. My father’s final act. The exodus and murder of his own folk.

“No wonder everyone hated him,” Prince Palatine spat. “Patron saint of half-measures. Blotted ink. Of clipped oaths. What kind of man takes in those he’s sworn to protect, only to turn them out? And at the end of a spear?”

“The kind of man who’s like most,” I said. “A little good. A fair cut bad. And a lot of nothing in between.”

“He was the keeper of the law.”

“Maybe he was thinking of you and your brother when he drove them out?” I shrugged. Jesus. Why the hell was I defending him? “Maybe he did it to protect you? Shit. I don’t know.”

“And does that make it right?”

“You got something you want to say to me, kid?”

“My father’s last thoughts... Mother of Mary.” Prince Palatine fumbled his tome, almost dropping it. “What you said before. I can’t not think of them. His last moments. The look of horror. Sheer terror. Oh, Lord...”

“Here.” I offered up a flask of something from Sir Alaric’s nightstand. At the grimace on the kid’s face, I heard the blade scrape past bone as it sank into King Eckhardt’s chest. Schlunk. Could hear him screaming. Thrashing around. Kicking. Then not. “Might take the edge off.” Just to be sure, though, I took a pull.

It passed.

Prince Palatine limped over, cane in hand, grasping onto the foot of the bed. He took the flask, a furtive sip, and plopped down at Sir Alaric’s feet. Sir Alaric rolled over, his arm flopping. He licked his chops, farted prodigiously, then settled into snoring.

“Don’t think on it too hard,” I said.

“But you just said—”

“Using me as a model for successful living’s not liable to help you achieve it.” I stared at the flask in his hand. “Take another pull, and when you’re done, kill the rest. Doctor’s orders.”

“A-Alright.” Prince Palatine took another sip.

“My brother likens it to walking barefoot along a rusted razor.” Mouth watering, I stared at the flask. “The more you keep balance, try not to fall, the deeper the cut.”

“Being a king?”

“King? No.” I waved a hand. “An afternoon stroll. I’m talking about being a good man.”

He glanced up at me. “You’ve had some experience?”

“A while back, I had some notions about what a good man was supposed to be, what he was supposed to do, how he was supposed to do it.”

“And what happened to those notions?”

“More often than not, they got all those around him killed.”




Chapter 41.

We skulked in silence through the night. Bone-weary and broken, we escaped the Carpathians with little more than our lives and the rusted armor clinging to our bowed backs.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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SOME BLACKGUARD OUT in the courtyard was wailing something awful. And with fair-good reason.

In the midst of the great hall, Karl sat at the dinner table, littered with weapons of various types, sipping from a mug, cradling his crossbow like a babe as he stroked a hunk of wax along its string. Shunk... Shunk... Shunk...

I glanced at the weapon of war. “Gonna play me a tune?”

“Sure.” Karl snatched an apple off the table and tossed it my way. “Balance it on yer head.”

“They stopped chopping down the door.” I caught the apple. Deftly. Dashingly.

“Yar well, we had a good talk.” Karl continued waxing the string. “They agreed to stop chopping, and I agreed to stop shooting.” He thumbed over his shoulder at one of the murder holes flanking the front door.

“Ah,” I took a bite of the forbidden fruit and snatched a peek, “ever the master of the high art of compromise.” One of the Prince’s retinue sat in the mud, a crossbow bolt through his thigh. It was Taran. I sighed. “Poor bastard can’t catch a break.”

“Catches crossbow bolts just aces.”

“Well, we all play to our strengths.” I snatched a crossbow off the table, ran my fingers along its stock, the string, inspecting it stirrup to tiller. It was a gnarly old bastard. Big. Powerful. Weathered. Suffused with a grim sense of purpose.

“I shuttered all the windows. Latched them.” Lady Mary marched into the great hall, the King’s majestic crossbow cradled in her arms. “But there’s too many. With but a ladder and axe it’s but a matter of time”

“Yeah,” I said. “How’re Ruth and the kids?”

“Distraught. Disheveled. Shattered.” Lady Mary pursed her lips. “Glued to her beloved’s side. On the verge of insanity.”

“So about the same?”

“Yes,” Lady Mary conceded. “What was it you saw in the King’s chamber?”

“Same as you.” I stuck my foot in the crossbow stirrup and pulled the string back, locking it in place with a satisfying click. Only sound more satisfying? Pulling the trigger. “Nothing to speak of.”

“Nothing to speak...?”

“Yeah.” I scanned the table, the deadfall of weapons inter-stitched haphazardly across it. “See any bolts?”

“Here.” Karl tossed me one.

“Thanks.” I caught it, loaded it, took a breath.

“And what did you make of the nothing?”

I opened my mouth to reply—

“Sir Krait!” someone bellowed from outside. “Is that you? C-Can you hear me?” It was Prince Eventine. “Please, sir, my mother ... she is freezing out here. And Taran, he is dying, I think. I beg of you, open the door for their admittance, if not the rest of us. And please, do no harm to my brother.”

“He’s coming down,” I said.

Karl scowled. “Who?”

“Jesus. The bloody cripple.”

Karl shrugged. “Who cares?”

Exasperated by my trollish cohort, I hollered through the murder-hole, “No harm’ll come to your brother. You have my word.” For whatever my word was worth.

“M-My thanks. Is he there?”

I could see a crown sitting loose and uneven on his brow.

“He’ll be here soon,” I called. “They coronated you out there?”

“Aye.”

“Congratulations.”

“I ... well ... thank you.” King Eventine looked down, away, his crown slipping. “An impromptu ceremony in the chapel. It was quite ... brusque.” His first act as King? To come begging at his own front door. Auspicious, a word that did not come to mine. He crept forward at a half-crouch, his arms up, hands empty, open, up. “Please, I beg of you, don’t shoot. I’m coming to the door. I understand things got ... heated.”

“Heated?” I caught a glimpse of Sir Gustav lying like a log out in the dark. He was still dead. “Yeah. I suppose so.”

“Tell him to open the door!” the Queen screamed from beyond the dark.

“Mother. Enough!” King Eventine turned. “Please!”

“Your mother can scream.” I blocked the murder-hole and turned to Lady Mary, whispering, “Mind going up to Her Majesty’s rooms? Take a quick look through them.”

“Anything in particular?”

I fixed her a deadpan glare. “Make sure her wardrobe’s still in fashion.”

“Right.” Lady Mary swallowed, nodded, bolted.

“Open the cursed door, you blackguard!” the Queen screamed.

“Apologies, Sir Krait,” King Eventine confided through the murder hole. “My mother’s ... upset.”

“I noticed.” I muttered behind to Karl, “How long you hazard til they fetch a ladder?”

“Idiots. But still,” Karl scowled, “not long.”

“Krait, you bloody bastard!” The Queen raged against the blowing gale, her cloak clutched about her, ends rippling, whipping, cracking like whips. What the hell was she doing? Was it acting? Or had it been with me? I could see von Madbury leering as he whispered in her ear. “I’ll have you skinned alive! Br-Broken on the wheel! Hanged by your throat like a c-common thief!”

I figured the three mutually exclusive at most and overkill at the least, but I withheld comment.

“Will you g-grant us entrance?” King Eventine stuttered through the murder-hole.

“Got to be honest,” I said, “your mother’s making me nervous.”

“Hey Stupid,” Karl growled.

I turned reflexively. “Yeah?”

Karl thumbed over his shoulder.

“Took your time,” I said.

“Sir Luther, forgive me...” Prince Palatine stood clutching the door-jamb, breathing heavy. “The stairs are rather ... steep. By your leave?”

“Kid, you’re right on time.”

“What aid might I provide?” Prince Palatine straightened, found his balance, started forth.

Raising his crossbow, Karl subtly tipped his distrust by aiming at the Prince’s head.

“Easy.” I raised a hand.

Karl deigned not to shoot but didn’t lower the weapon.

Prince Palatine didn’t seem to notice, and if he did, his blood was ice-water.

“Krait, you traitorous blackguard!” the Queen-Mother railed.

Prince Palatine glanced at me in question.

“She’s having a rough night,” I said. “You looking to get your feet cut?”

“To the bone,” he answered.

“Go ahead then, kid.”

“Mother!” Prince Palatine called. “Mother, please! Calm yourself.” He gimped forward, using the table and chairs to aid him until his face was pressed to the murder hole. “Brother, I’m here. Unharmed. All is well.”

Which might’ve been a slight overestimation.

“Alright.” King Eventine, blue-lipped and shivering, reached a hand through the murder-hole and gripped Prince Palatine’s hand. “Good. B-Brother. Excellent. You ... you saw what was done to father?”

“Aye.”

“P-Please, Sir Luther,” King Eventine pleaded, “n-name your terms and they shall b-be met.”

“I’m fair certain your mother’s gonna order my head off the instant you’re all back inside,” I said. “I’d like proof against that.”

“On the contrary,” King Eventine drew himself up, “I think with a little civility and a can-do attitude—”

“Krait, you soulless reptile!” the Queen-Mother screeched.

I cocked my head. “Is that a ‘can-do’ attitude?”

Karl snorted like a wild-boar, which helped the proceedings, tremendously.

“I’d say rather not,” Lady Mary scowled as she entered the hall. Offering a curt shake of her head, she mouthed, “I found nothing,” and plopped in a seat across from Karl, the King’s crossbow gripped in her lap. I felt as though a portion of her wanted the bastards pouring in through that door. I’d hazard it for a fair-sized portion, too.

“I-I...” King Eventine stuttered.

“Brother. Krait. Please.” Prince Palatine licked his lips. “An accord can be met. Must be met. Tell mother to take a stroll down to the gates and back. To keep warm. Or better yet, seek shelter in the chapel. It’s cold but she’ll be out of the wind, at the least.”

“I told her. Sh-She won’t listen. She refuses to cower, she says.”

“By the blood! You’re King now. Act like it. Demand it.” Prince Palatine thrust his arm through the hole and pointed. “Go!”

“But, I...”

“Go!”

King Eventine let his flaccid argument hang limp as his head, marinating in despondence a moment before he broke fully and marched off. “Mother!”

For the gale wind, I couldn’t hear what oratory masterwork King Eventine was weaving, but I could read it in his every move. He was pleading for the Queen-Mother to listen. To accede to his demands. And I could read her acid-tongued counter. She was caught between a rock and a hard place. Ignore her newly crowned son’s inaugural decree and emasculate him before all of his men? Or acquiesce, ceding the last vestiges of her own waning power? She stood there in the cold gale, a visage of impotent rage frozen across her face before finally storming off toward the chapel.

“What is it you want?” Prince Palatine swallowed.

“Like I said before, to get me and mine out of here alive. And I want safe passage down to the Ulysses.”

“It was my understanding she’s not yet seaworthy.”

“You were misinformed,” I lied. While the Ulysses was still more of a water-born sieve than ship, there was enough lumber to clap something together that might ferry us across the river. Certainly, there was enough to get to the bottom.

Prince Palatine’s eyes glimmered. “And I wish my father’s murderer hunted. Captured. Executed.”

“So go find him.”

Prince Palatine grimaced.

“You heard what I said.”

“So say something else,” Prince Palatine said. “Say you’ll stay. Say you’ll do it, and I’ll grant you the safety you desire. You have my word.”

“Last I checked, you ain’t king.”

“My brother—”

“How about von Madbury?” I poured it on. “What assurances can you give against him? And Brother Miles? Sir Roderick and all the others? They’ve tried clipping my wings twice already.”

“Allow my mother inside along with Taran.” Prince Palatine glanced at his brother. “The others shall remain outside.”

“Raw deal for them.”

“Indeed, yet they shall endure.” Prince Palatine gripped the edge of the murder-hole. “They must.”

I glared outside.

“Sir Luther, say you’ll do it. Say you’ll stay. Say you’ll find my father’s killer.”

“Von Madbury.”

Prince Palatine winced as he adjusted awkwardly. “We ... we’ll figure something out. I swear it.”

Outside, the men huddled in a scrum, shivering under the greying light of early dawn.

“Fine,” I said, “I’ll do it.”

“I have your oath, then?” Prince Palatine asked.

“Just said the words, didn’t I?”

“Alright.” Prince Palatine extended his good hand.

I shook it.

“K-Krait, I...” King Eventine returned, dancing on his toes, rubbing his arms, his misted breath obscuring his face. “Eh? What?”

Prince Palatine apprised him of our deal, and King Eventine looked relieved if somewhat ashamed when a voice from beyond cried, “Oy, there’s a blackguard scourger come calling.”

Von Madbury rose as a figure, a scarecrow of a man, stumbled from the yard, past the breaking-wheel, and up toward the Schloss.

Shit.

I could read it in his form, his gait, his every move.

It was Stephan.

“Why the hell—?” I gagged back.

“What is it?” Karl was on his feet, crossbow in hand, making for the murder holes, looking to reinforce their name and primary function.

Von Madbury drew his sword. The rest followed suit.

It careened downhill from there.

Stephan saw the gathered retinue, a stuttered hesitation in his every step, yet kept trudging onward.

“Run!” I yelled, my voice was lost to the gale.

Von Madbury was up and lurching off, the others loping along like a pack of clockwork jackals, each one stumbling on despite stiff joints, cold bones, frozen blood.

“Run, you bloody fool!” I hollered.

“Is it Stephan?” Lady Mary breathed by my side, crossbow cradled, nestled, ready.

Cursing beneath my breath, I drew Yolanda and laid a hand on the door-latch.

“Lad...” Karl turned for his thane-axe.

“No. You stay. Hold the door.” I slammed it with a fist.

“Odin’s eye.” Scowling, Karl stomped back for the murder hole, waving me on. “Fuck it. Go. Fuck!”

“Yeah. Exactly.”

“Sir Luther...” Lady Mary swallowed.

“I’ll do my best.” I cocked my head toward her murder hole. “See its purpose fulfilled, if it comes to it, though, yeah?”

I caught a glimpse of her, pale and wild-eyed, an instant before the door shut and I was left standing in the blaring cold.

By the time I trudged over to the huddled scrum, my brother stood restrained among them. Harwin and Brother Miles had him by the arms while Squire Morley giggled like an imp as he hammered him in the gut. Stephan retched and made to wilt over but was forced upright. Squire Morley belted him again.

“Hold!” I roared.

The scrum as a whole turned at my approach. Twenty-five-some-odd men.

Grinning slick through shiver, Von Madbury drew a dagger from behind his back. “Willing to bargain now, eh?”

“No, I just came out to cool off.” I tugged open my collar and fanned myself. “Too damned hot in there.”

The look on their collective faces? Almost worth it. Squire Morley hammered Stephan again and Brother Miles and Harwin let go of him, crumpling forward to the frozen ground.

I tensed but didn’t move. “You ever get sick of playing the damsel in distress?”

Stephan muttered something but the puke and loose teeth made it tough to discern.

Von Madbury came up behind him, yanked his head back by a fistful of hair and pressed a dagger to his throat. “Don’t you fucking say nothing.”

“That’s a double negative,” I said.

“What?”

Bile ran down Stephan’s neck as von Madbury’s dagger shivered raw at his naked throat. But Stephan blinked. Once.

“L-let us i-in,” von Madbury spat, drool coursing down his blue lips.

I ignored him. “Did you see the bloody tent city?” I pointed off toward its ruins. “What these blackguards did?”

Another blink. Yes.

“I’m talking at you!” von Madbury screamed. Brother Miles and Sir Roderick and the others started forward, spanning out like the horns of a bull. I took a step back. Then another. What time and space it bought me was fair on nil.

“And you still fucking came?” I screamed.

Another blink. Yes.

“Shut your bloody mouth!” von Madbury screamed.

King Eventine raised his voice but the Queen drowned him out, “Seize him!” as she scrabbled like a madwoman from the chapel.

“Are you bloody daft?” I yelled above the gale, taking another step back, raising Yolanda to the high guard. Poised whistling in the wind, I felt it gripping her edge, tugging, pulling, turning her blade ever just so. Brandished on high, gleaming in the storm, Yolanda halted them all a pace. They’d seen me down Gustav. Were calculating their blackguard-math. Twenty-five to one was a massacre five times out of four. But here? Now? Them wooden-stiff with cold and me still spry? Holding the high ground? And two crossbows covering my flanks?

Stephan blinked twice. No.

“Shit.” Stephan wasn’t being a bloody idiot. He was doing what he always did, which was worse. He was being a bloody martyr.

“Shut your yap!” von Madbury screamed.

“Is he dead?” I fixed Stephan an eye.

A reluctant pause, followed by two more blinks. No.

“Shit.”

“I’ll do it!” von Madbury foamed at the mouth.

“Let him go.” Turning on heel, I headed back toward the Schloss. “He said what he needed.”

“I said ‘I’ll slit his throat!’” von Madbury stamped his foot.

“I heard you,” I snarled over my shoulder. “So get to it. Cause he ain’t worth shit in a fight. And I’m hoping you and yours might be.”

Von Madbury straightened, his arms going slack, dagger hanging.

“We’ll call an accord until the siege is through,” I said. “Your King’ll need you manning the walls.”

“Siege...? Huh? What?” von Madbury said. “Us?”

“You?” I spat. “Jesus Christ. No.” I pointed south toward the leper-house. “The bloody Nazarene. He’s coming, and his lunatic horde’s coming with him.”




Chapter 42.

...along with any unnecessary weight we had cast aside weeks past, we bore on through the endless forest, bellies rumbling, belts tightened by degree, daily, hourly...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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OUTSIDE THE GATES OF the Schloss von Haesken, the mob chanted. Like they did. Pounding the walls. The gates. The ground. Hurling curses. Rocks. Fistfuls of garbage. As mobs do. Whether they lug the garbage specifically for said purpose or scrounge for it along the way’s always been a mystery to me.

Stephan and I stood atop the ramparts at the gates.

“Watch it,” Stephan grabbed my collar and yanked me aside.

“Whoa—”

A nail-ridden board flipped end over end past my head. It landed in the yard, sticking upright in the mud, crooked as a pauper’s tombstone.

Across the yard, beyond the breaking-wheel, the once and future king and procession in tow entered the chapel. It was a small procession, the casket leading, borne by King Eventine, Father Gregorius, and Sir Alaric, each one staggering along under its noble load. Queen Elona came next, looking austere and regal as she strode through the churned mud, clutching her skirts up, past a skewered corpse propped against a fence. Prince Palatine labored alongside, using his cane to lever his clubbed foot sucking through the muck.

Stephan crossed himself, muttered a prayer, staring off after the procession. “May God rest his soul.”

“How long you think it’ll take? Assuming the mob doesn’t storm in and slaughter everyone during intermission.” I drew the string back on my crossbow. “They have intermissions at funerals?”

“Only for kings,” Stephan said.

Across the yard, Saint Gummarus’s dullard expression, patron saint of hoary old woodcutters, stared back, frozen in stained glass. “Jesus.”

“What?” Stephan asked.

“Even their saints are second rate.” Scowling, I slid a bolt into the groove. “He looks like a cross between a shitty hermit and inbred groundhog. Have you ever even heard of Saint Gummarus?”

“Well, no, but,” Stephan glanced askance as I finished loading, “is that necessary?”

“Mocking made-up saints?” I turned. “Absolutely.”

Stephan winced as something heavy struck the wall, shivering its timbers. “I meant the crossbow.”

I shrugged. “Better safe than sorry.” I thumped the parapet with a fist. “These walls are shit.”

“And the crossbow makes you feel safe?”

“No,” I patted the stock, seeing in my mind’s eye a dark shape lumber through yellow smoke, “I just ain’t going alone.”

Before the chapel’s door shut, I made out Father Gregorius’s voice droning on from within, unintelligible gibberish distorted by wind and distance.

I glanced back out as a rock sailed past. “Fucker.” Teeth gritted, I gripped my crossbow and brought it to bear, drawing a bead on the blackguard who threw it. A skinny, wasted bastard, with more space than teeth in his scowl, but he had an arm.

“Good thing they haven’t brought anything more robust,” Stephan breathed.

“Yeah.” My heart beat through my hands, pumping my crossbow up and down, point bouncing, ever so slightly. “Like ladders.”

Thing about mobs. They’re generally unprepared at first. Get worked up and move and grow like some raucous beast in snorting heat. All balls and no brain. Like these fellas. I recognized a few faces amongst the press, a tall lumber-jack, a woman from the old keep, the girl von Madbury had been leering after. Lianna. Figured her father was down there, too, somewhere, if he wasn’t behind, lying face down, sucking in the muck.

“Let them blow off some steam,” Stephan said. “Then they’ll leave.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Sure. Maybe...”

Stephan said nothing. He just nodded.

I followed suit, kept my yap shut and crossbow leashed.

Dealing with mobs is tricky business. If they’re set on violence, the only thing you can do is get the hell out of the way. Or join them. But if they’re teetering, unsure, on the fence, just throwing rocks and jibes, let them. Let them do whatever the hell they want shy of clambering over the walls.

I glanced down the eastern section of wall. Harwin and Brother Miles manned it along with a small contingent of new troops. Von Madbury and the rest of his ilk, both new and old, held the west and north. Thankfully — for them — the mob only had eyes for the gates.

The funerary dirge trickling out from the chapel was half-assed at best, but musicians were probably fair scarce at present. Someone was scratching at a lyre with what sounded like a rusted fork. Palatine’s voice sounded strong, though. Eventine’s? Not so much.

“Open the gates!” someone bellowed below.

“Go home!” I hollered back.

“We ain’t got no homes!”

“There’s plenty of vacant ones!” I barked. “So pick one!”

“Please, good folk!” Hand and hook raised, Stephan stepped out from behind the crenel. “I beg of you, disperse, for your own good.”

“Watch it—”

A rock thudded into Stephan’s side, folding him in half.

“Jesus.” I dragged him back behind the blessed crenel where he crumpled, tongue lolling as he puked into the courtyard.

“Anything broken?” I patted his back. “Besides your dignity?”

Stephan gasped, eyes bulging, drooling, and croaked, “Don’t... Think... So...”

“Good.” I turned back then froze.

The mob’d gone silent.

I peeked round the crenel.

A slit unraveled through the mob. Just a nick at first, it slopped open til the mob fissured in twain. A hooded bloke stood at the far end. A big bloke.

My legs wobbled. I grasped the wall and nearly joined Stephan in feeding the grass.

Towering over the crowd, the Nazarene shambled forth, ambling onerously, like every inch of him was raw nerve.

“Krait...” The Nazarene’s voice was a scratched rasp from a hollow cask.

I clutched the wall. Swallowed. Speechless. Legless. Useless.

“What is it?” Stephan pawed at my leg.

Down the wall, Brother Miles and Harwin gawked over, frozen.

“Open the gates, brother!” The Nazarene’s voice cut through me. “We bear corpses of the fallen. Those consumed by the conflagration. The assassination. All on the word of your King.”

Behind him, a procession of scourgers wormed their way through the parted halves of mob, bearing corpses slung between them. The pallbearers strode to the gates pair-by-pair and laid them down, one-by-one, side-by-side. There were men. There were women. There were children.

“I wish to speak to the King,” the Nazarene bellowed.

“King’s busy,” I bellowed back.

“And what is more important to a king than learning the heart and will of his people?”

“He’s dead.”

The Nazarene halted at that. “The new King, then.”

“He’s burying his father.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Hoping to keep it to one funeral today.”

The Nazarene waved an ostentatious paw over the dead. “These souls weigh upon his.”

I lifted my crossbow, aiming it dead-center at the Nazarene’s chest. He didn’t flinch. He didn’t shy. I didn’t expect him to. What’s a stick to the chest to the man whose skull’s been bashed by an axe?

“There shall be more, brother,” the Nazarene bellowed. “An ancient evil festers within this land.”

“And I’m looking right at it,” I said down the length of the crossbow.

“An evil with a hunger for flesh, for blood, for soul. You asked a question before. Would you not hear my answer?”

I fought dry-mouth to swallow. “Get the hell out of here, whatever you are.”

“Aye, brother, that we shall, as a show of faith to your new king.” The Nazarene offered an awkward nod. For a second, I thought his head might fall off. Plop in the mud. But I wasn’t so lucky. “That he might take a stance more germane to the survival of his folk. But we shall send a message to remind him.” He glared up, and my bowels lurched. “A message slathered in ash and flame through the night. To remind him. To remind them all. And then shall we return. Tell him he had best get his house in order ere we do.”




Chapter 43.

...write what might be these last pages of this journal, these last pages of my story, of my life, in my own life’s blood.

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
[image: image]


THE CHAPEL OF SAINT Gummarus lay barren, empty, cold. The Queen-Mother Elona sniffed and dabbed her nose with a handkerchief as she glanced up from prayer. Darkness encroached from on all quarters, held at bay by the dying light of a single candle set atop King Eckhardt’s casket, its flame upright and still as a corpse soldier at attention. The Queen-Mother took a surreptitious nip from a flask. “Shouldn’t you be guarding the gate?”

“They’re gone,” I said, “for now.”

“And what is it you want?” She shifted her rosary a bead.

“To pay my respects.” I raised my hands. “Won’t take long.” It wasn’t a lie.

“And what do you care?”

“I could ask you the same.” I laid a hand on the casket, bowed my head, mumbled some hollow verse. “But the truth?” I looked up. “I don’t. Not even a little. I just want to get out of this God-forsaken town in one piece.”

“I could say the same.”

“Then why not leave?”

“Everything I have. Everything I know is here. My sons. My...” She still didn’t turn from her penitent prayers. “Why is it you insist on insinuating yourself in our troubles? First, you barge in with your problems and dump them upon our very doorstep. Then you incite a war with those ... those savages.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I rapped my knuckles on the pew. “I’m the source of all your troubles.”

“You murdered Sir Gustav. The very cream of our knighthood.”

“That’s one hell of an indictment against the rest.”

“They listened to him. They followed him. He acted as some counterbalance against...” The Queen-Mother turned and rose, dressed in mourning-black. “And now you’re here for what? And don’t tell me again it’s to pay last respects.”

“I promised your sons I’d take a look into the matter.” I stared into her eyes. “I’m looking now.”

“I...” the Queen-Mother rose, “I’ve never swung a sword in my life.”

“Didn’t think you did. And it wasn’t a swing. It was a stab. And that’s not what I’m talking about.”

“Then...” The color drained from her face. “I don’t know what you mean.”

I shook my head. “Please.”

“And what conclusions have you drawn?”

“Just one. And you know what it is.”

The Queen-Mother drew herself up. “Just who do you think you are?”

“No one special, I’ll grant you, but I’m all you’ve got.”

“You? No, I think not. And on the contrary, von Madbury—”

“Is only proficient at sowing discord to his own advantage,” I finished for her. “And Brother Miles can only do what others order him to. And your sons? The one that should be ruling’s been crippled by fate. And the one that is? Crippled by something else. And all the others?” I shook my head. “Axes, spears, and swords. Little else.”

“My father—”

“Is a good man, but like you said, he’s broken,” I said. “You could do something to mend it, yeah? Go talk to him about whatever it is split a void between you two. But then, I suppose he could get off his arse, too. Well, not currently, but like I said, I’m standing here cause I promised your sons I’d help. And I’m offering my help to you, too.”

“Well, how very gallant of you,” she sneered.

“Even a stopped clock, Elona...”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Was a time not long ago you wanted me to.”

“Oh?” She adjusted her dress. “You bought that? You believed me?” She shook her head slowly. “Your trouble is you all think you’re something more. And you’re not.” Prim and proper, she rose from her cushion, brushing the lace veil from her face, and strode toward me down the aisle. I enjoyed her walk. Her lips pursed, hips swaying, murder blazing plain and naked her eyes. “And just who do you think holds power here?”

“You’re not queen anymore.”

“And you’re but a bloody hedge knight.” She drew herself up. “And a crown is a piece of metal. It’s the person beneath who holds sway. And do you think I hold no sway over my son?”

“I’d hazard you do, but he seems bent on finding the killer.” I offered my best haughty smirk. Truth was, though, she was right. King Eventine was nigh on as spineless as his father, and I could easily see her sticking her hand slick with crimson, puppet-wise up through his back, pulling sinew like strings, forcing his every motion. “At any cost. His words, not mine. Can you guess where all eyes are pointed?”

“You’re a bastard.”

“And then some,” I laughed. “But please, don’t high-horse me. If I’m wallowing in shit, you’re knee-deep right alongside me.”

Her eyes quivered.

“You hated your husband,” I said. “That scene at dinner? Bear-baiting him? In front of his entire court?”

“Bear-baiting?” she scoffed. “No. I think not.”

“Squirrel then,” I conceded, “but he wouldn’t take the bait.”

“Once again,” she bared her teeth, “you don’t know what you saw.”

“Then tell me.”

“You should leave.”

“Maybe he finally grew the stones to confront you about von Madbury?” I shook my head. “Gave you an ultimatum? Told you to stop or ... I don’t know. You tell me.”

“What is it you want?” She swallowed.

“I want to know what happened. I want information. Specifics. Coin of the realm to lord over your son’s head til I get me and mine free and clear.”

“You want me to confess? Well, I confess. I didn’t love him. How could I? How could anyone? And yes, I loathed him. But that hardly set me apart. My father is the only one who held him in any esteem, and then only because he thinks duty, and honor and oaths still mean something.”

“The fool,” I quipped.

“Precisely.” She spat back. “Any man living by such archaic standards can only be considered such. Anywhere else and he’d have been a hedge knight. A nothing. A nobody. Just like you.”

“That might’ve hurt if I had any feelings.”

“But here? Because of me? Because of my sacrifices? My travails? My father was elevated.”

“So you think he owes you?”

“Yes! Yes, he owes me. Of course. For all that I’ve done? All I’ve endured? All that I’ve sacrificed? They all owe me. All of them.” Her chest heaved. “Every. Single. One.”

“You’re the keystone holding your whole family together.”

“Family? Nay. The whole kingdom. But such is the duty that falls to women.” She sneered. “And what do we get for our hidden efforts? You men, always trying to tear things down. Apart. Always trying to lord over one another. While we women knit it all back together in dying silence. Bending. Stretching. But never breaking. We’d all be better off without you.”

I shrugged. “Can’t say you’re wrong.”

The Queen-Mother paused, studying me as though noticing me for the first time. “I saw what you did to Sir Gustav.” She slid up next to me, the scent of rose petals enveloping me as she laid her hand upon her dead husband’s casket. “It was ... impressive.”

“Two men fight, one’s gotta lose.”

“And here you are,” the Queen-Mother laid a hand on my thigh, “the formidable stranger come to our little-known kingdom, offering succor in time of greatest need.”

“Eh...?” I swallowed. “That wouldn’t be a dagger behind your back?”

“Sir Luther, please.” She craned her neck to look me in the eyes. “Forgive my outburst. Please. Let us be reasonable. Let us be friends once more. We had a falling out, plain and simple.” Her hand slid northward. “Yet, I’m certain that some sort of accord can once again be met.”




Chapter 44.

...God-forsaken mountains are endless. Like the titan Kronos, they rise about, devouring the sun, the moon, the stars, along with any semblance of hope, salvation, sanity, and one by one...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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YOU ... DID ... WHAT?!” Lady Mary stifled a scream. Nearly. “King Eckhardt’s barely in the ground, and here you are—” Lady Mary stuttered in fury, “porking the dowager like a swine in heat.”

Karl guffawed and slapped me on the back. The fact that, for once, Karl was proud filled me with a cold sense of dread.

“Are you insane?” Lady Mary said. “Or just monumentally stupid?”

I shrugged. “Why not both?”

The Schloss was still ours. How long? was another question. King Eventine had the walls and the gate. Guarding it against the scourgers outside and us in. Like Caesar at Alesia. Which in this obscure metaphor meant we were screwed. I set Yolanda down on the table and took a seat by Karl, a ghoulish smirk ripping pink through his rat’s nest of a beard. Stephan was more sedate.

“This mean you’re king, now?” Karl grunted.

“Yeah. Sure.” I pounded the table. “You there! Boy! Bring me my scepter!”

Lady Mary buried her hook-hand an inch deep into the table. “What in heaven’s breadth were you thinking?”

I fingered my lip. “Uh...”

“Brother, I—” Stephan started.

“Rose of Sharon, were you blind to her designs?” Lady Mary strangled out.

“Perhaps it was she overcome by my charms?”

“You have two bite-holes festering in the middle of your imbecilic face.”

“Well, uh ... yeah.” I had no witty retort, so I merely did my best to look wounded. It wasn’t hard as she’d so clearly pointed out.

“She’s ensnared you then.” Lady Mary tossed up her hands.

“I don’t recall any oaths.” I stroked my chin. “So no. And what better way to ingratiate myself? Get her guard down? Buy us some time. Get on the inside.”

Karl slapped the table.

“I did this for you,” I told him.

“Brother,” Stephan rubbed the bridge of his nose, “while I don’t approve of your methods, and I’m certain the same could be said of her father and sons, perhaps you’re not wrong. In this, only.” He held a hand up to Lady Mary. “Perhaps it might buy us some time.”

“Or our caskets.” Lady Mary crossed her arms.

“I’m fair sure those were bought the moment we set foot in Haeskenburg,” I said. Which, admittedly, was little to no comfort. “But fair enough. We keep our guard high. Stay in the new king’s good graces.”

“And the Queen’s...” Karl smirked.

“The Queen-Mother’s,” I clarified. “The question is, when do we allow them back in?”

“Never,” Lady Mary said.

Karl grunted, “I’m with her.”

“But we must if this ruse is to work,” Stephan said. “If they’re to take you at your word, that you’ll find this killer, then we must allow them in. How can we not without tipping our hand?”

“Rose of Sharon.” Lady Mary rolled her eyes.

“We get Ruth and the kids out,” I said. “Then they can come in.”

“And where are they going to go?” Stephan asked. “Out in the streets? With the Lord-only-knows what set to stalk them? Not to mention the Nazarene and his scourgers? And besides—”

“Ruth can’t take care of herself let alone the children,” Lady Mary said. “She ... she’s broken. Gone. I don’t know that she’ll leave even after Abraham’s buried.”

“Yeah. Shit. Look.” I rubbed my jaw. “We burn that bridge when we get to it. And leave her if you have to. But you’re right. We need a show of good faith, yeah? Prove we’re in it for the long haul. So we let them back inside. Just the King and Queen-Mother. The priest, too, if they insist.”

Karl grumbled like thunder on the far horizon.

“No, listen,” I said. “Soon as it’s dark, I’ll slip the wall, make for the Ulysses. Fill in Chadwicke and Avar, then hoof it back.” I dead-eyed Karl. “I’ll need a distraction. And some rope.”

“She’s not seaworthy yet, brother.”

“We’ll make do,” I said. “We have to. We’ll lash together whatever’ll float, make a raft, get across the river. That’ll buy us some space. Time. Then we regroup. Figure something out. Build a better raft. Float downriver. Hell, we’ll swim if we have to. Bottom line? We’re getting the hell out of Husk, and we’re getting out tonight.”




Chapter 45.

...a last resort, we reenacted the sacraments of Christ, sacraments we had received hundreds, if not thousands of times back in our towns, our villages, our priories.

But these were sacraments of the wild, sacraments of the broken, sacraments of the fallen, sacraments of the damned...
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THE ULYSSES was a charred husk, still smoking, when I reached her. She sat in dry dock, upon the bank of the Abraxas, timbers lodged against her hull, sticking out like the dead legs of some monstrous insect. I strode slowly up the canal, peering in through the hull, what planking was left all knurled and bent and cracked like the skin of a dragon.

Inside the charred skeleton, someone was sobbing.

I gripped a plank and yanked it clattering free.

The sobbing stopped.

“Chadwicke?” I called into the dead space. “Avar...?”

A sniffle. Then clatter as something toppled.

“S-Sir Luther?” Droned a voice. “It ... It’s Avar. Over here.”

Ducking the rudder, I saw him sprawled atop a mound of shattered mast and warped decking. Smoke drizzled up from embers still glowing red. I could taste the char in the air. Avar was covered in it, except round his eyes where tears had washed him clean.

“Who did it?” I asked.

Avar laid a hand against the mast, leaned over and puked. “Oh my good gracious Lord...”

“Good? Gracious? No. Not even close.” The rest seemed in line with the institution of lordship, though. I ducked through a hole in the hull and scrambled up a pile of detritus. “Who did it?”

Avar wiped his nose. “I...I don’t know. A lot of them, though.”

“A lot of them...” I echoed. “We’re fucked then, yeah?” I sneered. “You get that?”

Avar bobbed his head, blubbering, wiping his tears, smearing them black.

“Then bloody-well start talking.”

“I’m sorry...”

“Fuck your sorry. Who? Was it the Nazarene?”

Avar sobbed into his hands. “I don’t know...”

“From the Schloss?” I asked.

“I-I...”

“Jesus.”

“I...” Avar pointed off somewhere, “was off robbing stock when I smelled the smoke. Didn’t think nothing of it. Not with all the town burning. But it got stronger. Then I heard the screaming so I come running back. Hard. See’d them here, setting fire to her. Hacking with axes.” He bared his white teeth, stark in his char-smeared face, and hurled a shard of wood clattering into the darkness. “And...”

“And what?”

Avar stood, aiming an accusatory finger my way. “I don’t give a hang about your damned ship.”

“Ain’t much of a ship any—” I straightened. “Where’s your brother?”

Avar laid his face in his hands. “You blind, Sir Luther?”

I froze. Looked up.

“Ah, shit...” I sighed. “I’m sorry, kid.”

Halfway up the pile of ship-innards, bound to the mast like a figurehead stood a charred corpse, its head geared back, mouth tooled open, black teeth bared, howling endless at the silent night.

Avar’s shoulders trembled beneath my hand.

“I left him,” Avar sobbed.

“You were getting stock.”

“Aye. I was, but...”

“But what?”

“But I lied.” Avar was sobbing hard. “B-But I came back when they had him.” He looked up at me, babbling sins to his priest, looking to confess, to receive absolution. I had none to offer. “Had him trussed to the mast. And they were fixing to burn him. Fixing to burn it all. And I ... I did nothing.” He dry heaved. “Just stood there. Just stood there watching. I ... I couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t do nothing. Just watched as they beat the life out of him. Cutting on him. Laughing like ... like jackals. I coulda done something. Coulda took that axe and, coulda...” He glared at the axe as though it were the source of all his troubles. “But I didn’t.”

“Kid...”

He shrugged off my hand. “Then the screaming, oh Lord, when he burned. And I just watched from that copse of trees back yonder. Just watched the whole damned time. Just watched...”

Char scaled the back of my throat. “If you’d done something, you’d be right here alongside him.”

“I wish I had.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I do. I’m a coward. A miserable, bleeding coward.”

“There’s worse things to be, kid.”

“And what’s that?”

I glared up at Chadwicke, shining coal-black in the night, screaming silent, and said nothing.




Chapter 46.

Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us.

The Body and the Blood...

Do this in memory of me...

—War-Journal of Prince Ulrich of Haeskenburg
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THE SUN BLARED OVERHEAD, staving off dawn shivers as we stood upon the acropolis of the Schloss and watched Haeskenburg burn. The Nazarene’d been busy. Chants carried on fell winds reached our ears as tumors of black smoke blistered skyward from all points of the compass. 

King Eventine stood hunched in his father’s tattered old mantle, a mite too big on him, drawn around him like the flaccid wings of a long-dead bat. “It’s all rather a bit ... complicated.” He licked his pallid lips. “It seems hard to get a handle on let alone explain. I...”

“Go slow,” I said. “Use small words.”

“I-I fear I’m at a loss.” King Eventine turned. “Father Gregorius, w-would you be so good as to...?”

“You are King, Eventine.” Father Gregorius clutched his bible to his heart. “The burden lies now upon your brow.”

“Please. I-I’m not well. I cannot find succor. Warmth.” The King worried at a loose thread dangling from the hem of his mantle. “Brother, please,” with eyes pleading he turned, “you possess the greater understanding.”

“I’m uncertain that’s true,” Prince Palatine sighed.

“Please...”

Sir Alaric scowled from the corner, crumpled against the parapet like a pile of sodden laundry, his eyes glazed, twitching, a bottle of something red and sour clutched to his sunken torso.

“Very ... very well.” Prince Palatine grimaced as he adjusted his useless chicken-wing arm against his bent torso. “I shall do my best.” He struggled to lift a tome and place it on the parapet, “Oof... The treatise of our family history, Sir Luther. I completed it.”

“Dull?” I eyeballed the thick, gnarly old tome.

“Unfortunately, no.” Prince Palatine ran a hand through his hair. “Quite the opposite. I fear it has left me with more questions than when I began.”

“My family’s a bloody mess, too,” I said.

“Ours bears a centuries-old blood-sworn curse.”

“Well ... I guess you win.”

“Do you believe in curses, Sir Luther?” Prince Palatine’s eyes narrowed.

“Once upon a time, I’d have said no. But lately? My world-view’s broadening.”

“I once believed a man made his own way,” Prince Palatine said, “an amalgam between the sweat on his brow, the thoughts in his mind, and the beliefs in his heart. And I believed God was either on his side or not.”

“And we’re all a bunch of Jobs praying for God’s thumb tipping our side of the scales?”

“Yes, or something akin to that,” Prince Palatine said. “A childish idea perhaps, I know. But now...” He rubbed his forehead with a trembling hand. “I think we have each one of us suspected some modicum of the tale I am about to tell, but...”

“Easier to let sleeping dogs die,” I said.

King Eventine wouldn’t meet my eye.

Sir Alaric winced, took a swig, offered a look more sour than his wine.

“The story starts long centuries past,” Prince Palatine began, “two hundred seventeen years, according to my forefather’s journals. Some nine generations.

“Its initial author was Prince Ulrich, our great grandfather to the Nth degree. As a young knight, he traveled south for seasoning.” He grimaced. “To the Terra Borza. The old country. Older than Nod. ‘The land beyond the forests.’ It’s said to be all vast craggy mountains rising so high and perilous you feel they’re poised to crash over you like waves amid a channel storm. The Carpathians, they’re called. Have you seen them in your far travels?”

I shook my head. “Heard enough to steer clear.”

“Well, it’s a wild land, as they say, full of beasts and bandits and barbarians and other things, worse thing, things that slink and shun the light of the day. The King of Hungary had tasked the Teutonic Knighthood with taming this country. Granting it a measure of civility. Shedding a Godly light into the dark crevices where paganism and darker practices festered.”

“Like asking a bear to teach a wolf civility,” I muttered.

“As the treatise tells, Prince Ulrich joined an arm of the Teutonic army that campaigned deeper than any others before had dared. One hundred holy knights of no small repute. Some stately elder knight commanded the retinue. A lodge hochmeister he was, and he took it upon himself to educate these wayward folk. To drive them to their knees before God.

“And in so doing, he took young Prince Ulrich under his wing. Like a spear, they drove into the heart of the mountains, placating backward folk, educating, eradicating, cauterizing paganistic dogma. All for the glory of God. It was what these men were born to do, lived to do, and they did it well. But within the heart of those far mountains, in some dark distant valley, these knights encountered a clan-holt that was different.”

“A place bereft of the blessings and ministrations of our Lord and Savior.” Father Gregorius, crossed himself. “Worshipers of things unclean. Things that slunk beneath the earth before even Cain had committed his original sin.”

“They worshiped a god who dwelt in the cracks beneath the mountains,” Prince Palatine said. “What it was is not written. Lost to the passage of time. What was written was only that this underworld god was a blight upon this world and that it could be sated only through sacrifices of blood.

“It seems these mountain folk were baffled by this retinue of Godly warriors marching into their midst, so taciturn and staid, proclaiming what they deemed nonsense, forcing them to adhere to tenets they little could fathom.”

“And the clan-holt folk all changed their minds, yeah?” I said. “Bent the knee? Kissed the cross? Accepted the Lord God Almighty?” I wiped my hands together. “End of story?”

“No, Sir Luther.” Prince Palatine fixed me an eye. “It seems, rather ... the opposite. Do you know how they educated backward folk in days of yore?”

“Sure. Same way they do now,” I deadpanned Father Gregorius’s way. “Fire and brimstone. Hammer and axe. The new way’s the old. What you can’t break, you bend, you batter, you burn.”

“Or all three.” Sir Alaric tipped back his bottle.

“Yeah.”

“Now, see here—” Father Gregorius puffed himself up.

“Fuck off.” I turned back to Prince Palatine. “So the story has no happy ending? No shit. Tell me one that does and I’ll call it a lie. What of it?”

“That’s just it, Sir Luther. I fear this tale lies bereft of an ending for we stand yet in the midst of its telling.”

“Jesus.” We had to get the hell out of here. “And what act are we in?”

“The final, perhaps,” Prince Palatine said quietly, turning to all present, “but only if we, as one, possess the will, the fortitude, the clarity of purpose to do what needs be done.”

“The prologue, then?” I deadpanned.

King Eventine turned green. 

I thought he was going to puke over the parapet, but he mastered it, manfully, cheeks bulging, wincing, and swallowed. Gulp. A true leader cut from the very cloth of Arthur himself. “Go on then, kid, let’s start the damned finale.”

“As I said, these backward folk took not to the ministration. They believed their fell idol superior to the one true God. And they challenged our own Christian God for primacy. It turned to war. War on a small scale, perhaps, but war, nonetheless. Personal. Ugly. Wasteful.”

“What war’s all about,” I said.

“Yes, yes,” Father Gregorius fingered the cross around his neck, “now tell them what happened next.”

“Settle down,” I scowled.

“The Teutonic Master accepted the challenge. And so he and the good Prince led a sortie deep into the caverns of this Blood-God. For a day and a night, they crawled and struggled, lost in darkness, breathing putrid fumes, clambering through filth, feeling their way blind. On the morning of the second day, in a deep cavern, atop a hill of bones, they found the lair of the Blood-God and did battle.

“The Grandmaster sustained a mortal wound, as did so many others, and it fell to Prince Ulrich to slay the clan-holt’s blood god. And he did. Somehow. He alone bore the head of the demon back, to burn it for all to see.”

“How’d that go over?” I asked.

“Not well. Not well, indeed. Prince Ulrich and the army laid siege to the clan-holt. Invaded it. Burning. Slaughtering. Driving the clan-folk out into the desolate wilds. Those who didn’t flee? They died in droves. Being slaughtered, tortured,” Prince Palatine glared down into the yard, “broken on the wheel. A tradition carried back.” He swallowed. “All suffered. Man, woman, child.”

“Just like Jesus taught.” How the church’d taken Jesus Christ’s message of ‘love thy neighbor’ and warped it into bureaucratic genocide had always impressed the hell out of me. It was all about knowing limits. Like a carpenter bending a piece of wood, doing so by degree, patiently, incrementally, tightening clamps just enough, a little here, a little there, that the wood bows just shy of breaking. “Was that from the sermon on the mount? Or the one with all the fish?”

Father Gregorius said nothing. What the hell was there to say?

“Yet these folk, these survivors from beyond the forest, regrouped, and they retaliated,” Prince Palatine said. “They used whatever means lay at their disposal. Striking in the night. Slitting throats. Poisoning their own wells. Burning the food-shares and what livestock was left. Slaying the Teutonics but also themselves in the process. They were a hard folk. A proud folk. A folk suited to those vast wilds. But they stood no chance, bereft of their Blood-God. Not against the engines of modern war.

“And yet, still the war lasted longer than by any right it should have, but it ended the way it was ordained to. And when it did, the last person alive was a crone. A bitty, tattered old thing. All bird bones and cackles and rags.”

Sir Alaric took another swig and fixed me a dead eye. There was no warmth left in him. No candor. No nothing.

“But still they broke her across that wheel. An old lady,” Prince Palatine whispered. “Can you imagine?”

“Yeah,” I said, “and ain’t it a sight.”

“They left her like that. Alive. Crucified. Mangled. My God. And as they marched on out of the clan-holt, with her dying breath, the old crone cursed them. Cursed them all to hell.”

“You blame her?” I asked.

“No.” Prince Palatine pursed his lips. “That first night the army spent out in the wilderness, marching back to civilization, Hell it was that came calling. A month later and not a single man marched out alive, except Prince Ulrich. And it was written that when he finally returned, he had ... changed.”

“How?”

Prince Palatine paused, considering his next words carefully. “The history is nebulous. It changes authors to Prince Ulrich’s brother, Gaston. But he writes that Prince Ulrich, now King Ulrich, retreated deep beneath the old keep, the crypts, and was wont never to set foot again in the light of day.”

“War can do strange things to a man’s mind,” I said.

“Aye. If only that were solely it.” Prince Palatine looked to his brother, gripping a massive key on a chain around his neck. “Some claimed to have seen him stalking the streets at night. Tall. Gaunt. Twisted. It ... it was then that folk started disappearing. Initially, it was only around the anniversary of King Ulrich’s return. Later, the disappearances became ... more frequent.”

“How frequent?”

The four men gathered made it a point to look down, away, skyward, wayward. Anywhere but at me.

“Fairly frequent then,” I answered my own question.

“It was mostly folk on the fringes,” Prince Palatine frowned. “Those who’d not be missed. Their bodies found out in the bog, or stuffed up the trunk of some hollow. Fished up from the bank of the Abraxas, withered as though sucked dry of all humors. In time, folk connected Ulrich’s midnight ramblings with the disappearances. The murders. Ulrich’s brother, Prince Gaston, writes that men had a name for the creature that stalked the night. A name that came back from the Carpathians. From the old country.” Prince Palatine ran a hand through his hair. “They called it strigoi.”

“Ken now why folk call it Husk, lad?” Sir Alaric’s voice was so soft I could scarcely hear it.

“I’m slow, but I’m getting there.” I turned to Prince Palatine. “Finish it.”

“Gaston, King Gaston at this point, sought to stop this monstrosity by whatever means necessary.” Prince Palatine’s clenched fist struck the cover of his family treatise. “King Gaston writes of a quest. A journey deep into darkness, bringing with him the greatest warriors of the realm to fell his own brother, the strigoi king.”

“And when that failed?” I asked.

“But it didn’t fail,” King Eventine blurted. “They felled the nightmare king. King Gaston brought back Ulrich’s head and burned it upon a pyre for all to see.”

“Then why’re folk still disappearing?” I asked. “And Rudiger? The Grey-Lady? They were strigoi, yeah? Where the hell’d they come from?”

With a grimace, Sir Alaric killed his dregs then hurled the bottle over the parapet.

Prince Palatine looked me in the eye. “I don’t know.”

“Well, I do.” The old keep’s chapel flashed before my eyes. The crypt. The tunnel veering off into the distance, the darkness, toward the old gaol, the execution chamber. “Your ancestors lied. Your father lied. They all lied. They came from the old keep. The execution chamber. Whatever the hell was down there still is.”

Prince Palatine paled. “Regrettably, Sir Luther, I fear you speak truth...”

“Nay, Palatine,” Father Gregorius raised a hand, “your King—”

“Shut your trap.” I stomped past him, nearly shoving him off the roof, and looked King Eventine in the eye. “All those poor bastards crucified?” I held up a hand. “It was these bloody creatures. These strigoi. Whatever they are that killed them.”

In my mind’s eye, the Nazarene hurled the Grey-Lady back and into the burning building. I could see his scourgers gathering in a congealed mob of justified hatred, closing like a noose round Rudiger. Could see them pounding nails, staking him to a crucifix, hoisting him up for all the world to see. “Stephan was right. The Nazarene was the only one doing what needed be done, wasn’t he? He was hunting the strigoi. Killing them. Jesus Christ. Shriving the bodies so they’d not rise, too.”

King Eventine’s lip quivered. “My father lied b-because he had to.”

“Had to what?”

King Eventine looked again to his brother, eyes yearning for escape.

“Day one, and you’re already one chicken-shit of a king,” I snarled.

“Only he was to bear this terrible burden,” King Eventine spat.

“Burden?” I scoffed. “He wasn’t the one getting husked.”

“Sir Luther,” Prince Palatine hobbled between us, “my father sought to shield us from his ... transgressions.” Prince Palatine laid a hand upon his family’s tome. “My father was its most recent custodian. I shared its contents with my brother and Father Gregorius and Sir Alaric. And now I share it with you. And now we all know it must be stopped. Now. Forever.”

“Strigoi,” I grimaced.

“Yes.” Prince Palatine nodded. “A plague upon this town. A scourge. And at its heart, as you said, it festers still down in the bowels of the old keep.”

I turned, looked out over the dying town, the intersticed docks, the river beyond. I stifled a gasp. A small cog was moored on the far bank, nearly hidden behind the mill buildings lining the Tooth.

“We need someone to delve into the old keep. As King Gaston had done.” Prince Palatine hadn’t seen the cog. None of them had. “Someone to put an end to this story, this misery, this abomination.”

“You mean me.” It wasn’t a question.

“Who else is there?” King Eventine demanded. “And we’ll — I’ll send others, too, whoever is able. Whoever we can spare.”

“Spare, huh? Might not want to sell it to them that way,” I said.

“I... I...” King Eventine fiddled with the massive key.

“Able, huh?” I strolled to the opposite side, all eyes on me, away from the river, the town, the cog bearing all my nascent hopes. “Well, maybe I’d rather be Cain in this scenario? Take a walk.” Or a boat ride. “Wander the land of Nod. Hear Nod’s nice this time of year.”

King Eventine stomped forward, pressing a skinny finger toward my face. “You will do this, Sir Luther. You must.”

Crossing my arms, I leaned against the parapet and fixed him a glare. “Look who’s growing some stones?”

King Eventine met my glare. “You. Will. Go.”

“Fine, you Highness. Alright. You win. I’ll go,” I spat. “But you’re coming down with me.”




Chapter 47.

...such choices made in those days of yore plague me still. Hence it is, I awaken in a cold sweat beside my wife and love and rue that I did not willfully cauterize the festering wound, the disease, the curse that I had become.

But I was selfish then. I was ignorant. I was human.

—Journal of King Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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RUTH KNELT, BROKEN wrist wrapped up, mechanically dipping a washcloth in water then wringing it out. Clenching it white-knuckled, hand trembling, she dabbed it across her dead husband’s forehead. Tears streaming, humming shards of shattered prayer, she broke down piecemeal with each whispered word. Sarah and Joshua huddled by her side, watching, waiting, weeping, she clutching a water bucket, he, her skirts.

“This gonna take long?” I asked.

“She doesn’t want to see you.” Lady Mary shoved the door closed, forcing me back into the hall. “She was quite plain. And they’re saying goodbye. It’ll take as long as it takes.”

“Yeah, well, make sure it doesn’t take too long,” I breathed.

“Rose of Sharon, they’re saying goodbye.”

I pursed my lips, took a deep breath, relented. “Apologies.”

“This crypt-venture is a fool’s errand,” Lady Mary spat. “You know that, yes?”

“Yeah. Sure. But fool’s errands are the only work that suits me.”

Lady Mary shook her head, “You can’t go down there after—”

“Look, I don’t want to. Jesus.” I lowered my voice. “Believe me. Tunnels are bad enough on their own without throwing blood-sucking demons in them.”

“I’m more concerned with von Madbury and the rest of them.”

Lady Mary had a point and not just the one on the end of her hook.

“Better he’s down there with me than up here with you.”

She had no retort to that. Just a grimace. A shake of the head. A muttered expletive. “You’re set on abandoning us.”

I nodded toward Ruth. She was carefully drying Abraham’s face.

“You think she’ll leave if it’s with me?” I asked. “Truthfully?”

“Rose of Sharon, I don’t—”

“She hates me. You said so yourself. And with fair-good reason.” I glanced down the hallway. “No. It’ll be easier to convince her to get rolling without me in the equation.”

“I’m not sure it shall be possible under any circumstances.”

“Tell her it’s the only way to save her kids. Cause it is. And if that doesn’t work, tell her I’m dead. You catch more flies with honey, yeah?”

“Even so—”

“Look. The King wants me to go.”

“Then tell him no.”

“Already said yes.”

“Why? What in Heaven’s breadth do you have to gain?”

“Look—” I thrust an arm through the cracked door, past her pretty face, toward the window. “Von Madbury has the gates. And along the northern wall? Brother Miles. East stand Sir Roderick and Harwin, the toad twins. The poxy fella with the crossbow’s guarding south.

“Felmarsh,” Lady Mary said. “Gideon Felmarsh. And I don’t see your point.”

“My point? My point is when we go marching toward oblivion, and the King and von Madbury go down along with us, at least half of those bastards standing watch out there’ll come along for the ride. Means less eyes on the wall. Less eyes on you.” I looked to Ruth, to the children. “And soon as we head down, you slip the wall and beat feet for that ship. You up for that?”

Lady Mary fingered her hook. “And how do you know we can gain passage?”

“Because you’re such a fine, smart lady that you’ll work it out.” I pulled my coin purse from my belt. It was damn-near full. I slapped it into her hand. “And if this doesn’t work? Negotiate. Demand. Kick and scream. Whatever it takes. Horrify them with that damned hook if it comes to it.”

Nodding, she felt the heft of the purse, squeezing it, tendons stark on her slender wrist. “How’d you come upon this?”

“Been pulling double shifts alongside Wenelda.” I pumped my hands up and down.

“Just what is wrong with you?”

“A lot. Yeah. Anyways.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Look. Town’s got no food. No goods. No nothing. All’s it’s got is coin. Coin you can’t buy anything with.”

“Except mercenaries.”

“Shitty mercenaries. I demanded hazard pay upfront and the good King Eventine was willing. It’ll sweeten the pot if chivalry falls short. Which it inevitably does.” 

Lady Mary peered out the window. “Where’s Stephan?”

“The leper-house still, I think. The King wants someone keeping an eye on the scourgers. He’ll send word when he thinks they’re coming. Hopefully, you’re long gone before then.”

“Alright.”

“Once me and Karl leave, you find a way over the wall. Under it. Through it. I stashed some rope in my room. A grappling hook. Some daggers. Just do whatever it takes.” I dug under my belt. “Anyways. Here’s the key. Avar has one, too.”

“Avar?” Lady Mary took the key. “How is he?”

“An empty husk of his former self.”

“So he fits right in with the rest of us?”

“Yeah. Something like that.” I smirked. “Look. Meet Stephan in the cellar of the house behind the Half-King Tavern. He’ll help convince Ruth. Of course,” I leaned in, lowering my voice, “things go sideways, you get on that ship and screw.”

“Excuse me?”

“Don’t wait for us. Or him. Or her. Or anyone.”

“I know what you meant.”

“Alright...”

Lady Mary slashed a hiss, “Why is it you assume I have no honor?”

“Because ... uh ... you don’t.”

“On the contrary, you simply fail to recognize it because it’s not an infantile, excuse-based decision-making process based on pride, ignorance and — excuse me, but — the size disparity between the true length of your manhood versus what you imagine.”

“Huh?”

“Lord above—” Lady Mary grimaced. “But if—”

“But if nothing.” My finger was in her face. “You beg, borrow, steal your way on that ship and you go. And don’t look back. And if the captain wants to ship out immediately, which if he’s sane he’ll do, you go, too. All of you. Any of you. Or just you if it comes to it. Any way. Karl and I are big and ugly enough to take care of ourselves.”

“And what about this ancient abomination festering practically underneath our noses?”

Blood draining from my face, I forced a fallow grin, “Better off killing old, decrepit things, my lady. Less running involved.”




Chapter 48.

...see it in my every move, my every word, my every instinct.

Even my young wife and child shun me, and so I retreat deeper and deeper, for longer and longer, arising on occasion only to...

—Journal of King Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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FINALITY IN THE FORM of a boar-spear weighed heavy in my grip, the wooden haft smooth, its head an ugly jag of steel, angular black, suffused by a patina of old rust red. Lead by von Madbury, one by one, mail shirts rustling in the dark, King Eventine’s guard filtered into the Execution Tunnel, their glares invariably drifting my way.

I kept my eyes alive, my back to the wall, my expectations low.

“See anything?” I squinted into the gloom. The Execution Tunnel. The Long Walk.

“Nay, Sir Luther.” King Eventine cast a sidewise glare as the last of his blackguards filled the chamber. He lowered his voice. “This venture shan’t raise their opinion of me.”

“Can only go one way, Your Highness,” I said. Truthfully.

Like the maw of some subterranean beast, the Execution Tunnel lay bare before us, teeth of a portcullis jagging down as though waiting to snap shut on some jackass fool enough to dare set foot beyond. I glanced around. We weren’t short on jackasses. Fools, either. The tunnel traveled onward and downward and out of sight, seeming in its journey to fairly devour the light of our feeble lanterns.

King Eventine adjusted his crowned helm. “Father Gregorius gave me a tongue lashing for agreeing to accompany you.”

“But look at you,” I loosened Yolanda in her scabbard, “alive and well.”

“Aye,” the King gripped the key hanging around his neck, “but for how long?”

He had a point. I ceded it fair swiftly.

As von Madbury skirted along the wall I pivoted, keeping him my peripheral.

“Sir Luther?” The King held out a hand. “If you would ... guide us?”

“Guide...?” I raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. Sure.” I took point beside Karl.

It was our show now. And what a shit-show it was.

Karl grunted as he knelt at the tunnel maw, his boar-spear leveled at the darkness. Air seemed periodically to ooze out from within, a gentle waft as if the tunnel were a living thing breathing. Slow. Heavy. Coarse.

I couldn’t wait to get in there.

The rest of the guards circled round their nervous King. He stood hunched and pale in the dim. Probably the first time he’d led anyone anywhere. And here he was leading fifteen men into an open grave. He cleared his throat, licked his lips, “Onward ... men,” he said, pointing with a flaccid throw of his arm.

Rousing stuff. Reminiscent of Charles the Hammer. Charlemagne. Roland the Fartier.

I offered Karl a stilted bow. “After you.”

“How’s it you walk with balls so big?”

I shrugged. “Strains the lower back, truth be bare.”

Karl chuffed a trollish sort of laugh, his voice echoing as he ducked the overhanging row of iron teeth, stepping inside the devil’s maw. I gave a final glance round at the chamber then trudged in after.

The rest’d either follow or they wouldn’t. But they were a thick lot on the whole, and after a moment’s hesitation, communal pride and fear of ridicule overcame fear of death, goading them onward, inward, downward. Always amazed by that. Men. Warriors. Fools. More afraid of what others think than of death.

Now me? Not so much. But I’ve never been considered much of a man. I stepped over a large block of stone, the light we bore carrying us onward in a dim globe that felt somehow protective against the encroaching black.

Behind, someone cursed as he cracked his head on something.

Grit crunched underfoot as the tunnel continued down, wending onward til it forked.

Karl shifted his spear. “Which way?”

“Left,” I said without any hesitation or reason for doing so. But sometimes it pays to look decisive. Feel decisive. Maybe you don’t fool them, but you just might fool yourself.

Karl said nothing, just gave me that “Bullshit” look then trudged onward.

“Sir Roderick, keep watch to the rear,” I hissed over my shoulder. Didn’t want something creeping up on us from behind. Old sapper’s trick. Split your waiting force in twain at a break and surround the buggers when they make their play. No fun being the buggers. The waiters, either.

“By what right do you order me?” Sir Roderick hefted his boar-spear, his scowl plainly adding ‘fuck you’ to the discourse.

I turned on him, Karl at my back. I could feel his devil smirk, the lone source of comfort in all this bloody debacle.

“Get in line, Roddy,” Sir Alaric growled.

“Fuck you, old man.”

“Do it,” King Eventine hissed.

Even still, Sir Roderick stood unmoved.

“Fine.” I stepped aside, a magnanimous hand held out, offering all the mysteries of the abyssal beyond. “You can take point, then.”

“Eh—” Sir Roderick glanced past me. Swallowed. The color drained from his face. Poured out the seams of his boots. Pooled across the floor. “Apologies. Th-the rear shall suffice.”

“Yeah,” I turned back to the black, half expecting to sprout steel in my spine, “I thought so.”

We continued down, shouldering through bottlenecks and scraping nitre from the walls as feathery roots that had no right being so deep brushed past our faces. Something snapped underfoot. Some sort of bone? A rib. I kicked it aside as I hunkered behind Karl, our spear-points leveled always to the fore.

Von Madbury barked a curse from behind.

“What?” I turned.

“Nothing. Just hit my head for the tenth bleeding time.”

“Oy—” Karl dropped to a knee, jamming the butt of his boar-spear into the floor, angling its point forth.

I was at his side, shouldering in, crowding the way, setting my spear angled likewise. “What?”

“Something’s coming.” Karl gripped his spear. “Coming fast.”

Von Madbury and Sir Alaric followed suit behind, and by the glow of lantern light we four waited, crushed together behind a thicket of war-steel and black iron, waiting for a demon to descend upon us in the dark.

“I can hear—” someone started.

“Shut it,” Karl grunted.

I heard it then, scrambling toward us. The sound of movement, swift, concerted, powerful. A body sliding past stone. Claws ripping through dirt. The rasp of ragged breath. A stench preceded it, the same tunnel-stench we’d become inured to, but by its efforts suddenly redoubled.

“Hail Mary, full of grace...” someone warbled.

I could hear Squire Morley, teeth chattering, could smell him, or someone else, piss themselves.

“It’s a bleedin’ hell-hound...” Squire Morley’s arm shook as he brandished the lantern, the light wavering like some will o’ the-wisp.

“Hold her steady, you damned fool,” Sir Alaric hissed.

Squire Morley swallowed and did. Somewhat.

Someone muttered a paternoster.

“Rear-guard,” I hissed, “stay sharp!”

The King clutched the wall, eyes wide, panting fast, just short of panic. He wasn’t alone.

The thing ahead skidded to a halt just shy of our lantern light, breath hissing as ragged as a punctured lung, a snuffing, slurping, whuffing sound. Two red glints hovered in the darkness beyond our feeble glow. “What in hell’s name?” Whatever it was pawed the ground, scraping its claws across stone, snuffling its muzzle like some blind thing catching scent of a kill.

“It isn’t coming,” von Madbury breathed.

“Sure it is.” Karl adjusted his stance. “Just it ain’t stupid.”

“Not as stupid as us,” I said.

“We do take the cake.”

“Morley,” I whispered without looking back, “it’s your show.”

Some jostling behind and Squire Morley pressed in.

“It’s tight,” Squire Morley breathed.

“It’s a fucking tunnel.” Gritting my teeth, I slid aside as best I could while Squire Morley set his foot in the crossbow’s stirrup and cranked the line back, staves groaning under the pull.

“Jesus,” I hissed, “next time maybe don’t paint its bloody portrait.”

“A-Aye.” With trembling fingers, Squire Morley set a broad-head in the groove.

“Then throw it.”

Squire Morley leveled his crossbow, let loose a pent-up breath, and let fly. Thwock! The bolt jumped like lightning from the groove and hissed down the tunnel, thudding into flesh unseen. A squeal ripped through the ether, followed by a warbled growl, somehow rat-like as whatever it was spasmed beyond the light. For the half-beat of a heart, I thought it was dead. Hoped it was. Prayed it was.

But it came at us, scrabbling fast, a glimpse of rancid pale fur and weeping pink eyes, all chittering teeth and black bloody murder. And in that instant, before it struck, so too, did another.

But it came from behind.

“‘Ware behind!” Karl yelled.

It was still too late.

The two things attacked in a pincer movement, fore and aft, the sapper’s trick I’d feared from the outset. I caught a glimpse of something, the aspect of a monstrous rat. Gargantuan. Albino. Twisted beyond hellish comparison. Its sniveling nose and whiskers whiffing scent, its blind eyes weeping treacle, glaring with idiot malice.

“Holy mother—!” Sir Roderick’s cry strangled off behind, swift as a noose snaps neck. His lantern exploded in an orange whoof against the ground. Sir Aravand roared in pain, in madness, in death.

The tunnel snuffed black to the sound of chisel-teeth gnashing and flesh tearing, mail rings popping, pinging in quick succession as the thing barreled headlong into our shiltron. Like a wave crashing, it slammed into our thicket of spear. Mine burst into kindling, but the others held, three-fold spears’ lugs holding the monstrosity at bay. Claws whisked past my face, knocking my helm flying as I cast my broken spear aside and drew Yolanda, fighting her free in the crush, half-swording her, gripping hilt and blade, stabbing forth and ripping, attacking the darkness.

The thing, the horror, the hell-hound, let loose a squeal of pain and rage as my blade bit, driving deep, a piercing high-pitched stiletto vibrating through my mind. Flesh tendril squirmed like coils of snake, scraping past my face, round my neck, my arms, as I stabbed again and again, ripping into damp rancid fur—

“Forward, you fuckers!” Karl drove forth on stumpy legs, forcing the thing back on the end of his boar-spear. Von Madbury swore beneath his breath as he and Sir Alaric followed.

I stumbled to a knee as the horror lurched back, releasing me. My neck was screaming raw, wet from rasp and slather, but I could breathe. Move. Think.

Stunned, shattered, I clutched the wall for support. Realized everyone behind was dead. Bodies lay contorted, a cadre of tin soldiers smashed across tunnel floor. Some poor simple bastard I hardly knew lay slathered against the wall, neck broken, lantern smashed, oil burning in a small pool the lone source of light.

Sir Roderick lay broken, a tangle of twisted limb and torn mail. Squire Morley’s face was ... just gone.

Down the tunnel, the shiltron kept moving.

“Your Highness?” I called out through the failing light.

But the King was gone.

So were the rest.

I froze as something shifted in the blackness beyond the charnel ruin, the sound of something licking its dripping chops, teeth scraping across teeth. And that rotten smell... Then a moan, someone begging, pleading, praying. Sir Aravand? King Eventine? “Oh please, dear God, no—”

I could have advanced, maybe saved the poor bastard, maybe done something, anything, but I didn’t. I turned and I ran.




Chapter 49.

...the deeper darkness, my ancestors’ crypt has become my home, for my kin have seen what I am become and have forsaken me.

They are right to do so.

—Journal of King Ulrich of Haeskenburg

***
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I STAGGERED BLINDLY ONWARD, downward, Yolanda gripped blade-back in my left fist, my right out, scrabbling along the tunnel’s side, fingertips dancing, palm slathering through dirt and root and stone, feeling along, praying I wouldn’t charge headfirst into some hidden horror or bottomless pit. Dirt and grit cascaded. Roots brushed past my head, but in my mind were the long grasping appendages of those ... those things. Plodding on, the rasp of my breath, my whole world. Afraid to pause. Afraid to turn. Afraid that whatever lay behind was drooling down my neck.

Screams pierced the gloom.

I skidded to a halt.

Gasped.

Jesus Christ.

Blood pumping in my ears. Lungs burning. Doubled over. Had I actually heard it? Or were they but echoes in my mind? No. It sounded again. Behind. A man screaming. Wailing. The sputter of a smashed lantern, eclipsed suddenly by monstrous shadow.

I swallowed, turned, redoubled my pace, my right hand my lifeline. The ground beneath my feet dipped then turned. Five steps later the tunnel walls disappeared, and I tripped over something, stumbling to the floor.

Daylight blared from above. I blinked. Mother of Mary. I could see. Somehow.

Shielding my eyes against the glare, I kicked over, aiming Yolanda back at the passageway. My arms quivered. My curse reverberated. The tunnel glared back like the empty eye socket of some eons-dead cyclops’s.

I wiped drool from my mouth. Spat grit. Waited. Watched.

Blood pounded like war-drums in my ears. The rasp of ragged breath. The iron band constricting round my chest. But it meant squat cause that thing was coming. I pushed myself up, focused on the tunnel but offering quick takes of the cavern, the chamber, the hall. Worked stone. Hewn rock. Dungeon-works. A pile of something in the corner. And the far walls, if there were any, lay unseen, limned in liquid shadow. From a crucifix-shaped hole far above, a blade of harsh blue sunlight stabbed down upon a tomb set in the center of the chamber.

Only then did I realize what I’d stumbled over. Sir Alaric. Lying prone in a pool of his own blood. But he was breathing.

I didn’t hazard it a chronic condition.

“By the hound,” Sir Alaric’s eyes cracked open, “thank God.”

“A first for me.” I knelt by his side. “Where you bleeding?”

“T-That thing...” he clutched at me, slurring, slobbering, blood oozing down his chin. “P-Please. D-Don’t leave me.”

“I won’t, Red.” I wrestled free. “Where are you bleeding?”

“I’m ... Heh ... Red all over.”

“Jesus.” I snatched him by the collar, dragged him back toward the light just as I got that feeling. That feeling of swimming in dark water, deep water, of prey, the instant before the thing slunk free of the passageway.

“Ooof!” Sir Alaric’s head clocked off stone as I jump-stepped back, bringing Yolanda up to the long guard.

“What the hell...?”

It cramped my mind just looking at it. What’d they call it? A hell-hound. As good a name as any. Though more rodent than dog, in truth. Shades of a disease-wracked gutter rat but ... wrong. Monstrous wrong. Mangy hair sprouted in tufts, pink scaly flesh where it didn’t. A tail dragging behind. Two more sprouting crooked and bent. One from its neck, another its side, and more. Its mouth opened and, Lord, teeth.

“By the hound...”

“Don’t worry,” I sniffed, took a step forward, interposing myself. “I’ve got it.”

“The hell you do—”

The hell-hound shifted beneath a cloak of darkness, creeping towards me, its eyes squeezing nigh on closed in anticipation of the pounce. Tumors glistened off its head, red and tumescent. Dripping. Sir Alaric scuttled for purchase, reaching for his boar-spear.

I kicked it back toward him.

“By the hound—” Sir Alaric mumbled.

The hell-hound pounced, jagging past like lightning, snatching Sir Alaric and ripping him back into the passage. “Lad!” Only the boar-spear caught on either side of the passage and Sir Alaric’s skinny arms, clutching on for dear life, saved him.

Ducking the boar-spear and sliding into the maw past the struggling knight, I lunged, thrusting Yolanda into darkness. Into it.

Then again. And again. And again.

It squealed like something halfway between a baby and skinned rabbit. Awful. So awful I almost stopped. So awful I almost pissed myself. I twisted the hilt, kicked, half-pulled my blade, re-angled and thrust again. A tendril-tail ripped past my face and neck, skin rough, rubbing me raw. I lunged forward, driving Yolanda in to the hilt, the thing squealing.

“Fuck off!” I yelled cause maybe that’d work.

Squealing mad, it caught itself, claws digging in, teeth gnashing at my mail as I tore Yolanda free and swung, but the passage was too tight and I shanked her off the wall, sparks flying as I lost her. I stumbled back, drawing a dagger. My fingers found the passage edge, and I tore myself out into the hall.

“Red!” I hissed and there was Sir Alaric trying to wrap his belt around his thigh. A glimpse of his lower leg just ... gone. A jagged end of flensed bone. Blood spurting. His hands fumbling. Eyes bulging.

An appendage grasped my leg, tearing me back.

“Yolanda!” My voice cracked.

“Here—” Sir Alaric tossed his blade, sailing past as the thing tripped me, dragging me back.

I rolled, kicked free, scraped across flagstone floor, my hand somehow lighting upon Sir Alaric’s boar-spear. As the thing pounced, I snatched up the spear, turned and stabbed. Once. Twice. Three times and it let go, keening raw, its nightmare tails thrashing. 

I scrambled back, huffing, gagging, boar-spear aimed forth.

In the open, stalking forth, tails twitching like a stalking cat, the hell-hound paused.

I swallowed. Gasped. Was it the spear? The light?

“What—?” I slid back, got my footing as it exploded forth, tenfold gnashing teeth aimed for my face, and saw only black.




Chapter 50.

...for years now the strigoi has preyed upon the populace, overcoming any and all attempts to constrain it. It seems finally that some other avenue must be...

—King Gaston’s Ledger

***
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IT WAS A HORRIBLE THING,” someone muttered, “and I’ve seen horrible things. Done ... horrible things.”

I came to with crushing chest pain. Cracked an eye, rolled over. Barely able to breathe. Gasping. Grunting. My blood-crusted mouth clicking as I stretched it. “Red?” It sounded like him. Jesus. “Red, that ... that you?”

“Sure and it is, lad.” Sir Alaric sat leaning against the wall, splayed out, pale and gasping, his belt wound tight round his thigh. And below it? Nothing.

“You look like shit,” I said.

He didn’t argue the point.

Sir Alaric fumbled his empty pipe trembling to his mouth. “You ever have nightmares, lad?”

“Right now count?”

A pause as he considered, followed by a nod. “I’ll allow it.”

“Generous.”

“We...” Sir Alaric rubbed his eyes with a crimson fist, “we had a talk earlier, you and me. And I ... I wasn’t as forthcoming as I might o’ been.”

“Please.” I dragged Yolanda over, scraping across the flagstone floor, over to his side. “Do go on.”

“Well now, the rest of the tale’s one for the backroom, you ken? Don’t want you bringing it up come supper time.”

“I’ll try to think of something else.”

“Listen now, lad.” Sir Alaric licked his pallid lips. “I don’t know. I ... I just wanted to tell you I never got a look at that Rudiger-fella’s face.”

“It doesn’t matter now, Red.”

“No,” he chopped with a hand, “It does. And I want you to understand that if what they said is true. That I ... I arrested him afore. That he was to be executed and wasn’t. Just want you to understand...”

“Understand what?”

“That I didn’t know. About the whole picture. About this ... this thing.” Sir Alaric scowled at the carcass, his boar spear lodged in its nightmare maw, its point jutting out the back of its neck. A lucky shot. “Sniffs and snippets, mayhap. Enough puzzle pieces for a smart man to fit to one, but I weren’t that. Ain’t never been that.”

“How could you not know?” I said. “You were the bloody justiciar.”

“I’m only justiciar cause my daughter married a king. Otherwise? I’d be lording over some dung heap east of the swamp.”

“Even so.”

“What? You never turned a blind eye?” Sir Alaric spat. “Never figured it’d be easier not asking a question? Mayhap overlooking or forgetting some tiny-little-nothing detail? Something no one would miss? Make your life that much easier?”

“Not when I was good.” And it was true. When I was a good knight, a good justiciar, a good man, I’d have stormed through hellfire for the truth. “But that was some time ago.”

“Aye,” Sir Alaric moaned, “and who the hell was I to question my king?”

A thousand caustic retorts I bit back, choked down, swallowed. Cause he was right. Who was he to question his king? Who was anyone? “What makes them any better?” I asked.

“Us.” Sir Alaric pinched some pipe-weed from his pouch, hand trembling, scattering it. “Us letting ‘em think they are. And us thinking we ain’t. Give us a hand, would you?”

I snatched a pinch of the weed and tamped it in his pipe.

“Many thanks. And what’d you say before, lad?” Sir Alaric said. “‘Let sleeping dogs die?’ Well, that’s what I did. Just, it’s a lesson you gotta learn and relearn that,” he swallowed, “once in a while, those hounds come on back, barking, and baying, and biting. Dead or not.

“Him. Her.” Sir Alaric whispered. “Them. This — whatever it is — end times? Apocalypse. By the hound, I don’t know. I ain’t no priest. Ain’t no nothing, even when I was something. But folk dying and in droves.” He crushed tears from his eyes. “Dead. Lifeless.” He swallowed, nodding to himself. “Bloodless.”

“Like Brown Cloak?”

“Aye. And him but one of the many.” He swallowed. “Strigoi, eh? An ugly word. Ugly sound. Just the saying of it. Dark days. Darker nights. Endless. Waiting on the coming of dawn.”

“You still jawing about Rudiger? Or the Grey-Lady?” I glared over at the dead thing. “Or that thing?”

“I paid the price. Paid it with interest. Heavy.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“What’s done is done.” Sir Alaric gripped my arm tight, fingertips biting in like spikes of iron. “I want you to tell Elona the truth, you ken?”

“Go on, old man, I’m listening.” I gripped his cold hand as he spoke.

“I...” He slumped lower down the wall, melting like a warm candle, his grey skin waxy in the half-light “Can’t shake thinking on Cat’s last moments. Was ... was it over quick? Merciful quick? Or ... was it not?”

“I’d hazard quick, old man.”

“Eh?” Sir Alaric blinked as he took a breath, his eyes going final blind, “I ... I’d hazard not.”




Chapter 51.

...and so we, the flower of Haesken’s nobility, journey down into the crypts. We know not what to expect other than darkness, drek, despair...

—King Gaston’s Journal.

***
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KARL...” I HISSED INTO the tunnel maw. I didn’t want to be near it. The inky blackness had a texture to it. A slick nauseating oiliness. A tingling. Or maybe I just imagined it, chicken-shit prick that I am. But I called out again. Louder. Hoping I’d hear Karl’s gruff voice bark back or the clomp of his hobnail boots. So I listened. And I waited. And I heard nothing.

“God damn it...” I said cause I knew I had to go back. Had to check the tunnel. Had to find out what had happened. Had to get the hell out of here.

“Karl!” I shouted.

Then wincing, I waited.

A bead of sweat rolled down the small of my back. There’d been three lanterns with the party. I’d heard glass break. Harwin’s. It’d been burning in a pool. So two left back there intact. Maybe.

I turned.

The tomb rose dead center from the chamber floor. An enormous slab of rectangular rock jutting up. As though the chamber’d been excavated out around it. A bas-relief of a crowned king had been carved into the lid. The King stared up at the blazing crucifix of sunlight blaring down. His features were blocky. Unrefined. Journeyman work. Drunk journeyman.

The lid lay askew.

Had it before?

Claw marks scored its empty innards. It reeked of dust and ancient decay.

Beyond the ring of light, across from the tunnel, lay another tunnel, walled up with blocks as high as my waist. Whoever had done it cared not for appearances, only function. Despite it, I pushed on them vainly, hoping for another escape. One that didn’t entail the far tunnel.

And the hell-hound within.

Like a man afloat in a sea of despair, I returned to the nimbus of light, reveling in the warmth, the ephemeral safety. Shielding my eyes, I couldn’t make out anything but the crucifix-shaped silhouette. There was no way to climb it.

A rasping sounded from behind.

“Red?” I froze.

But it wasn’t Red.

Couldn’t be.

It came again.

What the—? My heart jumped again at the sound. The long, rough friction, like a cat having a go at a salt lick. I stepped out of the light, eyes adjusting, making some sense, then making none. Thought it was Karl trudging down the tunnel. Or wished, rather. Even to see that bastard von Madbury would’ve brought me no small modicum of joy. But wishes were like snowflakes, they died as soon as you grasped them.

A pile of bones sat mounded against the far wall. They scattered as something crawled from them, through them, emerging from the darkness. A shape. Slumped. Rough. Human. Ish...

I nearly fumbled the boar-spear as I ducked behind the tomb, holding my breath.

He...

No.

It...

It crawled across the floor, dragging itself along, onerously, with one long skeletal arm. I fancied its joints creaking as It inched toward Sir Alaric. Its hand slopped through clotted crimson, scraping across stone, then retracted to Its withered lips, inserting Its palsied, crippled claw into Its black gash of a maw.

Sucking then. Moaning. Trembling.

I swallowed. Glanced over my shoulder, hoping, begging, praying, for another escape to materialize. But nothing.

The thing shifted again, drawing itself through the pool. Like some palsied beast, It lowered Its head. Its form lay hidden beneath a tattered mantle, bulges writhing sluggish beneath that ermine ruin. Its skin was the color of death.

I don’t know if It saw me. If It knew I was there. If It cared.

Its maw split, trembling open, its tongue emerging, the tip of a withered twig sluicing through blood, rasping across stone. A moan of ecstasy crippled forth. Its carcass shuddered as It drank, slurping and sucking and pawing, hunkering, groaning low in greedy black waves.

In fascination, horror, revulsion, I watched, fingers nigh on crushing the spear haft.

The Half-King.

It wore a Haesken crown, but desiccated flesh had metastasized up and around, consuming it all but for the crucifix tips of iron and tarnished gold. It rose up, wiping Its stained maw with the back of Its skeletal claw.

A warbled groan let loose as It loomed over Sir Alaric.

I swallowed. Rose. Stalked forth.

“No fucking way,” I said.

It lurched around, stiff, wooden, ungainly.

“Jesus...” I stutter-stepped to a halt, my moment gone. Bravery fled. 

Crooked and skeletal and tall, It rose and continued rising, an eldritch wave, Its mantle rippling, bulging, contorting, the impression of naked rat tails writhing beneath.

“Oh holy hell.”

Its maw worked, mechanical, wooden, as though trying to speak.

I should have struck, should have skewered It, should have done something, anything, shades of Avar, alone in the Ulysses’s hull, but words dribbled in crimson spittle, sluicing from that gash of a maw.

“P-Please...” Its mouth worked, constructing word from disparate sounds, its voice echoing in other pitches, other tones, other voices long eons past. It glanced down at Sir Alaric, then at me, recoiling as though somehow ashamed. “P-Please...”

I swallowed, tried to anyways, tightening my grip on the boar-spear as I set my heel, digging into the floor.

It raised Its long angular arm, claws ragged and black and chitinous sharp. “Please—”

It didn’t get to finish.

Boar spears are made specifically to set against a charge, but they work just aces with one, too, and that’s what I did, catching It bodily on point, skewering It, driving It back. Rat tail appendages snapped and rasped inches from my face as I drove It slamming against the wall. Pinning It. My feet fighting for purchase as It squealed. As It writhed. As It reached.

Shards of ruined teeth grimaced in frustration, exasperation. “Please!” It grasped the boar-spear, scrabbling at the haft.

I set my foot behind the butt of the boar-spear, pinning it, reaching for Yolanda in her scabbard as the boar-spear’s tines began to bend back.

“Please—” The Half-King gripped the spear-haft, snapping it in twain.

I lurched forth.

Its nails dug into my shoulder, grasping, and I swung the broken spear haft, slamming It across the face. Knocking It sideways. Almost. The grasping miasma of writhing tail splayed out against the wall, holding it upright.

I smashed It again.

Its eyes shined like shards of coal. “Please!” Ripping free and slipping in the blood, I righted myself, drawing Yolanda, the sweet song of her blade ringing free an exalted elixir for my faltering heart.

“Please...” The Half-King took a jagged step. “No...”

I swung. An artless, guileless tree-chop stroke, a brute-force action born of fear and terror and desperation. Black-nailed fingers scattered like hail.

The Half-King raised a warding arm. “No...”

Another swing and half Its arm was gone.

And still, It trudged forth, all spare and angular, crooked nightmare appendages flaring out from beneath his ruined mantle, eyes burning black as a midnight sun.

It lurched forward and never stopped coming.

And me? I never stopped swinging.




Chapter 52.

...my husband, my love, my king, Gaston, against all odds returned from his quest, proving victorious.

Yet, something about my love hath...

—Diary of Queen Anne

***
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I COLLAPSED TO A KNEE on the stone floor, gasping, cursing, steaming in the cold air, Yolanda the only thing holding me upright. The Half-King twitched on the ground, a hacked mass of appendage and horror. Disparate bits wriggling. Parts of man. Parts of beast. Parts of ... I don’t know. Rat. Vermin. Thing. All struggling to make itself whole.

Mother of God...

Dry heaving, stifling it hard, I rose, shouldering Yolanda, forged of lead, my arms jelly, and hefted her on high. Trembling, I brought her down. Again. And again. And again. I kicked slithering limbs away from each other. Screamed. Hacked. Collapsed again.

The cruciform daylight had waned, turning from the white blare of midday to the orange rust red of encroaching dusk. I shuddered. I couldn’t be down here come nightfall.

“Sorry Red.” I stepped over Sir Alaric, pale and cold, and leaned out the threshold, a hand to the stone jamb, staring into the abyss. Breathing. Listening. Quivering. Willing myself forward.

And failing.

Karl was still back there.

Somewhere.

The light was fading fast.

That’s what finally drove me. And I didn’t stride forth like the heroes of old. I was no Lancelot. No Roland. No Beowulf bearding Grendel’s mother in her lair. I slunk out like a kicked dog. At best.

“I’ll come back,” I whispered, sliding into darkness.

Yolanda gripped tight, I held her against the left wall, the one I’d followed down while keeping the broken boar-spear out to my right. The minuscule tingle of tip against stone, scritch, scritch, scritch, the sole comfort in my hour of need. I could count on it. Focus on it and not the fact that I was swimming upstream in dark water, surrounded by sharks. After sixty paces, I lost the light. After ninety more, I lost the right wall along with my nerve. Had a moment of rank indecision there in the dark. Of watery guts. A split in the tunnel. Stay to the left and I’d make my way back. Up. Past the massacre. Out.

But Karl’d gone right.

He had to have.

I kept left. Trudged on. Guilt rising in my gorge with each step until I stumbled across someone’s corpse. Harwin, I think. I pawed along him. Over him. Found Squire Morley not far beyond. Could tell it was him by that crossbow. I couldn’t find his lantern.

Stumbling along, I found Sir Roderick by kicking him in the head. “Sorry...” I lied.

His lantern was broken.

“Come on ... come on.” I knelt, pawing him like a pauper til I found what I’d hoped.

I turned around, started back down. Kept my left hand to the wall this time. The spear to the right. Scritch... Scritch... Scritch... When I lost the right I didn’t even pause. I tripped over a stone, screamed, nearly broke my neck, pissed my pants, but I didn’t pause.

The floor turned from stone to dirt. As though something had burrowed its way out. Or in. I tripped again and swore, finally figured anything alive down here knew I was coming. Trudging around like some jackass.

“Karl—?” I rasped.

Nothing.

I kept at it. Trudging down, down, down. The tunnel getting tighter and tighter. The air thicker and thicker. Had trouble catching my breath with the walls squeezing in. Compressing my senses. My soul. My sanity. The smell of dirt being overtaken by some mottled stench I couldn’t describe. But it wasn’t good.

Loose soil cascaded as I brushed past it — and froze. Something up ahead... A moan? Was it human? Jesus. “Karl—” I gripped Yolanda and listened. Prayed.

Something shifting? Sliding? Up ahead? Another moan.

It was human.

I hunkered low and made my way til I set my hand into a greasy mass of wet fur.

A corpse. A carcass. It was the other hell-hound. I won’t say I squealed like a little girl. If I’d had the presence of mind to, I might’ve. At best. The hell-hound was laid out across the tunnel floor, blocking it wall to wall. About the size of a lion. Its body covered in damp mangy fur. I gave a cautious prod with the boar-spear.

It didn’t move.

Able to breathe again, somewhat, I wiped my hand on my pant leg. Dry heaved. Squeezed past, praying the whole while the thing didn’t move, didn’t shift, didn’t have any babies slithering around inside. Jesus.

“Watch it with that thing,” growled a voice.

Karl.

My legs went weak. Oh, thank the Lord.

Karl shifted, grunting, buried half-beneath the thing. “Gonna lend me a hand?”

I took a breath. A real honest-to-goodness breath despite the caustic fume. “How’d you know it was me?”

“Heard a little girl squeal.”

“Wasn’t me.”

“Right. Musta been the other fella.”

“Yeah. A real chicken-shit little bitch, that other fella.”

“Just get this damned thing off me, will ya?”

“Alright. Watch it. Can you move at all?”

Karl pulled his torso aside as best he could, and I shoved the broken spear haft underneath the thing, dug it in as deep as I could. “That good?”

“Like a dream,” Karl grunted. 

“Aces.” I squatted and set the haft against my shoulder. “Ready?”

“No.”

“Alright,” I ignored him, “watch it—” and straightened, levering the haft up, shifting the carcass a mite. Karl slithered out kicking and swearing from beneath its fetid bulk. For a moment, he just leaned there against the wall, breathing long, hollow, hoarse.

“You alright?” I pawed along, found his shoulder.

“Just dandy.”

“Good.” I squeezed. “C’mon.”

“You seen Red?”

“Just shut up and come on.” He hissed a sharp invective between his teeth as I yanked him to his feet. “Got your axe?”

“Rrrg...” Shifting and scraping, the squelch of something being squished. “Odin’s breath.”

“Hrmm... Gimme a moment.” A wrenching sound, like he was yanking it from the thing’s gullet which is what I was fair sure he was doing. After a moment of skin stretching, ripping, came an, “Aye. Yar. Got it.”

“Alright,” I said. “Can you walk?”

Karl gripped my arm. “Long as it’s the hell out of here.”

“Was thinking of moving in. Raising a family,” I said. “Stay to the left.” I kept a hand to his shoulder, Yolanda in the other. We started on. “There’ll be a hard turn coming up. After about a hundred paces. Give or take. Watch your step.”

“You want to drive this thing?”

“No, but I don’t want to be sitting in back, either.”

“The left?” Karl grumbled. “Heads us back down.”

“Yeah. Red’s down there. And besides, I found something you’re going to love.”

“Yar? And what’s that?”

“A king. A dead one.”

“Hrrm. My favorite kind.”

“Not so much with this one.”

We trudged along.

“And what are we gonna do with His Majesty?” Karl asked out of the black.

I patted the skin of lamp oil I’d filched off Sir Roderick’s corpse. “Honor him the old way.”




Chapter 53.

...the disappearances and killings have begun once more.

—Journal of King Gaston II.

***
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I SHOULD’VE KNOWN IT the instant our eyes met. Destiny. Kismet. Betrayal. But I was focused on other things.

The sun had set long before Karl and I trudged back through Husk’s vaunted gates. And by vaunted, I meant shitty. So very, very shitty. It was a ghost town as per usual. No folk slogging about in the claustrophobic alleyways. No lights glowing behind shuttered window. No dogs barking off in the distance. Karl peeled off with a grunt and headed south for the leper-house. I made for the house behind the Half-King for our rendezvous with Lady Mary and Ruth and the kids.

But they weren’t there.

And they weren’t at the docks.

So I headed back, waited behind the tavern, closing my eyes and hoping, breathing, shivering, seeing things I didn’t want to see and feeling ... thirsty. And as luck would have it, a tavern stood just within throwing distance. So I did what I had to. Or didn’t, but I did it anyways.

“I’ll have a push and a shove,” I announced down the bar.

In honor of Sir Alaric. From somewhere up in heaven, he’d smile down beatifically, taking a well-deserved break from boning his gorgeous dead wife. Or someone else’s. If that’s how heaven works. And it most certainly ain’t. But it was a nice thought, and I was short on nice thoughts. Cause every time I closed my eyes I saw that damned thing, that shambling, awful crippled mess of a thing squealing as I hacked it to pieces. And the squealing hadn’t stopped as it burned. Then the burning thing morphed into the Nazarene, huffing out yellow fumes as lepers screamed and groped and pawed from all around. And then Rudiger and his teeth, followed by the Grey-Lady, charring to a crisp as she begged for mercy.

“Eh?” Sweet Billie raised her craggy head, offering a dead stare followed by a blink. Like waking from a fog. Or seeing a ghost. “Sure thing ... Sir Luther.” Her hand buried in a mug. “Coming right up.”

“Thanks.” I should’ve seen it. Smelled it. Something’ed it. But like I said, I was focused on quenching my unrequited thirst, quelling my demons, blurring my inner vision.

Sweet Billie forced a lined smile, showing no teeth, and poured. “Heard King Eckhardt’s, ah ... passed on, they say.”

“Yeah. Unfortunate.” More or less. Less taking the dominant position.

“Well...” she slid the tankard across the bar, “here you go.”

“Where’s Wenelda?” I asked as something caught my eye.

It was the portrait Sir Alaric had laid a kissed hand upon that first night we’d arrived. Tankard in hand, I meandered over. A painting of Lady Catherine. Absolutely beautiful, much like the one from Sir Alaric’s room but painted from a different perspective, from behind, her looking back and over her right shoulder, standing before a field of gold, the trees behind the blaze of autumn flame.

Jesus—

Something in my mind struck, clicking into place like clockwork.

But it didn’t matter.

The first blackguard stepped from the kitchen. Gideon Felmarsh. A dumb look plastered across his wart-mangled mug. But he wasn’t stupid. Had a loaded Genoese crossbow in those ham-strangler paws. Finely crafted. Aimed at yours truly. Naturally. Brother Miles was the second. Two-fisting that studded mace of his. White knuckled.

I eyeballed it. Funny thing about maces. Men of the cloth can wield them. But not axes or swords. Church gave the say-so cause they’re blunt and won’t draw blood. Theoretically. It was small comfort.

“Did Jesus use a flanged mace?” I asked.

Brother Miles opened his mouth but fell shy of wowing me with diatribe. He just looked guilty. Not guilty enough to stop what he was doing, but guilty nonetheless.

“Hypocrisy, life’s blood of the church,” I said.

“Grab some ceiling, you shit-fuck.” Felmarsh stepped into the light. He was shorter than me, and even with the flurry of love-bites gracing my mug, I topped him for looks, too.

“Mind if I finish my drink?” I took a sip. “You should try doing something that distracts from your face. Grow out your hair. A mustache. Wear a mask. Might help you with the ladies.”

“Ain’t got no problem with the ladies.”

I backed up. “Bet they have with you.”

“Huh?”

Another pair of figures slid from the kitchen. One was King Eventine. The other that shit, von Madbury. King Eventine looked haggard, beat as a dog while von Madbury bore a manic gleam in his one eye.

“Y’know?” I glared at the King, “Your family’s curse might just be warranted.”

King Eventine paled and said nothing. I hadn’t expected him to.

The front door thudded open and another pair of blackguards waded in.

“Fuck your mother.” Von Madbury gripped his curved tulwar.

“You talking to me?” I nodded to the King. “Or him?”

King Eventine blinked, stammered, frowned.

“Too bad you weren’t born a mime,” I said. “You’d’ve been aces.”

“Said to grab some ceiling.” Felmarsh trudged forward, shouldering the barkeep aside. “Cunt.”

“Apologies.” I cocked my head toward von Madbury. “Thought you were talking to him.”

The King had the good graces to avert his gaze, “Sir Luther, I don’t believe—”

“Shut it,” von Madbury shouldered past him, adding after the sad fact, “Your Majesty.”

“Wenelda available?” I called to Sweet Billie, but she was gone, out the back. Smart. I did my damnedest to ignore Felmarsh. His crossbow, though? Not so easy. I took a long deep breath. There were worse ways to go than a stick to the chest.

“Hands up.” Felmarsh jabbed with the crossbow. “And away from the pig-sticker.”

“Ah... Apologies. Grab some ceiling.” I raised my hands. Slowly. Finally. There were six of them all told. Five if you didn’t count the King, which I didn’t. “Didn’t grasp the reference. But then, I can be obtuse. You wouldn’t understand. Not a sharp fella like you.” I turned to the King. “Where’s Lady Mary?”

“Where she belongs.” King Eventine gave von Madbury a sidelong look. “Ahem... She’s to be my bride.”

“Bet she’s through the roof,” I deadpanned. “And the others?”

The King stiffened. “I—”

“Shut it,” von Madbury growled.

“You have them killed?” I said. “Huh, Your Highness? A madwoman and two kids? Jesus.”

Von Madbury hissed something in the King’s ear and he stiffened, paled, nodded.

I fixed King Eventine my best glare, even though I knew it was too late, knew he’d lost control, knew he’d never had it to begin with. “You know what you’re dealing with, yeah?”

“We know who we’re not,” von Madbury answered.

“Wasn’t talking to you, you sad, limp prick,” I said calmly. “This’ll end poorly for all involved, Your Highness. Mark my words.”

“You were going to take her,” King Eventine sniveled.

“No. She was gonna leave with me. There’s a difference.”

“She’s safe. She’s where she needs to be.” King Eventine drew himself up. “What happened down there? In the tunnel?”

“You ran,” I sneered. “I didn’t.”

“Yes, well...” the King licked his pallid lips, “it seemed the prudent thing to do.”

“Can’t disagree with you there.” And I hucked my tankard sidearm at Felmarsh, cracking off his shoulder in a spider-webbing arc of ale.

“Shoot him!”

Wincing through the spray, Felmarsh shot, Thwock! I struck a table, ducked and hurled a chair aside, Brother Miles lurching after.

I slipped a glancing mace blow, booted him in the knee, sweeping his leg out from under him, stalling von Madbury, and turned tail. The two blackguards at the door stayed put, hunters to the hound, ready and waiting while Brother Miles and von Madbury untangled and gave chase, but there was no chase to give. Not in a tavern half the size of an outhouse.

Felmarsh cursed, reloading.

I hurdled through the room and dove, busting through a shuttered window, landing, rolling across the wet ground, coming up to my feet and running like my life depended on it, which is most assuredly did.

“Kill him!”

A bolt zipped past.

Down an alley, I scrambled through trash and matter and darkness, blood pounding in my ears, a hot burn flooding my chest, my lungs, my legs. But I staggered on, collapsing to a knee against a tilted picket fence. My arms ... so heavy all of a sudden. Legs, too. Jesus. Waterlogged lead. The fence creaked as I leaned into it. The hot burning was a warmth now, running down my side, my leg, pooling beneath me.

Brother Miles had struck me good. But as I closed my eyes, I realized Brother Miles had missed. Felt the swish of air past my face.

“Odin’s eye...” I felt at my side, probing, wincing, gasping, grunting.

And found it.

The sharp end of Felmarsh’s crossbow bolt, snapped off in the side of my chest, its sliver-thin end poking free. I picked at it, grimacing, wet fingers slipping on its ephemeral point. Come on. Couldn’t get a grip. Come on, you fucker! And if I could? What then? It was deep. I coughed wet red, hacked up a mouthful of pink spume. Wiped my chin. Coughed again, slumping ponderous to the ground. Everything was suddenly so dense. So thick. So slow.

I blinked.

All I could do.

Footsteps crunching through the grit. Somewhere. Somewhere near. Finally laughter. Sharp, nasty laughter. Closer now. But I didn’t give a shit, couldn’t give a shit cause I was headed beyond...




Chapter 54.

...at odds finding the requisite bodies and souls to satiate my sire’s monstrous appetite...

—Journal of King Gaston II

***
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ALL WAS DARKNESS. DARKNESS and chanting, a slow rhythmic hum suffusing the air with an echo of desecration and infinite possibility. But I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Could barely think. Something sat on my chest. Crushing me. Inch by inch, ribs yielding to the constant pressure of some torturer’s device constricting by increment.

“Fuck him!” A voice snarled. A voice so familiar. “Let him die. Let him die like all the rest. Like all the ones he done killed. Our brothers!”

“JESUS—!” Someone laid the boots into my side and I stiffened, gasped, posturing across the ground like a dying fish.

Dirt and grit bit into the back of my head, my neck, as I tried to cover, tried to flail, tried to anything but failed.

“Beg off, brother,” a deep hollow voice sounded. Did it come from beneath the earth? The sky? From the very ether?

Bare feet flapped off to the grumble of curses and fell views of my nature and parentage.

“Brother,” the hollow voice sounded closer, louder, deeper, “now is not your time.”

Why...? I wanted to ask. Could feel my lips moving, but nothing coming out. I was so tired. So god-damned dense and tired and ready and willing to just lay down and embrace the soft expanse of sweet annihilation.

“Because we say so,” the hollow voice said.

Aaaahhh!

I screamed, in my mind at least, as someone grabbed me by the arm and yanked me off the ground, feet dangling, side burning, something wooden lodged unmoving through my chest.

“Come back to me, brother,” the voice said.

The hell—?

The pain was nigh on unbearable as a red-hot poker twice the width of my fist slid burning into my side, melting through in a searing hiss, that poker, a hand, probing through, gliding along slick wet ribs, fingers palpating, feeling so wrong, so strange, so awful. Wet and warm. Every inch of my body and soul straining, screaming. The fingers found something awry, and slid between my ribs, wedging them up and down, bowing them, joints bending, creaking, and me?

Trembling. Kicking. Cursing. Screaming. Like a little fucking girl.

Pink burst out from within, a hiss, a torrent, a gush, a waterfall of slop splashing matter across the earth. A quick twist and pull and the thick butcher’s hand slipped free. I dropped marionette-limp across the ground, fingers scrabbling at the earth, gasping, hacking, puking.

But I could breathe again.

“There, brother.” Something thunked into the ground by my face. “The seed of your demise cast into fallow earth.”

“What have you done?” came that other voice, that sneering scything sniveling voice.

I opened my eyes and rolled over, feeling at my chest, my sides, my vitals. Hacking up spume, a wobbling trail of it connecting to the ground. The head of Felmarsh’s crossbow bolt lay point down in the ground before me, crimson with steaming blood.

“You’re alive—” It was a whisper. A hiss. From a grey blob. Grasping hands and hard metal.

I lurched reflexively, pushing away, gasping, groping.

“Lou—” A hand gripped me, arms encircling. “It’s me. Your brother. It’s Stephan!”

I froze, whimpered, curled. “Stephan...?”

The Blob gripped me, holding me close. “A miracle. Rose of Sharon, Lou, a miracle.”

“What the ... what happened?” I blinked, working the sight back into my eyes. All was still a blur. The waver of torches burning, tall gaunt mountains looming, no— Figures huddled round, waiting, watching. The stench of blood and iron. Unwashed body and churned earth. The low bass chanting that never stopped.

“It’s alright,” the Grey Blob morphed into something approximating Stephan’s haggard face. He embraced me. “It’s alright, brother.”

A forest of shorn legs surrounded me, huddled close, shifting from side to side. Pale, sweating, huffing, his eyes bloodshot mad, the Tome-Bearer leered, mounted atop his great burden, its spine cracked, laid out across the ground.

I crushed tears from my eyes. “N-Nothing seems alright.”

“You’re not dead,” Stephan whispered. “And you were close, brother. So very, very close.”

“Th-The Nazarene...?” I glared up, blinded anew by the harsh blare of torchlight.

“He’s here, too.”

I shielded my face. “He gonna kill me?”

“Brother, he saved you.” Stephan grasped me. “A miracle, Lou, like Lazarus.”

“Yeah, but,” I rubbed my eyes, “but why?”

The Nazarene knelt before me, slapping a massive paw on my shoulder, nearly shattering my spine. I flinched, trying to shrug free, but his fingers gripped in, just shy of crushing bone.

“Stay.” His huge form loomed beneath a hooded cloak. Death incarnate. “I shan’t harm you, brother.”

“Yeah?” I gasped. “Why the hell not?”

“Because it is what Jesus would do.”

I lurched, winced. “Are you bloody serious?”

“Aye. That I am.” The hooded head nodded sagely.

“Y’know?” I wiped my mouth. “Acting like a true Christian’s the surest way of getting crucified.”

“Truth be told, I would welcome the release. But there is much work to accomplish and not overmuch time to accomplish it.”

“You want something.” I rubbed my eyes. “That’s it. Isn’t it? What the hell is it?”

“What I have always desired, brother.” The Nazarene rose, arms wide. “To aid the faithful. Heal the sick. Give succor to the indigent.” The Nazarene drew back his cowl, and it was fair evident that back at the leper-house, Karl hadn’t missed with that axe. Edges of jagged skull yawned empty as a spent eggshell. Charred bone. Black eyes crackling with mad vitality. “To scourge the earth of horror.”

“You could start by pulling the hood back up,” I said.

“Keep yer mouth shut!” Lazarus loomed above, behind, as ungainly as a pumpkin on a pike-head.

“Quell your inner demons, brother.” The Nazarene raised a huge paw. “For we’ve greater at hand to combat this night.”

“He tried to kill you!”

“Aye.” The Nazarene nodded slowly, black ichor dribbling down his neck. “For he believed me the source of the corruption. Yea, and he sought to cleanse this place. And despite his most abject of failures, I recognize the intent of the deed if not the deed itself, for he has seen the light.” His eyes narrowed to a stiletto point. “You have seen the light, brother?”

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Yeah. Sure. Absolutely!”

“Aye. So. You believe now?” The Nazarene’s eyes bulged wide. “Nay... You have seen it in truth, brother. Yes!” He dropped to a knee, pawing me, gripping my shoulders. “I can smell its fell reek upon you. The death. The un-death, brother. The grave earth stink of decade and decay — wait.” He squeezed. “You’ve found its lair?”

“Yeah.” I winced up as Karl forced his way through the circle. “Yeah. We found it.”

“Tell me what happened,” the Nazarene gasped.

“Sure...” Wincing, wobbling, I clambered to my feet, hugging myself against the cold wind freezing my bare flesh. A knot-sized squirm of gnarled scar lay slathered across my right side, weeping pink. “We found the bleeding nightmare, the Half-King, the strigoi, and we killed it.”

“Nay brother, that you have not.” The Nazarene straightened to his full and considerable height, his hollow skull sloshing as he gazed off north across Husk, to the Schloss von Haesken seated upon its sister hill. “You have only made it stronger.”




Chapter 55.

...grates on a man’s nerves, continuously, and so I have decreed we abandon Haesken Keep, though it be my ancestral home, for I cannot abide such a fell abomination dwelling below our very...

—Haesken Family Treatise: King Eckhardt Haesken III

***
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IT WASN’T UNTIL THE walls of the Schloss stood before us, all sunken, sad, and sallow, that I heard it. The screaming. As one, we three froze in the lee of the skeleton of a church, halted amidst construction. “But do you believe him?” I asked.

“The Nazarene?” Stephan craned his neck, looking out at the towers built along the Schloss’s southern wall. “Yes, brother, I do. I may not know why, but ... he let us go, did he not? When he could have so easily done otherwise.”

“Yeah. I don’t know.” I scratched my chin. “That fucker wants something. And I keep feeling like he’s getting it.”

As if to punctuate my thought, another scream ripped out from beyond the wall.

“Thor’s hammer—” Karl stuck a finger in his ear and twisted.

“Bugger can scream,” I admitted.

“Who is it?” Stephan whispered.

“Don’t know,” Karl grunted. “Everyone sounds like that, you push ‘em far enough.”

We ducked beneath the ribs of the church, laid bare for all the world to see. Half-constructed arches of stone, supported by braces of pressure-bent wood loomed above. The screams reverberated distorted and weird through the forest of pillar and stone.

“It’s a man.” Stephan crossed himself.

I licked my lips. “It’s the King. It’s Eventine.”

They both looked at me. Neither disagreed. Von Madbury had done what I knew he’d do, what I’d warned King Eventine he’d do. And so the King was crying. Reeling. Begging for forgiveness. Contrition. You name it.

And it was awful.

Words the Nazarene had said tolled in my mind like funerary bells. You’ve only made it stronger...

“We have to do something.” Stephan grimaced.

Wincing, I clutched my side. “We are.” But my feet were sizzling on red embers listening to it.

“We aren’t.”

“You want us to march up to the gates? Demand they stop torturing the hell out of him? Forthwith? Oh, and throw unconditional surrender in for shits and giggles, too?” I planted my feet. “You’re the one said we can trust him, yeah?”

Stephan pursed his lips and nodded. Reluctantly.

“Then trust him.”

Another buffet of screams ripped past.

Karl gripped his singed beard. This was even digging at him.

“Fuck him.” I drew up, tried acting tough, using my last reserves of bravado, but it fell flat, false, hollow. The scream slid up and down my spine like the tines of a rusted fork. And it wasn’t cause it was King Eventine. It was cause if von Madbury were torturing him, he’d probably done the same to everyone.

“Towers this side got only one bastard apiece.” Karl squinted up at the wall.

“Yeah...” I followed his gaze. Equations of murder-math streamed through my mind. 

Killing a man’s easy. Under the right conditions. But these weren’t those. And killing one tucked up in a tower? Even a shitty tower like the Schloss laid claim to? No mean feat. And doing it before he alerted his blackguard comrades? We’d need a miracle from the Lord.

Stephan winced at each and every scream. “Brother, please...” was all he said.

“I know. I know.” I could feel it, too, the steam kettle whistling. “Shit.” We were gonna do it. Whatever ‘it’ was. And you could be sure ‘it’ was gonna have a fistful of stupid seasoned in.

“Karl,” I stared up at the tower, calculating, “take a double-time and gander.” Raucous laughter boomed from the far side, and King Eventine’s screams hit a trilling crescendo. Von Madbury was taking his time. Having his fun. “See how many are manning the far wall. If those towers are skeleton-crewed, too.”

“Already did.”

“Then do it again,” I barked.

Karl gave me the eye, but ceded.

“Whoa—” I collared Stephan when he tried following. “C’mon, little brother. This is my show. We stay. And we wait.”

“But—”

“We. Bloody. Wait.” I stormed through the church foundation, dragging Stephan past piles of stone and lumber stacked haphazard. Jags of raw-cut lumber rose like ribs from the foundation’s midst, arcing over and meeting doppelgangers from the far side. Block and tackle cranes littered the landscape. Then I saw it. A ladder. Stephan was on it in a flash.

I stomped it out of his hands, clattering to the stone.

Stephan turned back. “But—”

I cut him short with a slash of my hand and pointed. “Grab that rope.”

Eventine was still screaming. I couldn’t call him king anymore. Only authority a man sounding like that had was over his own bowels, and then only a limited while.

“No, we—”

“He knew what road he was walking, brother.” I forced out a breath. “Where it led. One look at that one-eyed bastard and you know his soul.” I fixed him a glare, daring him to argue. “Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me I can’t judge a book by its cover. Tell me.”

Stephan looked away.

“You think that bastard’s going to sit all prim and pretty and do Eventine’s bidding? When he’s the one training up the new men? Whispering all the while in their ears? And the kingdom’s in upheaval and ready for plucking? Saw it the first time I laid eyes on him. We all did. Every one of us. Hunger. Ravenous. Rabid.”

“He wants to be king,” Stephan said.

“Better king over a heap of shit than a turd-lump at the bottom.”

Karl stepped over a pile of squared stone, blowing snot out one nostril.

“How many?” I asked.

“Same as before. Two at the gates. One in each tower.”

That meant six total, watching the whole of the Schloss von Haesken’s vaunted entirety.

“So he’s running a skeleton crew while he cuts on the king?” I said.

“Yar.” Karl spat.

“And another twenty inside,” I said. “Twenty at least.”

“What are they all doing inside?”

“I don’t like this,” Stephan said.

“Who does?”

“We need to go, brother.”

Karl said nothing, but I could read his warning glare. We could still just haul arse.

“Yeah. Shit. I know,” I said. “But I can’t make you come, either. So if you want out of this cluster-fucked madness, I won’t squawk.”

Karl snorted. “Piss off.”

“Good. So. They’re all inside,” I said. “Drunk off their asses. Having their fun. We hope.”

“A lot,” Karl growled.

“Yeah. Jesus.” We were all thinking the same thing.

That it was a trap. That von Madbury was cutting on Eventine, baiting us in.

“He must know the King’s not the best bait,” Stephan said.

“Might be all he has left.” I let that sink in, cursing as I shouldered the ladder. “We clear?”

“Yes...”

“‘Course we are. Rest of the town’s already dead.” I frowned. “We come at it midway, it’ll give us the longest stretch.”

“Brother, we have to—”

“No. We wait. Just a moment longer,” I almost said again for maybe the fiftieth time, but the rumble of feet stomping, trudging, marching, emerged from the sadistic delight blaring from beyond.

Karl craned his neck, popping vertebrae.

Up the hill, through the narrow streets, the horde was coming. Men and women and children. Scourger and farmer and fisherman alike. They clomped forth in a mishmash of swagger and song. And gimping along, leading the way, trudged the lumbersome bulk of the Nazarene.

“Thank the Lord.” Stephan crossed himself.

“Yeah, sure,” I grumbled, “but I still ain’t sure the Lord’s got much to do with it.”




Chapter 56.

...T’is but a simple matter to remand criminals to the ‘oubliette’ whence they are quickly forgotten.

Later, under cover of night, the long march commences at point of blade back up to the old keep...

—Haesken Family Treatise: King Eckhardt Haesken III

***
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THEY MARCHED UP THE STREET in a riot of masticated glory. Torn banners snapped in the gale wind, followed by chanting. Dancing. General merriment. It wasn’t until they were nearly upon us that their menace lay bare. A troupe of broken Jesuses spear-headed the march. Scourges rusting in ribbons of torn flesh dangled over lacerated shoulder.

I hunkered back to the shadows.

I’d said before that riots aren’t prepared. Well then, this was no riot. This was a company. A brigade. An army. A full-bore bloody cavalcade. They came bearing tools and makeshift weapons of warfare. A scattering of shields and armor. Axes. Plowshares straightened to swords. Sticks and bloody-fucking stones. Amidst the center of the surging serpent, they bore an axe-hacked, torch-blackened tree trunk, roots flared out behind, grasping like kraken arms.

“Good diversion.” Karl shouldered his end of the ladder.

“Not many better.” I took a breath, clutched my end, but didn’t budge. “We stick to the plan.”

Stephan stood lookout over the street. “What’s the plan?”

“Same as always.” I forced him to look me in the eye. “Get in. Get out. No heroics. No bullshit. No suicidal pacts with destiny.”

“Ain’t this exactly that?” Karl rumbled.

“Shut the hell up,” I said.

A cold drizzle fell as the mob reached the Schloss’s gates, and Jesuses and cobblers and blacksmiths and who-the-hell-knew-what proceeded to spread out along the wall. The guard nearest us scrambled towards the gate. A warning cry belted out from the far towers. A gate-guard fired a crossbow bolt down into the army. Thunk! A scourger roared in pain and fell away from the ram, clutching at the bolt sunk deep into his chest. Another stepped in to take his place.

“OPEN THE GATES!” The Nazarene’s voice rang.

Lightning fissured the sky and the heavens opened up, rain pouring down.

Another gate-guard ducked back to reload, yelling to his compatriots as the Nazarene emerged like madness incarnate. He ambled tall and ungainly toward the gates. The right side of his head yawned open, cracked jagged, like the maw of some hellish jack o’ lantern. Within lay only corruption, sloshing, spilling over his shoulder, down his side, staining half of his body in a black tarry woad.

“TARRY NOT, BROTHER, FOR THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN IS UPON YOU!”

The gate-guards were up again and aiming. Probably shitting their pants, too, and I was right there with them. Kingdom of heaven notwithstanding, the Nazarene looked more like something from the pit than the on-high aeries of the Almighty.

Shouts sounded from beyond. Feet stomping up stairs, across cobbles, sucking through mud. The guards shot again. A bolt took the Nazarene through the chest. He didn’t so much as flinch. Through the black woad staining his body, the Nazarene slathered his hand. Dripping liquid midnight, he pressed it splayed wide against the metal-studded gate. White steam began sizzling.

More guards mounted the gates.

“Shoot him!”

Bolts rained down on the Nazarene, piercing him through the shoulder, the abdomen, the neck.

Teeth grinding, the Nazarene wailed aloud, a cold lonely peal bereft of warmth or life. The ground seemed to pulse, to shiver, puddles rippling, pebbles dancing. A yawning groan as the gates shivered.

“Now?” Stephan swallowed. His hands opened. Closed. Opened again. “Brother—?”

Guards hauled down the ramparts.

I held up a hand.

Karl pawed at an axe at his belt.

“Onward, brothers!” The Nazarene turned toward the horde.

The scourgers lugging the battering ram started forth at a walk, a disjointed jog, evolving into a stumbling gait, synthesizing into quick synchronization, becoming more fluid, more one, as they barreled ahead, lunging forth full bore, the axe-hacked point of the ram ragged and leading them onward.

Scourgers screamed. Roared. Chanted. A murder of bolts flew.

The Nazarene’s eyes blazed as he stood in the ram’s path, lurching aside only at the final instant. Fire-hardened wood struck the gate, shattering it as though made of glass, sheets of shard and splinter raining down.

“Usurp the usurpers!” the Nazarene bellowed. “Defy the defilers!”

The Nazarene lurched through the gates, over a fallen scourger, the battering ram laid across his chest, one of the ragged branch handles piercing his neck. Others poured through after, streaming around him, past him, a river of ragged madness pouring forth, whooping loud for black bloody murder.

“Now?” Stephan’s eyes nigh on bulged from his skull.

Karl and I were both thinking the same thing. Let’s get the hell out of here.

But we didn’t.

“Let’s go do this,” I said finally, and off we charged into bliss-less oblivion.




Chapter 57.

...the famine which has lingered far longer than any before.

There is a critical dearth of suitable subjects, and the kingdom, I fear, shall suffer if I cannot find...

—Haesken Family Treatise: King Eckhardt Haesken III

***
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THE GALE WIND NEARLY ripped me off the ladder, rain blinding my eyes as I fought for grip on wet rungs. Reaching the top, I ducked back as a shadow pounded past, along the rampart, toward the gates. Mail rustling. Weapons jangling. Jostling. The wooden crenels afforded cover to either side, but I had to poke my head out for a better view. Empty ... for a stretch.

I leapt off the ladder, dagger drawn, and froze.

Below, in the center of the courtyard, a great bale-fire burned. Flames whipped and licked fifty-feet high despite the sheets of cold rain pouring down. Bodies lay strewn across the courtyard.

“Jesus Christ...”

Atop the scaffold and before the conflagration, Eventine lay on high. I couldn’t hear him but imagined a slurred mewling slopping liquid from his lips. And with fair-good reason. They’d lashed him cruciform across the breaking-wheel. An under-stuffed scarecrow, his limbs contorted at impossible angles. They’d broken his arms. His legs. Shattered them, bent them, interwoven them through the charred spokes. Above. Below. Above again.

“Down!” Karl barked.

I ducked reflexively, slipping, falling onto my arse as a shadow loomed and blade slashed past.

“Shit!” My dagger skittered off the rampart.

The shadow growled, tugging at his blade entrenched in the crenel. But only for a moment before abandoning it, reaching behind his back.

Splayed out across the rampart, I kicked out. My boot-heel glanced off his thigh as he raised an axe two-handed above his head. I crab-walked praying backward as he stepped forward. Then Karl was hurtling off the ladder, man-handling the blackguard barrel-assing headfirst down into the courtyard.

I groped shakily to a knee, inched forward, glanced over the edge.

Splayed out in the muck, the shadow made a fair imitation of Eventine. Karl levered the blade free of the crenel and tucked it under his belt.

“Don’t have enough?” I winced against the rain.

“Never.” Karl squinted off toward the gates. “Take the stairs?”

Mercenaries and Jesuses fought amidst a mad scrum on the gate-tower stairs. The Jesuses outnumbered the blackguards two to one, three to one, ten to one, but they had the low ground and the blackguards had actual weapons of warfare, not makeshift implements of self-mutilation and madness. “I’ll pass.”

Stephan appeared huffing atop the ladder. “Rope.” He ducked the coil off his shoulder.

Below, the stables would shield our descent, which was good. The bad? There were blackguards bolting everywhere.

“We can’t leave him like that.” Stephan grimaced as he made a quick loop and tied it off.

“Who?”

“Who?” Stephan shot back.

“Listen—” I grabbed him by the throat. “We’re here for our own. Eventine made his bed. Let him lie in it.”

Stephan stifled a snarl and ripped free, tossing one end of the coil off the rampart.

Karl was on it before it hit ground, scrambling down like some simian fiend, short legs kicking, rope zipping through his gauntleted hands. In a blink, he was on the ground, perched atop the ribcage of his new best mate.

“Watch it—” I grunted an instant before I landed atop of the dead guy, bones breaking beneath my feet.

Stephan was beside me on his arse a second later. “Oooof—”

“Break your arse?” I hissed down.

“Aye. And if either of you bastards say anything about a crack...”

“Language, young man.” I held out a hand.

Karl guffawed as we hoisted Stephan to his feet.

“C’mon.” I started along the stable wall toward the Schloss and froze.

Karl seethed by my side, raring to go. But Stephan. Jesus. Hadn’t moved. Was just standing there, jaw clenched, shaking his head slowly, back and forth. That look in his eye, the set of his jaw.

“Come on—” I growled.

He shook his head. Just a twitch.

“He’s a dead man.”

“Not yet.”

“You can’t save him.”

Stephan shook his head, “I have to try,” and bolted toward the maelstrom.

“Odin’s eye!” I roared as I gave chase cause he was a stupid-martyr-bastard and all, but when it came down to the few things of this world I gave two shits about, he was nigh on it.






Chapter 58.

...a cold, haunting beauty, Lady Catherine remains as stunning as ever, even despite the malady gripping her soul. How she has pieced together so much of my family’s sordid history lies beyond my ken, but hers is an offer I cannot refuse...

—Haesken Family Treatise: King Eckhardt Haesken III

***
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EMBERS RIPPED WHISTLING through the gale, coruscating in vortices of orange hail. Heat and by turn freezing rain blasted me as I stumbled on after Stephan, hurtling over bodies, through sucking mud, into the courtyard, toward the bale-fire burning in its midst. The battle engulfed the courtyard. Von Madbury’s blackguards fell back to the keep. The Jesuses drove them back but paid in the body and blood for each and every step.

A crippled rictus flashed before me, attached to the body of a starving Jesus, his ribs stark across his torso as he slashed a scourge. I blocked it whipping about my forearm, the end licking my face, and ducked under, gut-punching him with Yolanda’s hilt then hurling him aside.

Behind, Karl roared, hacking with his axe.

Ahead, Stephan skidded to a halt, clambered up the scaffold, alongside Eventine. “Mother of God...” Stephan knelt by the massive wheel, by the man, the thing, the detritus of humanity crucified across it. Skin strained taut against broken bone. Eventine screamed as Stephan tried to untangle one of his arms from the spokes. “Judas Priest,” Stephan turned, “where do I even start?”

“Ain’t about ‘start,’ little brother.” I gripped my blade, watching his back, head on a swivel.

Eventine’s chest glistened with drool and vomit. Bone protruded from his left forearm, a shard of white biting through like the beak of a baby bird. “Who...?” Eventine’s eyes were distant, far-seeing, his voice an unearthly warbling peal, “Dietrick ... please ... no.”

“This ain’t your thing,” I said.

“No, I ... I’ll do it.” Stephan stood there, his one hand out toward me, open, waiting.

We stared at each other a moment, insanity swirling.

“Fuck off.” I shouldered past, cause even if it were the right thing to do, the only sensible thing to do, it still didn’t make it the easy thing. “Where’s Lady Mary?” I hissed in Eventine’s ear.

“Phff...” Eventine’s eyes bulged as blackguards slashed past. He struggled to speak, “For...”

“Is she alive?!”

“For...” His eyes rolled as he sneered in pain, lips working, “...get.”

Karl set his feet and turned, his grim demeanor as much as his axe an immovable stone cleaving the current amid the river of surging flesh.

“Get what? You little prick!?” I grabbed a fistful of Eventine’s hair, shook him, screaming, squealing, bleeding. “Is she dead? They kill her? Huh? What about the others?”

“Stop ... please.”

“Brother—” Stephan grabbed my shoulder.

“Fuck off!” I shrugged off his paw and ducked as a cadre of bodies flashed past, the spark of steel on steel, Karl haranguing them off. “What of the others? Ruth? The children? Did you kill them?”

“Dietrick, please ... no,” Eventine flinched, swallowed, blinking, his tongue working sluggish and imprecise, grey lips contorting, “It was Palatine. To ... to forget...”

A mercenary blasted past, hunted down by a trio of Jesuses latched onto him, bearing him to the mud astride his back, one throttling as the others flogged him rotten.

“You what?!” I forced my blade against his throat.

Eventine mouthed the words again, “Forget...”

Eventine never finished, and never thanked me, but I didn’t ask for either. I didn’t care. I just offered him one last benediction in steel, then shoved Stephan stumbling numb before me, wiping my blade clean on my pant leg.

The Schloss loomed ahead.




Chapter 59.

...though the younger is a beauty much in line with Lady Catherine, the eldest is staid, strong of body and mind, and thus more apt to withstand the rigors of...

—Haesken Family Treatise: King Eckhardt Haesken III

***
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A MAD HOWL ERUPTED within the Schloss. Somewhere distant. Somewhere deep. A mad howl? Nay. Madness indicates some modicum of humanity, however twisted. But this? Shorn completely. I skidded to a halt, freezing as I stared up at the mad tapestry, the demon-king monstrosity crucified across it. “C’mon.” I hustled onward, forced open a door to the stairwell as another howl erupted.

“What the fuck was that?” Karl white-knuckled his thane-axe.

“Your mother in town?” I quipped. But I was just talking tough.

“Shhh—” Stephan held up a hand.

Something was pounding below. On metal. Clanging. Hammering. Squealing. Dust drizzled from the ceiling with each stroke. Vibration shivered through the soles of my feet, reverberating up my legs, through my guts, fluttering in my heart.

“The dungeon?” Stephan asked.

“Don’t know.” I shook my head and loped up the stairs. “Don’t want to know.”

We found Ruth in her room, splayed across the floor. She hadn’t gone quietly. Dried blood smeared from the hearth, across the room to the bed. Scorch marks soiled her dress. Her back’d been broken.

Karl craned his neck past me, offered a growl, which about summed up my thoughts.

“Jesus...” I swallowed. “And we left them.”

“Don’t have the time,” Karl rumbled.

Stephan wiped a tear from his eye then lifted Ruth like a child, setting her in bed next to Abraham.

The hearth was cold, nothing but ashes shifting on the grate. A bowl of cold stew sat on the table.

Stephan laid Ruth’s hand in Abraham’s, clasped them both, then covered them with a blanket.

“You ready yet?” I asked.

Stephan just gave me a look.

Karl sniffed the old stew, slurped it down, wiped his mouth.

I trudged around the room, searching for something. A clue. A message. A something. An anything that might point to what happened to Lady Mary and the kids. All’s I found was Avar, slumped in the corner, cold and grey and full of holes.

I closed his dull eyes.

“He stayed by their side.” Stephan crossed himself. “He didn’t run.”

“Bloody well should have,” Karl spat on the floor.

“What of the Queen-Mother?” Stephan asked. “And Palatine?”

“Who gives a shit?” Karl growled.

“Lady Mary?”

“I don’t know.” I stalked the room, flipped over a table. “She probably took off. She ain’t stupid. Took off and hunkered down ... I don’t know ... somewhere.” I hoped. Or she was dead. Probably, they were all dead. Slain. Hacked to pieces. Tortured...

Stephan glared out the window at the flames rolling in the courtyard. They’d set the stables afire, and the horses inside were screaming. A few of the mob hammered at the door to no avail.

“What now?” Karl stood grimacing by the door. He wanted to be gone.

I felt his pain. Intensely.

“We stick to the plan,” I said. “We get the hell out of here. And we don’t look back.”

“We can’t.” Stephan was crawling out of his skin. “We — We can’t just fold.”

I squared up on him.

Stephan met my glare pound for pound and, being honest, outweighed me on that score by some ten stone of righteous might. But he didn’t know what else to do. Where to go. How to find them. If finding them was even an option.

Stephan rose up straight. “We cannot abandon them.”

“Forget them, brother,” I spat the sour bile taste from my mouth, “just like Eventine said.”

“Rose of Sharon—” Stephan’s eyes lit up as though he’d seen the Holy Ghost.
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...cannot include my father-by-law in the rigors and travails of this ignoble business. And thus, it falls to lesser men to accompany me upon this venture. I know of two such candidates...
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SCOURGER AND BLACKGUARD hurled themselves against one another in the great hall, a mad grapple, blades singing, thudding, hammer-fists rising, falling, men screaming, fingers digging into eye sockets, teeth biting, breaking. Amid the madness of slaughter and chant, like a musician conducting a distorted orchestra, the Nazarene towered, whirling a huge flail overhead, striking friend and foe alike. “Come to me, brothers!”

Scourgers poured in.

Karl and Stephan hunkered at my back, the three of us huddled behind a cracked door.

The Nazarene grasped one of von Madbury’s blackguards — no. Grasp’s the wrong word. He reached into one of von Madbury’s blackguards, his hand gliding into the blackguard’s chest as effortlessly as if it were a pool of tepid gruel. The blackguard’s teeth shattered as the Nazarene throttled the life from him, pulverizing a fistful of organ and sinew.

“A foul horror doth dwell within!” The Nazarene ripped his hand free, a wet splattering arc, the corpse falling to the ground, just another lump of meat. “And it is we who must eradicate it!” The Nazarene’s gaze swept the hall, falling my way as he cast innards aside like ripped fish-guts. “Brother!”

“Back up—” I hissed, pushing back, shoving, tensing, preparing to do what I did best. Turn tail. Beat feet. Trample Stephan and Karl if need be.

“Krait!” The Nazarene pointed. “Go!”

A crossbow bolt thudded into his throat, blasting matter backward. Unperturbed, the Nazarene lurched toward the shooter.

“Cut the monstrosity down!” von Madbury tore in, tulwar slashing.

“Bastard—” I lunged forth, but Karl yanked me back, growling, “Stifle it, ya bloody fool!”

Lazarus descended upon von Madbury, all gangling like some stick insect, swinging a two-fisted scourge. The knotted wrap of leather and iron spike whipped past von Madbury’s head as he ducked forth, whipping his blade out. It arced too fast to follow and cut Lazarus’s leg off below the knee, felling him screaming.

The Nazarene and Jesuses whipped around.

Gideon Felmarsh entered the fray, two-handing a broad-blade and crucifying a Jesus with a single swing.

“We gotta move,” I grunted.

“No shit,” Karl scowled.

“Door’s across the hall,” Stephan gasped. “There’s no other way.”

“You sure about this?” I hissed.

“Flee then, brother,” Stephan stood poised to dash, “I’ll find the path,” and took off through the fray.

“Bloody hell—” I grunted, charging after, Karl hounding fast at my heels.

The chanting Jesuses fell swiftly under the blackguards’ onslaught, but the Nazarene yet held court, front and center to it all. His cowl fell back, the caved-in ruin of his head revealed horrible in the rippling gloom. Gripping a blackguard by the throat, he bellowed — “Go, brother!” — his fingers melting through liquid flesh.

“Surround him!” Von Madbury slashed at the Nazarene’s tree-trunk legs. “Hack him down!”

Gideon Felmarsh and Brother Miles spread out as more Jesuses poured like a wave through the front door. Von Madbury formed a shield wall with four others and turned to face them.

“Come to me, brothers, sing of the glory of God!” the Nazarene screamed as von Madbury’s cohorts descended upon him. “Descend to the depths! Burn free the horror that has taken hold!”

I had no idea what the lunatic was jawing about. Was barely listening, but it was working its way into my brain to the sound of steel hacking into flesh.

“The light!” the Nazarene bellowed, “Yes. The light!”

“Shut the fuck up!” someone screamed.

“The light!”

I hurtled out the door behind Stephan, turned and slammed it behind Karl. My last glimpse? The Nazarene borne to the ground, a legion of sword blades thrust into him. Through him. Upon his knees, one arm hacked clean of his body and lying by his side, he bellowed, “The light, brother! The light!”
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...Catherine must have somehow escaped from the blasted horror, for she harangues the populace during the time of the new moon, spreading discord and terror in much the same manner as the Half-King...
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EVENTINE WAS BABBLING,” I snarled. “He didn’t know where the hell he was. What was going on. All’s he knew? His ride was over.”

The sound of feet pounding, weapons clanging, bastards screaming, were all but distant echoes muffled above. It was small comfort, though, for now it was the unearthly keen below that froze my step. My blood. My soul. The howls and pounding that above had been thunderheads on a distant horizon down here were a raucous storm.

“Eventine said, ‘forget them,’” Stephan huffed. “And you’re right, he was nearly gone. Nearly dead. Driven mad by torture. Anguish. Despair. But, what if in his muddled mind by saying ‘forget them,’ he was alluding to the oubliette?”

“Oobli-what?” Karl slunk along behind.

“Just shut up and follow along. Literally, if not figuratively.”

“F-Figure...? Eh...? What?” Karl grunted.

“Jesus Christ.” I paused at the bottom of the stairs and waited. Listened. Swallowed. The wine cellar lay at the far end of the hall. All beyond lay quiet. I rounded on Stephan. “We’re risking our necks down here on word of that dying shit?”

“Where do you put someone you want to forget?” Stephan crept along behind.

“In the ground,” Karl rumbled low.

“He ain’t wrong,” I said.

“Well, yes, I suppose.” Stephan nodded in half-hearted agreement. “Or ... the oubliette.”

“Huh?” Karl hefted his axe.

“A kind of dungeon,” I said. “Shaped like a bottle. Entrance and exit through a thin neck up top. A wider chamber below.” Not a place for someone you wished to release. To interrogate. To ever see again. And the poor bastards whose job it was to muck it out every century or so...

“So, why’re we going to the oobli ... oobli...” Karl shook his shaggy head. “Bloody bottle dungeon?”

“Cause my idiot brother thinks a dying man was spouting riddles with his last breath.” And we were both all-in right beside him. Footsteps pounded, dim and distant. I held up a hand as we reached the heavy wine cellar door. Taking a breath, I turned the door handle and burst in, blade drawn.

Within, the wine racks stood as empty as the room. Empty, a beautiful word for once. “Let’s be quick.”

“Not riddles per se.” Stephan followed me in. “But he was confused. Begging for his life. He thought you were von Madbury at first. And at last? I ... I don’t know. He was having difficulty gathering the strength even to speak.” Stephan fixed me an eye. “At the very least, he seemed to genuinely care for Lady Mary, yes?”

I considered, offered a shrug. “Yeah. Sure. In his own shitty way, maybe. He mentioned Palatine, too. Muddled, but—”

“Perhaps they sought to protect her?” Stephan offered. “And perhaps amid all the fight and furor Eventine sought in his own broken way, fighting through fugue and pain, to relay what little he was left privy to.”

“So you think he said it in a way that only us educated assholes would have the wherewithal to work it out?” I scowled.

“Hrrm,” Karl thumbed Stephan’s way, “think it was only this educated asshole.”

“That remains yet to be seen,” I said.

Stephan crept past one of the racks, toward the dungeon-door, “Let’s just hope it’s so.”

Cause if it wasn’t, we were sticking our necks out for a bunch of corpses, I didn’t say.

“Jesus—” I froze.

A mighty crash resounded beyond the dungeon-door, accompanied by the sound of metal squealing in protest, rock shifting, mortar cracking. Then howling. Like some idiot child deprived of its favorite toy.

Stephan grabbed at a rack to steady himself.

“Think I just pissed myself,” I breathed.

“I’ll etch it on yer tombstone,” Karl said.

“And I’ll piss on yours.”

Stephan paused by the dungeon-door. “Can you feel it?” His hand hovered, trembling above the latch. “What is it?”

“Don’t know, brother, but I can feel it, too.” I looked to Karl. “Feel something, anyways.”

The air was dense. With a palpable greasiness to it, a weight, as if the Schloss above were compressing it somehow, making it thicker, heavier, denser. And there was a reek. A rotten sweetness I couldn’t quite place but knew was wrong. All wrong.

The pounding reverberated, waning back to silence.

None of us said anything and despite every intuition, every feeling in my body, my gut, my bones, I started forth.

“Odin’s eye,” Karl spat. “The Half-King...”

“Shit.” I straightened, froze. “Yeah.” The feel. The smell. The same as the crypt of the Half-King. The same but ... different. A rawer. Heavier. Muskier stench. Like fresh-spawned death. I glared at Karl and he at me. His eyes blared, We could still just fucking bolt! And mine were undoubtedly agreeing in full. Signed in triplicate. Notarized — Stephan gripped the latch, tore open the dungeon-door and strode through like Ulysses into the underworld.

“Shit—” Tail between my legs, head down, I scurried after him like someone less.

Four grated cell doors stood off to either side. Each lay empty. Condensed damp dripped from the ceiling, forming shallow pools across uneven floor. A prerequisite, no doubt, for any proper dungeon. I imagined Queen Elona and von Madbury down here, breathing hoarse, whispering, rutting hard in the fetid dark.

“Over here,” Karl pointed low with his thane-axe, “two of ‘em.”

Stephan lifted his lantern.

Two iron trapdoors set into the floor. Both were closed, locked, though the further of the two had seen better days. Its corners were knurled up, bent, as though hammered from within by some mighty force.

“Hrrm...” Karl gripped his thane-axe. “Don’t like the looks.”

“Yeah.” I stepped back. “Me neither. How’s that one?”

Stephan set his lantern down. “Looks intact.”

“Okay, let’s try that one first.” And the second one? Never.

“Karl,” Stephan held out a hand, “your hand-axe, please.”

“Yar. Here.” Karl dug it from his belt and tossed it.

Stephan caught it on the fly and hacked at the hasp, wincing at each blow.

I hefted Yolanda. Swallowed. Sweat beaded round my eyes. I nodded down at the deformed trap at Karl’s foot. “Be ready to run.”

Karl stood over it with his thane-axe raised for a killing blow. He made no smart-ass comment, no grumble, he just adjusted his grip and waited.

Stephan hacked and hacked, grimacing as sparks flew.

“Any progress?”

“Almost...” Stephan brushed hair from his eyes and kept at it.

“Hrm...” Karl shifted his feet. “Something below’s pissed.”

I glared out the dungeon-door. “Put your back into it.”

“Almost...” Stephan grunted, hacked, then hacked again. The rusted hasp finally gave and Stephan slid aside, gripping a ring set in the trapdoor.

I grabbed a second ring. “Ready?”

“Yes.”

Together we pulled, bowing our backs, iron hinges groaning, squealing, lifting the hatch open.

A deeper darkness lay beneath, so solid I half-thought if I stepped on it, it’d bear my weight.

“Lady Mary...” I called into the abyss. “Sarah...? Joshua...?”

Nothing at first, my stomach dropping and then, “S-Sir — Sir Luther?” A muted voice, limping up through the darkness. “Is ... Is that you? Stephan?”

“Mary!” Stephan lunged headfirst down the chasm.

I caught him by the belt, dead-lifting him up, hauling him dangling back. “Watch it, you damn fool!”

“Stephan!” Lady Mary’s voice sounded from below. “Get us out of here. Now. Rose of Sharon! Please.”

I knelt. “The kids down there with you?”

“Yes. O-Only the children.” Her voice seemed distant, muffled, small. “Ruth is ... with Abraham. And Avar...”

“Yeah. We know. We’re gonna get you out. Judas Priest.” Stephan stood, casting about for something, anything, then stripped off his belt. “Lou. Give me your belt. Karl, you too.” With his one hand, he started forming a knot, fumbled, froze. “Forget it.” Stephan tossed me his. “Here—”

I bound mine to his then added Karl’s.

“How long?” Stephan squinted.

“Seven feet, give or take.” I yanked on the line, testing my knots. “But we need more. Gotta make a loop.”

“Here.” Karl tossed me his thane-axe. “Loop it under the beard. Just watch the blade.”

I did. “Alright.”

Stephan leaned down into the hole. “Get ready.” Whispers in the dark as they conferred.

“Ready? Watch your head.” Gripping Karl’s thane-axe, I stepped in and kicked the makeshift rope into the hole. “Gonna look great with our pants round our ankles.”

“Not yer strongest suit.” Karl had an axe in each hand.

“It’ll still be better than down here,” Lady Mary called up.

“You got it?”

I felt a tug.

“Yes.”

“Best be quick about it, lad,” Karl spat. “Whatever’s below’s riling hard.”

Whatever it was down there was sliding against stone. Like some enormous serpent writhing within. Images of the Half-King clawed their way ripping through my mind. Long slithering rat-tail appendages. Desiccated flesh. That withered stick tongue scraping furrows through blood. I closed my eyes, shook it off.

“Alright,” I opened my eyes, “heave!”

I set to it like a demon, gripping the axe haft, trudging backward til I hit wall, then hauling hand-over-hand til a head poked free.

“Sarah!” Stephan snatched her rag-doll arm and pulled her into his embrace.

But I’d already kicked the belt-rope back down, rekindling my effort, ripping hand over hand. Joshua’s head emerged an instant later, and Stephan snatched him. He didn’t look any better. “Get over with your sister, kid.” In a fugue, he didn’t move til Sarah gripped his arm, dragging him aside. “Good girl.”

The metal trapdoor by Karl’s feet started shifting, rising, jangling as something pressed up against it from below. Only the lock held it shut, but the metal hasp was bending, stretching like sinew. For want of some other dumb heavy thing, Karl jumped onto the trapdoor, booted feet slamming it shut.

“Out!” Stephan herded the children through the dungeon-door. “Quickly. Go.” He glared back at me. “Lou?”

“Go!” I waved a hand. “I’ll get her.”

Stephan didn’t move. Couldn’t move.

Karl’s trapdoor squealed as iron failed, the corners knurling up, a nightmare pouring out in length and tendril. A lithe rat-tail appendage slithered out, slapping around like some blind idiot thing finding its way, naked flesh wrapping round Karl’s leg, gripping him from ankle to knee. “Odin’s Eye!”

The belt-rope was already back down and Lady Mary on it instantly. “What’s going on!?”

“No bleeding idea,” I grunted and heaved, hand over hand, foot by foot, forcefully not looking Karl’s way for fear of shitting myself.

“The children?”

“Get ‘em out!” Karl hacked with his hand-axes, slithering appendages flailing about. Squeals and howls erupted as more poured free, sliding, slithering, grasping, wrestling him down to one knee.

Lady Mary’s head emerged from the black, and Stephan was at her, grasping her, pulling her free. “Where are the children!” Lady Mary screamed like a banshee.

Wordless, I stepped over the empty hole and snatched Yolanda from the floor as Karl abandoned his hand-axe for a dagger. Teeth bared, he sawed at the tentacle slithering round his thigh as more poured out.

I pointed at the dungeon door, “Get out of here,” and marched toward Karl.

The thing had him up to his waist now, squeezing, gripping, constricting.

I raised Yolanda. “Roll to your left.”

“Rrrrg—” Karl kicked and squirmed off the trapdoor, gripping at the floor, holding onto the joint-work by fingernails as the rat-tails flexed, bulged, squeezed.

“Don’t move—” With a two-handed overhead stroke, I chopped at a tentacle, severing it twitching away like the broken tail of a lizard. Below, a piercing keen ripped out, unearthly, inhuman, the mad screech of Geryon himself. Stones shifted as the monstrosity pressed against the trapdoor, slobbering, keening, working up like puke out a drunkard’s throat.

Karl scrambled to his feet, growling, peeling the severed monstrosity from his thigh and flinging it still wriggling across the room. I shoved his thane-axe into his hands as we staggered for the door.

Lady Mary stood dazed, frozen, staggered, as the trapdoor burst into shard, hurling iron and stone. A monstrosity seethed forth, deformed appendages slithering up and out, birthing free, darker than the darkest night.

Lady Mary covered her mouth, “Oh, my dear sweet Lord...”
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IN THE HALF GLOOM, something birthed up from the trap, something crooked and malformed and willow-thin tall. To my mind’s eye, it was the Half-King of the crypt. But then it wasn’t. Where the Half-King had been a decrepit thing, a broken desiccated husk of a thing, here stood a thing at its apex, a thing at its prime, a thing full of a malevolent vitality, huffing and squirming and scrabbling up, out, slipping, slavering, free.

“C’mon—” I shoved Lady Mary, gawking, stunned, stutter-stepping woodenly into the wine cellar. “GO—!”

Karl stumbled after, skidding to a halt, whirling, slamming the dungeon-door shut, bracing it with his shoulder.

Across the wine cellar, Stephan slammed the keep-door shut and braced it with his back. His eyes wide. Face pale. Teeth bared.

“Open up!” someone roared from beyond the keep-door.

“Mother of fuck,” I gasped. “Are you kidding me?”

Stephan’s legs locked out straight. “It’s von Madbury.”

“Least of our bloody worries.” Karl wiped his beard, adjusting his feet to gain purchase.

The keep-door shivered at Stephan’s back as someone hacked at it with an axe.

Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!

Beyond Karl’s door, the horror slid, its rat-tail tentacles and nails grating against wood.

“Hide,” I snarled at Lady Mary.

Gawking all round, “Where!?” she demanded.

“Jesus Christ—” But she had a point. I pointed toward the empty racks. “I don’t know. Jesus. Somewhere!”

“Lady Mary!” Sarah’s head popped up from behind a pair of barrels.

“Wait for the signal.” I pressed a dagger into her hand and marched to the middle of the chamber.

Lady Mary gripped the dagger. “And what’s the signal?”

“Me shitting my pants.”

“Right.” She scrambled toward the barrels.

“Just get out.” I brandished Yolanda. “And keep going. Don’t look back.” I fixed Stephan a glare then shot Karl one for good measure. “Know where I’m going with this?”

“Straight to hell?” Karl sneered as a board at his back cracked.

“Yeah. Hop aboard.”

“Brother—” Stephan’s legs shivered with each smash against the door, splinters raining.

“On a three-count,” I spread my feet, glaring at Karl, “if you can count that high.”

“Are you bloody—” Karl let loose a chain of expletives as the door at his back groaned outward, wood splintering, iron bands squealing.

I turned to Stephan. “Open it.”

Stephan unlatched the door and dove aside as it burst open.

Silhouettes stood beyond.

One...

I rose to my full and glorious height. “Gentlemen,” I pointed with Yolanda, “I magnanimously accept your unconditional surrender.”

Two...

Von Madbury staggered huffing into the room, a great axe in his two fists as he righted. Gideon Felmarsh slid in behind and along came Brother Miles, a makeshift bandage wrapped round his head. A glut of blackguards wrestled through the doorway behind.

“Lad—” Karl hissed.

Von Madbury wiped a greasy lank of hair from his eyes as he slunk forth, all teeth and murder. “Kill them all.”

“Come now, you blackguards!” I stepped forth. 

They took the bait whole and ran with it.

Right towards me.

“Three—!” I yelled and launched off to the side, diving through a rack and out the other side.

Behind, a shower of splinters blasted outward. The rack I dove through toppled. I don’t know what happened to Karl, but something shot past in the gloom, something malformed and hunched and only peripherally man-like. Frozen in terror, a blackguard was instantly engulfed in a tangle of appendages. His screams echoed as bones snapped, popping in quick succession.

“Mother of God!” Brother Miles froze to a halt, turned to run, dropping his mace as the thing descended upon him.

Von Madbury’s lone eye blared as he stutter-stepped back.

Brother Miles writhed in chittering madness, squealing as needle-teeth buried into his neck to the sound of slurp and unrepressed ecstasy, his hands flailing, legs kicking, pale face gasping as a long arm slithered into his mouth, thrusting deep, stifling his impotent whimpers. “Nnng—!” Brother Miles kicked and writhed until the thing tore its naked arm free, ripping crimson insides out in a wet pile of slop.

“Holy fuck!” someone yelled.

It might’ve been me.

Loping under a fallen rack, I struck down a blackguard frozen in terror.

Gideon Felmarsh turned and bolted for the door, and I scrambled after, skewering him through the back. Gasping, screaming, he whirled, Yolanda wrenching from my fist as we both slammed the wall. Felmarsh gained the upper hand and smashed an elbow across my face, shoving me off and clambering up. He was nigh at the door when Stephan cross-tackled him off his feet.

“Go!” Stephan shouted, and Lady Mary bolted into the void, gripping Sarah and Joshua, half-dragging, half-carrying them onward.

The blackguards scrambled.

Something whip-like cracked past my head, knocking me sideways.

The horror from the vault cast Brother Miles’s husk aside, just a flaccid sack of skin and bone, and rose to its full height, its head nearly scraping the ceiling, half man and half ... something else. It was a thing of sinew and manged fur, half trudging, half slithering boneless as it flowed forth. Its face was a cruel parody of Prince Palatine’s, contorted, distorted, inhuman. Except for his eyes. Crocodile tears rolled down its face as it snatched up another mercenary, engulfing him, shifting in a quick whirling half-shrug to the sound of dislocating joints. Breaking bones. A trembling squeal.

Then it cast him aside.

Licking his lips, glaring me down, von Madbury inched toward the door as the prince-thing, the monstrosity, the strigoi, surged toward Stephan and Felmarsh, struggling on the floor. Gripping a fallen axe, I flung a cut at the monstrosity, shearing through sinew, catching its attention. It whirled instantly.

Lucky. Fucking. Me.

“Stephan!” I dashed for the dungeon-door, freezing as the thing cut me off, looming over like a tidal wave of insanity. “Go!”

Stephan kicked free of Felmarsh and bolted.

Von Madbury dashed, hurdling a noose-like rat-tail, slick as oil, hacking a back-handed slash my way. I ducked it but was on the ground as a tail snagged my leg, wrapping round it, crushing tight. Von Madbury disappeared through the mauled doorway as the strigoi drew me close, tearing the axe from my grip.

My fingernails broke off on the flagstone edges. “No!” 

It peeled me back.

The strigoi rose in the dim lantern light, a thing of shadow and mange, black eyes smoldering, glaring down with inhuman curiosity. The thing that was its mouth yawned open, dripping pink, drool coursing, as though trying to form words.

It failed.

Utterly.

Upside down, dangling in the air like the hanged man, tails slithering about my body, I screamed. I screamed senseless. Meaningless. If I’d had a blade, I’d’ve slit my own throat. The appendages seizing me were snakes of iron, sharp hairs biting into my flesh—

“Thor’s hammer!” Karl roared nearby and it cast me across the void, breaking through shelves of felled racks. Next I knew, I was splayed across the ground, seeing double, triple, God, as three monstrosities lurched onward.

A shadow bolted behind it. Short. Squat. Stupid.

“Get up!” Karl set his feet, axe raised. “Run!”

I struggled, arms wobbling, and could do neither.

Thane-axe in hand, Karl hacked at the monstrosity, quick glancing chops, never committing, always moving, never stopping. He drew it back towards the dungeon, leaving me a clear path. Out. Jesus. Reality wobbling, I struggled to my knees, my feet, as Karl growled and hacked and ducked and dodged. But the strigoi moved with a feral tenacity, an inhuman zeal, quicker than thought, and cut Karl off, cornering him.

“Valhalla!”

Two-handed over his head, Karl hacked into it with a stroke that would’ve felled an ox, but the strigoi barely flinched, taking the blow, engulfing Karl against the far wall. Tentacle and pink appendage poured onto him, over him, sliding across his face and chest, spreading out fluid to all directions.

“Run!” Karl screamed and then didn’t as appendages slid over his mouth, consuming his face, choking down his throat.

My head was mush, legs jelly, arms useless. I melted across the floor like some old thing, some broken thing, some useless thing. “Wha—?”

I blinked.

A massive paw thrust into my face.

“Jesus Christ.”

And it was. Sort of. Ensconced by a nimbus of rippling torchlight.

“Rise, brother.” The Nazarene gripped my hand and shoulder and grunted, hauling me bodily to my feet. He stood before me, his half-head empty, yawning like some crimson chasm, his body thick and massive and hacked nigh on to pieces. His big belly’d been ripped ragged, ropes of innard poured outward in slick glistening loops, trailing behind, thrown across his shoulder. His severed arm was reattached but wrong somehow, off-kilter, backward.

“Jesus. Fucking. Christ.”

“Remember we are all brothers against the darkness.”

“Yeah! Brothers!” Tears streamed down my face. “Sure! Whatever!”

“Go now, brother!” the Nazarene boomed as he strode toward the monstrosity. “Flee!”

But I didn’t run. Couldn’t run.

I staggered headfirst toward the wall, using the fallen racks to stay upright, working my way for the door, tripping, falling to one knee, drooling, bleeding over Gideon Felmarsh’s twitching corpse. His eyes glared, his teeth fixed in grimace, but he didn’t move. Couldn’t. And Yolanda lay there, skewered through him neat as you please. Digging a fist beneath him, I seized the hilt, whispered, “This might hurt,” then ripped her free.

Crushing tears from my eyes, I turned toward the twin monstrosities closing in upon one another.

“Come to me, brother!” The Nazarene bellowed, his arms up, open.

The strigoi turned at that, its green eyes greedy-full with inguinal ecstasy, its one arm still somewhat human slithering out, long and many-jointed and wrong. His other half writhed in an orgy of tail and tentacle, coiling, slithering, twisting.

“Let me sate thine hunger!” the Nazarene bellowed, his thick arms opened, exposing his body, his soul.

The strigoi descended, a movement too swift to grasp, too distorted to follow, engulfing the Nazarene in flesh and tendril, wrapping round him in an iron embrace, constrictor snakes surging, all disparate yet acting as one.

Against the wall, forgotten, Karl collapsed, trembling to all fours, eyes blank, gasping, hacking. I didn’t say anything, I didn’t wait, I just grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and by some force born of desperation and cowardice and ten-fold terror, dragged him limp as a sack of drowned kittens.

Behind, the strigoi let loose a keen, and I thought he’d finished with the Nazarene.

I was wrong.

The Nazarene, for all his terrible wounds, for all that he was wrapped up in the strigoi’s legion of appendages, for all that he was buffeted by the slash of the strigoi’s excoriating force, he was still game. Still on his feet. Still fighting. His thick arms, though twisted askew, grasped the strigoi’s core, a crushing embrace, his hands disappearing, slipping hidden through hellish flesh.

The strigoi keened.

The Nazarene bellowed.

Dust rained from above.

“Brother!” The Nazarene took one single step, grimacing, twisting, bulling the horror before him. Then another. And another. “Show us the light!”

The strigoi wailed and gnashed and fought, snatching onto a fallen rack and dragging it behind. But the Nazarene kept moving, slowly, inexorably, step by bloody step towards the dungeon-door. Appendage flailed. The strigoi gave up on fighting and latched onto the Nazarene’s neck and skull-hole, needle teeth gnashing and gnawing, biting from the inside, sucking blood and bile and unholy ichor, drawing sanity and soul and sustenance, diminishing the Nazarene with each tread of his heavy step.

“The light, brother.” Darkness swirled as the Nazarene trudged forth.

Forging onward, I tripped, staggering to a knee.

The barrels of poppy seed oil stood before me. Without thinking, I kicked them onto their sides. Two blows, Thunk! Thunk! And I stove in their tops and kicked them rolling across the flagstones.

“Yes, brother!” the Nazarene bellowed, his voice still hale, strong, “Yes!” But in the dungeon darkness, he collapsed to a knee, a husk of bone and desiccated flesh.

I grasped Stephan’s lantern.

Gore sluiced from the strigoi’s distended maw. It turned, its crippled visage contorting in malice as it came for me, slashing faster than thought, claws distended, half of its mass a slithering orgy of tooth and tail.

Muttering a cacophony of fractured prayer, I clamped my eyes shut, preparing for the onrush of hideous oblivion.

Talons swept past, the fetid kiss of death and decay, the breath of madness and horror as the strigoi’s leering masque whined and growled and hissed just shy of murder. I cracked an eye as it slid back a hair.

“What in hell...?”

Behind it, the Nazarene, once so sturdy and monstrous and hale now little more than a skeleton, stood trembling, holding the strigoi at bay, pulling it back by his own entrails noosed round the strigoi’s throat.

Grimacing, pale lips quavering, the Nazarene held, his gaze locked on mine, his voice a hissing whisper, “The light, brother, show us the—”and I spiked the lantern into the oil.

I didn’t stay to watch them burn.




Chapter 63.

...pray that when that one-eye blackguard’s smug scowl meets its end, I am there to bear witness.

—Haesken Family Treatise: King Eckhardt Haesken III

***
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A THUNDEROUS COMMOTION lay beyond the Schloss’s front door as Karl and I trudged through the great hall. The fume of torch and grease and grime of death and despair shrouded us head to toe.

“Gonna make it?” I asked, gripping Karl’s arm across my shoulder, lugging him like a sack-full of shit.

“Rrrg...” Karl was in a rough way. A rough, ugly way. “Don’t let me slow you.”

Every minute or so, he’d stagger under the bombardment of a coughing jag, nearly turning his insides out hacking up black bile and ... nodules. Polyps. Something...

I shuddered. But he was still on his own two feet. More or less. Still moving under his own volition. Still the most ornery prick I’d ever met.

“Think that thing laid eggs in your belly?” I pondered aloud as we shouldered out the front door.

“I’m gonna lay eggs in your—” Karl gripped the door jamb and froze. “Grimnir’s spear...”

The horde had taken the courtyard. Scourgers and townsfolk alike amassed.

Von Madbury stood in their midst, a lone wolf fending off a rabid pack. “Back off, you bloody pissants!”

A circle of carnage lay about him. Bodies. Broken weapons. Churned muck. In one hand, von Madbury bore his curved Mongul blade. In his other, he had Joshua by the hair, on tiptoe, gasping, wincing, wailing, blade pressed against his neck. “Clear a damned path!”

I muscled through the press, shouldering folk aside, gripping Karl.

“Please, Sir Dietrick—” Lady Mary and Stephan stood across the circle. “Don’t do this.”

Sarah knelt in the muck, sobbing, shaking, wailing.

Von Madbury turned, dragging Joshua. “Tell them to clear a damned path.”

“Please, take me instead.” Lady Mary licked her lips and straightened. “Let him go.”

“Move!” von Madbury snarled.

But the horde deigned not to listen.

Stephan raised his hand. “There’s nowhere to go, Sir Dietrick.”

“The ship,” von Madbury snarled. “I want safe passage down to the docks.”

“It’s gone.” Stephan raised his hands. “It left. Hours ago.”

The horde rumbled, grumbled, fingers twitching on weapons. Ugliness. It was coming on swift and strong over the horizon.

Karl’s knees buckled as a coughing jag dropped him like a stone. “Go on, lad.” He shoved me onward. “Go—”

“Right.” I left him and pushed past bodies.

“Fuck yourself!” von Madbury’s teeth clenched as the horde rumbled, contracting a hair. His blazing eyes lighted upon me. “Krait, you blackguard! Don’t you move! Don’t you take another step.” He gripped his blade. “I’ll slit him open. Wide. You know I will!”

“Sure I do,” I said because I did.

Joshua whimpered, twitched, winced as von Madbury tore on his hair and slavered in his ear.

The horde shifted as I stepped into the circle. Lianne stood there amongst the press, pitchfork in hand, an eager look in her eye. Her father Giles stood by her side, a bandaged hand pressed to the side of his head. I saw the Tome-Bearer, heard the clink of his chains, the groan of old bones as he slammed his immense burden down across the edge of the scaffold.

“Make them move!” Von Madbury slavered.

“Who the hell am I?” I shrugged. “And why the hell would they listen to me?”

Von Madbury froze. Licked his lips. Swore beneath his breath.

He knew I was right.

“But,” I cocked my head toward a shadow rising from the corpse and carnage round the breaking-wheel, “they just might listen to her.”

Bent and haggard and worn, Elona stood over the corpse of her dead son. She’d unwoven his limbs from the spokes and dragged him free of the wheel, lain him out, smoothed his hair, straightened his shattered limbs. Her arms, up to the elbows, were stained crimson. Wreathed in horror, her eyes met mine. “Palatine?”

I shook my head, No.

Lightning struck, her legs wobbled, nigh on felling her, but she gripped the spokes of the breaking-wheel, holding her upright.

“Her? You’d listen to her?” Von Madbury sneered as the horde inched in. “You know what her husband did? Your king?” A devil-smirk fixed itself across his face. “For years, he sated that monstrosity, that abomination, that thing, with you and your ilk! Under guise of justice, he’d march them down that tunnel. ‘The long walk,’ he called it. Your king! He forced them in at sword point. Down into the depths. Into wrack and into ruin.”

“Him?” I yelled. “Try him and you and that fucker, Sir Gustav!”

I didn’t know it for truth, but von Madbury’s ‘long walk’ comment sparked something King Eckhardt had said on the Schloss’s rooftop weeks past. When I’d asked if von Madbury had leverage on him. And as for Sir Gustav? Well, screw him, either way.

“Shut your gob, hedge knight,” von Madbury sneered. “Stranger. Malingerer. No one knows you here. Nor cares what lies your serpent tongue spouts.” Von Madbury offered Elona a caustic bow. “And what say you, Your Highness?”

“Eh...? Why should they listen to me?” Still she clutched the breaking-wheel. “Why should anyone listen to me? I’m no queen. No ruler. My husband is dead. Slain. Gone. Your king. And what sort of king was he?” She brushed hair from her face, a trail of blood staining in its wake. “You were not far off. The man was weak. Hesitant. Abhorrently cruel when it suited him. And my sons? Everything I hold,” she swallowed, “held dear? Nay. I bear no right by blood to the Haesken throne. To this town. This realm. I’m naught but a cursed widow wallowing in the ruin of a fallen house.”

The horde riled, a grumble running through, rising.

“Did you know?” von Madbury snarled. “Did you know he’d toast wine in the aftermath of the blood sacrifice? Dine to the screams of the fallen?” Von Madbury splayed a hand out. “Whilst they all starved?”

“Murderer!” someone yelled.

Elona stood before them, sunken, hollow, broken, waiting on someone to cast the first stone.

My guess?

It wouldn’t take long.

Von Madbury laughed, that sharp hyena bark and something changed.

Elona blinked. Glared up. Took a breath. Chin set, a blaze took root in her eye, her heart, her soul.

“I killed the pig.” The Queen nodded to herself. “Yes. The swine. Me. I murdered him with his own blade.” She laid a hand upon her breast. “My husband. Your king. For what he had done. What he did. What he would persist in doing. What Dietrick said is correct. I killed him for it, and I watched him die. It was slow. It was painful. It was necessary.” She pushed herself upright off the breaking-wheel. “And it was not nearly enough.”

Folk had stones in hand, arms cocked back, but not a one threw.

“And so now you know the truth.” The Queen strode to the edge of the scaffold. “The truth of the Haesken line. The truth of your king. And you know the truth of me. So end it here. End it now. End it forever.” She raised her arms. “Cast your stones! Strike me down! And I’ll thank God for it.”

A ripple of chatter tore through the horde.

Followed by a void of silence.

“You are queen!” someone yelled.

Then another, “You are our queen!”

A scattering of cheers erupted, barks and clatter, the clash of weapons, the stomp of feet. “You are our queen!” A chant rose through the darkness, from the despair, from the downtrodden and disavowed, avowing once more their faith in divine right.

“Looks like they’ll listen.” Von Madbury licked his lips, blowing with the wind. “Looks like we can deal.”

“Yes.” The Queen grew taller as the horde bellowed its chant. “So it would seem.”

“So get me out of here.”

“Yes,” the Queen glared down at her blood-crusted hands, “so it would seem...”

“Order them to move.” Von Madbury pressed the blade into Joshua’s throat. “To clear a path. Order them!”

Queen Elona stood unmoved. “You murdered my son.”

“And I’ll murder this little shit, too.” Von Madbury licked his lips. “Now tell them.”

“You think to dictate terms?” The Queen rang blood from her sleeve. “You think me a ruler in the same vein as my son? My husband? Nay.” She wiped her hands on her skirts. “Those days are dead. Dead and gone. Withered to dust and blown away.”

“I’ll—”

“Silence!” the Queen thundered. “And heed this, Dietrick, you snake of a man. You will die tonight. You will die here. You will die now. The only variable is by which means. Release the child and I’ll allow you to fall upon your sword.” She offered an imperious shrug. “And should you not, you shall suffer the same tender mercies you offered my,” her knees wobbled, nigh on buckling, but she maintained, “my son.”

Von Madbury tensed like a wolf, hackles risen.

The crowd was ravenous and ready, ready to turn back into a horde, a mob, to enact mob justice. Ready to vent its frustrations. Ready to vent them on the blackguard who’d flogged their sons. Raped their daughters. Knifed their husbands. Forced their kin down for the long walk.

“He cried like a baby.” Von Madbury’s teeth gleamed between split lips.

“I know it, you fool. I heard it. I watched it.” Queen Elona pointed her long slender arm. “Take him!”

“NO!” Lady Mary screamed as Stephan lurched forward, the mob contracting inward, all grasping hands and ill intent.

A quick jerk and Von Madbury kept his word.

He slit Joshua’s throat, cast the boy aside and drew back his curved blade as I met him alongside the crush. Through the tangle, Stephan’s eyes bulged as his cries choked off. Lady Mary was jostled, shoved aside, trampled, disappearing beneath the surge of body and hatred, their hands reaching for von Madbury, groping at his arms, his legs, tearing his hair, restraining him, ripping his tulwar free, hammering him with fist and stone, wrestling him back and over, kicking and screaming towards the Queen, the scaffold, the breaking-wheel.

Me?

I didn’t give a shit. Not as they took him. Not as they carried him. Not as they bound him cruciform, screaming, struggling, roaring, across the spokes.

Joshua was the prize, and I reached him first, shielding him with my body, praying for a flesh wound. Praying it wasn’t a vessel. Praying for a miracle. And as always, the Good Lord came through in spades. Joshua lay unconscious, trampled face-first deep into the muck. Bleeding out from the neck, spurting in ragged blasts.

“Jesus.” Clamping down on the gash, feeling warm red soak my palms, my sleeves, tasting the copper tang of blood, I scooped mud from his mouth, wiped it on my pant leg. Looked around for something. Someone. Anyone. Anything.

But there was nothing. No one.

A numb buzz entered my ears.

“Abe, I’m sorry...” I squeezed down.

Lady Mary staggered to my side, clutching my shoulder, a wraith in the night, talking, muttering, mumbling. What the hell was she saying? Everything, everywhere, heavy, slow, beyond blurry.

“Huh?” I blinked. “What?”

The pounding of a hammer punctuated von Madbury’s screams. The scourger chant folded in, melding to the beat.

“Is ... Is he—” Lady Mary leaned over my shoulder.

“No. Not yet.” I grimaced, pressing down harder, knowing it wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t slow, wouldn’t make one bit of difference.

“Lou!” Beat and battered, Stephan clambered from the mob, clasping Sarah. He hovered over, leaning close, trying to see, trying to help, knowing even with his God-given knack for healing, he was as impotent as me. “Is there anything?”

“I don’t know,” I lied. Cause I knew. Knew we couldn’t slow it. Couldn’t stop it. Knew Sarah was gonna have to watch her baby brother die. Knew it was obvious but still didn’t have the stones to say it.

“Joshie!” Sarah latched onto him, arms wrapping so hard I nearly lost my grip.

“It’s alright, kid,” I whispered in Joshua’s ear. “Sarah’s here. Your sister. She’s holding you. With you. Mary and Stephan, too. Just close your eyes. Abe and — your mom and dad’ll be there when you open them. It’s gonna be ... No.” The spurting had stopped. “Please.” I clamped harder, grimacing, swearing, driving his corpse sinking into the mud. “Come on. Come the-fuck on!”

“Brother.” Stephan laid a hand on my shoulder. “Lou. He’s gone.”

I swatted his hand aside and pulled Joshua’s eyelid open. Numb. Glazed. Gone. I needed to hit something. Bite something. Murder something.

“Oy, young feller,” a voice cackled from behind. “He’s not gone. Close, aye. But not gone. Not yet.”

I turned.

The Tome-Bearer stood hunched behind, flab and tendon wobbling on skinny arms, trembling under their shared burden. The slow chant suffusing the air waxed to the sound of von Madbury’s begging, pleading, to the sound of his bones broken by hammer.

“What do you mean?” Stephan gripped the Tome-Bearer by the arm.

“Ease up, lad.” The Tome-Bearer winced. “I mean, there’s still some work what can be done. What can bear him back.”

Sarah wailed. Lady Mary took her in her arms, brushing her hair back with a hand, talking, whispering hushed nonsense.

“Then quit jawing and start doing,” I barked, still holding pressure.

The old geezer grimaced, showing less teeth than more. “Lad, could ya ease up on my arm?”

“I—I’m sorry.” Stephan let go.

“Thing is, young feller, I — We, that is,” the Tome-Bearer grinned, a sneaky sly-fuck smirk, “need someone. We need a ... what’s the word? A nexus.”

“Bring him back!” I roared. “Like the Nazarene. Bring him the-fuck back!”

“Ya don’t ken even half of what ye saw.” The old geezer squinted up at the dawn sky. “And you’re losing time. Losing it fast.”

“Fine. Sure. Yeah.” I blinked. “I’ll do it.”

“Forgive me, young feller, but you won’t do.” The Tome-Bearer twitched his head toward Stephan. “You now? We could talk about you.”

“I’m in.” Stephan stepped forth without hesitation. “Just tell me what to do.”

“Gotta swear first, boy.”

“Swear what?”

“Swear to me.” The Tome-Bearer slapped his sunken chest. “Swear yer everything. Everything you have and hold dear and ever will.”

“Stephan—” I blurted but it was already too late.

Stephan laid a hand on his heart. “I swear to you my life and my soul. Now tell me.”

The shitty old prick cackled with glee, clapping his hands as he dropped the book in the muck and scrabbled through it with grubby paws. “Ya already know, lad.”

“I—” Stephan stiffened as though jerked up suddenly by invisible strings, scowling as he hissed some language low and in the shadows. Scourgers slid in, converging, shambling forth like the walking dead, their muted chant shifting, rising, coalescing, filling the air as the horizon pinked in the distance.

Behind, von Madbury squealed raw as a hog being slaughtered.

I didn’t know what they were doing to him.

I didn’t care.

“Brother, what—?” I said.

“You can let go now, Lou,” Stephan said softly, slowly, firmly. “Let go.” He peeled my trembling fingers from Joshua’s ruined throat. A cut clean down to spine. Like a second mouth. Jesus Christ. “Stand aside. Please, brother.”

But I couldn’t let go. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t anything.

Stephan squeezed my hands, “You’ve done what you can.”

Breathless, I collapsed back in the mud.

The Tome-Bearer clambered atop the open book, pushing it into the mud, pawing it, eyeballing the pages in the waxing dawn, his mouth moving as he lead the chant, as he always lead, a tremble of greed and ecstasy ticking tremors across his squatter’s mug.

Stephan knelt over Joshua.

I scrambled aside, trying to see, to watch, to make sense of everything, anything, and knowing I was falling short to all quarters.

Stephan murmured words too soft to hear, words echoing the chant, the hammer, the screams. The very air vibrated with song as he reached up toward the dawn sky, the sun rising just over the horizon, and grasped it in effigy, fingers trembling round it, forming a fist glowing pink from within. He held it there in silent awe. “Rose of Sharon...” he laid the glowing warmth against Joshua’s blood-soaked throat, holding it there, pressing it in, blood steaming white. “Please. For the love of God, please...”

When Joshua’s leg twitched, I puked in my mouth. Swallowed it back.

Thought it was some artifact of Stephan working. Or Lady Mary moving. Or Sarah. Or me. Or anyone. An earthquake. Something. Anything. Anything but what I saw. But when his leg twitched again, and I heard him draw breath, a slow, labored gurgle, I knew it for truth.

Joshua’s next breath was a cough, and he spattered blood across my boots.

“Kid—?”

Eyes bulging in disbelief, Stephan retracted his hand.

Joshua rubbed the blood from his neck and beneath lay a long jagged scar. His mouth moved as he tried to talk, but no sound came.

“Joshie!” Sarah dove atop him.

“Easy.” Lady Mary brushed Joshua’s hair from his eyes, and Sarah nearly choked him to death in delight.

“I...” Stephan knelt there, pale and shaking, staring at his hand in awe, “I have no words, brother.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Me neither.” And I took him in my arms and clutched him tight, listening all the while to von Madbury screaming in the distance, begging for the end, for death, for his mother, for sweet tender mercy.

It seemed he’d receive none.




Chapter 64.

***
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LADY MARY AND KARL huddled off with Sarah and Joshua, knapsacks shouldered, walking-sticks in hand, anxious glares simmering in their collective eye. They were keen to get moving. Keen to be gone. So was I. The Kriegbad Pass had opened a week ago, and Karl and Joshua were finally hale enough to cross. With any hope.

Queen Elona knelt in the shadow of Saint Wencelaus’ Church, praying by the fresh graves of her fallen sons. Her dead father. Her shit-heel of a husband. Her queen’s-guard, what were left of them, flanked her. Seven men, the sum total of Husk’s vaunted defenses.

“You’re still here.” She glared up.

I gazed off toward the mountains, muted in blur, far off to the east. “Not for long.”

The Queen was ashen, empty, cold as she rose, using Eventine’s tombstone to lever herself up. “What is it you want?”

“To warn you,” I said. “To thank you. To apologize.”

The Queen sighed as though the very act of drawing breath caused her pain. “Which first?”

“The warning.” I nodded off toward the Abraxas. “There may be men that come after me. After us. Dangerous men. Men you want no part of.”

“I think I am done with the wanting of any part of your species, Sir Luther.”

“Fair enough. And I don’t blame you. But that won’t matter to them. To him.”

The Queen raised a hand and her guards edged back a few paces. “And how shall I know this man? This devil? This fiend?”

“You just will.”

“Very well,” she said. “What would you have me do should he arrive? Cower? Hide? Obfuscate the truth on your behalf?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Just tell it to him. The truth. Tell him what happened. Tell him about Abraham and where he’s buried. Tell him you hate me. Tell him where I’ve gone. Tell him everything.”

“And what makes you think I wouldn’t regardless?”

I glanced over at Lady Mary. “Just a hunch.”

“You’re going after your brother.”

“Through the pass, yeah,” I said. “But after that? I don’t know. Stephan left with that ... that bloody lunatic. And he sold or surrendered or gave away ... something.” A shiver ran down my spine. “So, yeah, best we’d get moving.” I shouldered my knapsack, patted Yolanda’s hilt, nodded toward the kids. “Find them someplace safe.”

I owed Abe and Ruth that. At the very least.

“Next comes the thanks. Then the apology.” The Queen crossed her arms. “Please. I fear I shan’t stand either. I fear they’d fissure the hate crystalized within me, robbing me of the only strength left privy to me. The sole thing bearing me upright. Yes. I’d rather you forgo them both and simply go.”

“Very well.” I swallowed, bowed, turned.

“Was there malice in your heart, Sir Luther?”

I paused, straightened. “Malice?”

Her eyes blazed. “When you murdered Eventine?”

“Murder...” I looked down. Away. Shook my head. “No, Your Majesty. Not in the end. In the end there ... there was only necessity.”

“Necessity?”

“You saw what von Madbury did.”

“Yes.” The Queen’s chin rose. “I saw.”

“Then you know it was mercy. Pity. Necessity. I couldn’t let him linger like that. Stephan had said it. Had gone after him. To save him. Because that’s what he does. But even he...” I sniffed. Swallowed. Shook my head. “Even he knew it was over. That something had to be done. And I didn’t want that burdening his soul. He’s strong in ways I’m not. But in other ways...” 

The rest I left unsaid as I drew my cloak against a mounting breeze, feeling my dagger in hand as I slid it into Eventine’s heart, tasting tears as I bore Sir Alaric’s body from the Half-King’s tomb, hearing the sound of Palatine’s inhuman keens as he thrashed, immolating alive. Or dead. Or whatever the hell he was in the end.

“As you say,” the Queen said. “And perhaps it was more than most would have done. The Lord knows you could have done less. We can always do less.”

I forced a fallow nod. “Sir Alaric... Your father told me a couple things before...” I rubbed my eyes. “Apologies. I’m shite at this.”

“Go on. We both of us are,” the Queen grimaced. “I wish he’d had the fortitude to tell me himself. Or I he. It’s a sin how for granted we take those closest.” She cocked her head. “But only when they’re alive. Here. In the now. And the moment they’ve drifted beyond the veil?” Her fingers crumpled into a fist. “A hammer-blow to the temple. A shock of clarity. Sense. Cold and hard. What mattered before seems cheap, tawdry, ephemeral. And who you lost?” She shook her head. “Everything.”

I licked my lips. “He said he did it to protect you.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Did what?”

“Kill your husband,” I said. “Whether it was you or he who murdered King Eckhardt, in the end, I don’t know. But your father told me he came upon King Eckhardt in his bedchamber. So imagine him standing before his king. His liege. His lord. The man he’d sworn an oath on his life and soul to protect. And his liege lies dying. Or dead. Or nearly so. I don’t know. Foregone, let’s say. And your father is torn. Bent. Broken. The castle is bustling. And he has but moments to add to the picture painted. So what’s he do? What can he do? With his oath to his liege tolling in his mind?”

I fingered Yolanda’s hilt.

“But there are some oaths stronger,” I said. “Like those between father and daughter. Man and wife. So he drives King Eckhardt’s own blade through him. Then waits to get caught. Red-handed. Cause he figures what I figured the moment I saw the King’s corpse.”

“And what is it you ... figured?” the Queen whispered.

“It’s no great magic, Your Majesty.” I glanced toward her guards, lowering my voice. “No mystery. No alchemy. Just simple arithmetic.” I caught her eye. “You find a wife clipped by violence, you go hounding after her bloke. Find the bloke iced by poison, you go hunting his wife. One of the first maxims my uncle taught me. Way back when but still holds true.”

“Poison...?” The Queen licked her lips.

“Yeah. The King’s gums were black as coal. Steel through the chest? Won’t help with it but won’t cause it, yeah?” I shrugged. “And I’ve heard of it. Manticore’s blood. Violet Nightshade mixed with Belladonna and an unhealthy dose of lead and arsenic.”

Now it was her turn to offer her guards a glance. “How long have you known?”

“From the start,” I said. “Or finish. Choose your poison. Pardon the pun.”

“Yet you never said anything?” Her eyes narrowed. “Even though...”

“Even though what? Even though you and I were on the outs? Even though I promised your sons I’d unmask the killer? And already had?” I shrugged. “What was I gonna do? What was I gonna say? Tell the new king his grandfather covered up the murder his mother committed against his father?” I shook my head. “Jesus Christ.”

“Perhaps I didn’t desire his protection.” The Queen drew herself up. “Perhaps I wanted the dice to scatter where they may. Perhaps I courted ruin.”

“Like with your confession to the mob?”

“Ruin?” The Queen touched her throat. “Perhaps. Or perhaps, I simply wanted something to change. Needed something. Brought to a head. Cauterized. Burned. At whatever cost. And that ... Eckhardt.” She spat. “He deserved it. He deserved worse. You know it.”

I didn’t disagree.

She chopped with her hand. “And, yes, I gave no thought to the consequences. No heed to how others might react. Would react. Even,” her jaw muscles clenched, “even my own sons.”

“Your father figured if he was caught red-handed folk might not notice the King’d been poisoned. Figured folk might not look past the blade he shoved bloody through his lung.”

“But they didn’t catch him.”

“No, they didn’t,” I said. “Was a lot going on. Murder. Betrayal. Insanity. But even so, he figured when they started looking your way, which they inevitably would, he’d step forth, draw back the curtain, recite some climactic monologue, and take his final bow. And you?” I let it sink in. “You’d be safe. Innocent. Beyond reproach.”

“The obtuse machinations of a drunken sot,” the Queen scoffed, but a glimmer shivered in her eye.

“Take the intent for the deed and leave it at that,” I said. “He was a drunken sot, but a drunken sot who loved you til his dying breath. Just as you’ll love him til yours. He tried to protect you. And you tried to protect him. A symmetry some might find beautiful.”

Scowling, the Queen shook her head.

“Your confession to the mob,” I explained. “If you hated him so much, you could’ve laid the blame at his feet. Squarely.”

“Mere supposition.” The Queen ran a hand through her hair.

“You did that with your right hand,” I said.

She froze. “And...?”

“Your husband was stabbed in the right side of his chest.” I patted my right flank. “Almost certainly by a sinister-handed blackguard. And besides me, your father was the only one in the Schloss.”

“And what is all this to you?”

“To me? I’m just trying to balance my books,” I said. “I owe your father that much. You, too, I suppose. At the very least. I’m no fan of debts.”

“Nor am I.”

“He also said he did it to avenge your mother.”

“Eh?” The Queen blinked. “To avenge my...?”

“Your mother. Lady Catherine.”

“You mentioned oaths, Sir Luther. Oaths between father and daughter. Man and wife. I ... I had thought you meant me.”

“I did. But not only you.”

“Please, did,” she pursed her lips, “did he explain?”

“No.” I scratched my beard. “Those were his last words.”

“Lord above...” The Queen bit her lip, whirled, cursing the sky. “Could the fool do nothing right? Could he not even leave a death-bed confession without mucking it up?” The Queen crushed the tears flowing down her cheek. “And so I shall never—”

“No, wait. Look.” I held up a hand. “I put it together. Some of it. Enough, I think. Piecemeal maybe, but...” I swallowed. “You remember the night the Grey-Lady—? The night we went out and the Nazarene burned down—” Jesus. “You remember that night?”

“Yes,” she said. “My father, despite his initial depths of despondence, took a precipitous fall after. Even from afar it was obvious. Patently so. Painfully. If he was cracked, if he was broken before, he was shattered irrevocably after.”

“Understandable, in retrospect,” I said. “The man had to suffer through your mother’s long illness. Her subsequent disappearance. Of decades of never knowing what happened. Years of guesswork. Wondering. Worrying. Never understanding. Never knowing. Never gaining the closure he’d need to garner some modicum of peace.

“Then one night, out of the blue, he sees her again, but only to watch on helplessly as she’s murdered before his very eyes.” I rubbed my jaw where he’d struck me. “He attacked me that night. Tried fighting past me. Through me. Would’ve killed me if he could. I didn’t understand. Didn’t see. Couldn’t see. I thought it was chivalry. Honor. Madness. Save the damsel in distress, and all. But it was more than that. The Grey-Lady was Lady Catherine.”

“That’s—” The Queen stiffened as though struck. “That’s absurd. Impossible. It’s been almost thirty...”

“One would think,” I said. “Except that she wasn’t human. Not for the decades since her disappearance. Her long walk. Her rendezvous with the Half-King at your husband’s request. Where she became strigoi.”

“Strigoi...?” The Queen followed my gaze off towards the old keep.

“In her last days, your mother made a deal with King Eckhardt,” I said. “Times were tough. Lean. The King needed something, someone to sate the Half-King. And your mother? She was sick. And knew she was dying. Knew the Haesken Line’s dirty secret. And she knew what the King desired. What he needed. So she offered him a deal.”

“How ... why?” the Queen stammered. “What did she get out of it?”

“Peace of mind.”

“Peace of...?”

“The peace of mind of knowing her eldest daughter’d be taken care of. By a king. And if you were taken care of, so was your sister, Jane. So was your father. So was everyone who came after.”

“All of us...” The Queen’s muttered. “She traded the last vestiges of her life to...”

“Cement your betrothal. Your future. Your family’s future.”

“Oh, mother...” The Queen blanched, gasped, swallowed. “She knew about this ... this secret? She knew about the Half-King? The truth?”

“Your father told me all the pieces were there, but he didn’t see them. Couldn’t see. Or, hell, maybe he just didn’t want to see them. But your mother...? Jesus, I don’t know. She was part of the King’s court. And sharp as a stiletto by all accounts. And women see things men don’t. Speak truth to power in ways we brave heroes never can. Or never do, anyways.”

“B-But you never met her. Never saw her. How could you possibly know this Grey-Lady was she?”

“Cause your father was a damn-fine painter. And your mother? His favorite subject. I didn’t put it together, though, not until the night at the Half-King Tavern. Von Madbury’s ambush. Funny, the things you notice when your life’s hanging by a noose. Have you seen her portrait? The one by the stairwell?”

“I don’t generally frequent whore-houses.”

“It’s a tavern, too, but—” I frowned. “She’s looking back over her shoulder while standing before a copse of trees. Trees at the height of autumn. All aswirl with red and orange and yellow. Look like they’re on fire. Well, that was the last thing I saw the night before the Nazarene...”

“Burned my mother to death,” the Queen finished.

The wind blew cold up from the river at our backs.

“Yeah. I’m sorry. I could tell you it was quick. Tell you it was painless. Tell you maybe it wasn’t her there at the end.” I raised my hands. “And maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was just the strigoi. But if I told you I knew it for certain, I’d be lying. And I don’t know that hearing any of this shit’ll do you any good. But me? Either way? I’d want to know.”

The Queen wiped her eyes. “You said you’d pieced it all together ... how?”

“Lady Mary and Palatine.”

“Palatine...” the Queen choked, her face ashen.

I nodded to Palatine’s tombstone. “You saw him?”

“Yes. I saw what he had—” the Queen trembled, “A body. Something. What was left. I could conjure no sense of ... of anything. How could it—”

“There was no sense,” I cut in. “No meaning. Only curse and murder and madness.” I took a breath. “Palatine warned Lady Mary and Ruth of von Madbury’s designs. He unlocked them. Set them free, but Ruth in her madness refused to leave Abraham’s side. Lady Mary said she ... she just broke. In their flight down through the Schloss, Palatine told Lady Mary what was in the Haesken family treatise. About the curse. Not baldly. Not boldly. Said he read between the lines. But he said it was there.”

“Between the lines...” the Queen whispered. “What else did my son say?”

“He said it began two centuries ago. Far to the south. During a war between the Teutonic Knights and some backwater clan-holt. A war that meant nothing. Achieved nothing. Except murder. Said the Teutonics razed the place. Felled a demon. Scourged the populace. Said the last survivor of the clan-holt, a withered old crone, cursed the Haesken line with her dying breath. The first-born heir.”

“I-I don’t—” The Queen recoiled. “But Eckhardt, he never succumbed to such a curse. Nor his father. Nor his father’s father.”

“Yeah. I don’t know. Maybe it’d only affect one at a time. And it had affected one of your husband’s ancestors, whichever was the Half-King. Gaston, I believe.” I ran a hand through my hair. “And when I killed him. It. Truly killed. The curse passed onto the heir. Which meant that...”

“Yes.” Queen Elona sagged, trembling down to one knee, only her dead son’s tombstone holding her aloft. “Palatine was the firstborn. The rightful heir. And he knew it, too. Oh, my sweet boy. My sweet, smart, lovely boy. He should have grown to be a man. A king. To be ... something.” The Queen shook her head slowly, lips ripping back in a rictus. “Eckhardt thought it best that their birth order be concealed. Reversed. He felt a cripple ... oh, what were his words? ‘A cripple would diminish our line.’” She sobbed. “Diminish the line? Lord above.”

“Palatine would’ve made a good king,” I said.

“Yes. Better than Eckhardt. Eventine. Far better,” the Queen sniffed. “Sir Luther ... where is the Haesken Treatise?”

“Palatine told Lady Mary he burned it.”

“Pity...” The Queen shook her head. “I wish he hadn’t. That I might have garnered some modicum of understanding. Some ... connection.” She wiped tears from her cheek. “Palatine. You saw him in his last moments...”

“Yeah.” I tried hard not seeing Palatine’s tortured visage in the darkest corners of my mind.

“Do...” The Queen’s nails dug into Palatine’s tombstone. A woman lost. Forlorn. Broken. “Do you think he understood? Do you think he understood the peril? Do you think he knew he would bear the brunt of the curse? That should he send you down into the bowels of hell to slay the Half-King, and you were successful, it would mean the casting away of his own life? That he himself would become that ... that horror? That thing? That monstrosity? Do you think he knew? Do you think...” She swallowed, licked her lips, her hands trembling. “Do you think he hated his life so much that he would cast it all away?”

“No, Your Majesty,” I lied, “of course not.”

The End.
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The Definition of Vengeance
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Book III. The Serpent Knight Saga




CHAPTER 1.

My Dearest Pernicia,

...I cannot help but see the massacre as a sort of blessing, for has it not brought the two of us together? Perhaps the fallen were some sort of sacrifice of eld, consecrating our union in blood, blessing our consummation in...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
[image: image]


I WALKED IN SILENCE through the night. Bone weary. Dead tired. Slather in some other threadbare metaphor for the war of attrition between soul and road. The bards churn coin by waxing poetic on the hardiness of men’s souls.

Me?

I’ll take the road any day.

The wagon trundled along by my side, ripping over ruts, splashing through puddles, bouncing over clad-iron roots groping across the trail. One wheel squeaking constantly. Was like a stiletto in my ear for the first fifty miles. Now? Slogging raw? Dead tired? I could barely hear it.

Our wares sat packed in the back. Beer. Wine. Medicinals. All manner of sundry lugged from Herhoff in the east. Across the mountains. The valley. The river. Karl sat up front, foot up on the buckboard, catching a snooze, that crossbow of his slapped across his lap. Carver sat alongside, reins in hand, head lolling like a dollop of cream set to drip off a spoon.

“Need a spell?” I asked.

“Huh—?” Carver snapped to attention. “What?”

“Toothpicks for your eyelids, maybe?”

Carver blinked, looked around, stifled a shudder. “Nay. Nay. I thank you, but I’ll manage.”

“Just don’t run her off the road, yeah?”

“I-I shan’t, Sir Luther.”

I nodded. Me. Sir Luther. The one and only. I glared with envy up at that seat but trudged onward. “Stay sharp.” Yeah, like me. Stumble stuttering like a punch-drunk fighter harried through the ring, tripping over grasping roots and half-hidden mires, fighting to stay awake myself.

The Old Forest encroached from all quarters, the cloying stink of rain and worms melding with the fallen rot of dead leaf litter. Branches from gnarled trees, monstrous in the lantern-lit gloom, groped out leviathan-like, forming claws, limbs, faces. Mosquitoes buzzed. A soft breeze rustled. A wolf howled, sounding loud, sounding ominous, sounding near.

Carver glared over his shoulder, eyes bulging wide and white. “Lord, give us light.” He crossed himself and snapped the reins. Old Bess, oblivious, trudged onward at her unvarying pace. “Blighted wolves...”

“We’re nigh on there.”

“You certain?” Carver said. “Can’t tell one track from the next.”

“Land ho. Yeah. Just round the bend.”

And out of the claustrophobic forest, like a man drowning, gasping, just shy of blissless oblivion, we emerged at the base of a gentle hill. Saint Helena’s sat atop. Its approach from each side lay shorn of all vestiges of forest, shielded from the bastards and blackguards of the world by a fifteen-foot tall curtain wall.

“Those pious ladies take security seriously,” Carver said.

“Yeah,” I said, “and I don’t blame them.”

Keeping my eyes to the fore, trudging on, boar-spear balanced over my shoulder, I knew I’d pass out if I sat down. If I clambered back into the wagon. Feared I might even afoot. The moon hung low and sickle sharp in the night sky, a slice of molten silver, caustic bright, casting a harsh sheen across this newfound world.

Out in the open, a slow, cool breeze caressed my face, and I could breathe full again.

A wolf howled from behind.

Carver craned his neck. “Same one as before?”

“Who the hell knows?”

“Not far.” Karl rumbled awake. If he’d even been sleeping.

“Come on, Bess.” Carver snapped the reins. “C’mon.”

Saint Helena’s gates rose before us flanked by towers. She looked more fortress than convent. More the place of war than solitude and holy contemplation. But that was the world we lived in.

“Whoa there, Bess...” Carver yanked on the reins, and the horse whickered to a stop, pawing the ground in frustration, bobbing her head, no doubt wondering why the hell she was up so late trudging through the muck and stuck with a trio of fuckers like us. Maybe wolves were finally on her mind.

I signaled the watchtower with a flip of the optic on the bullseye lantern.

Nothing happened.

I did it again.

Still nothing. “Jesus.” I flipped the eye again and harrumphed. Mightily.

“C’mon...” Carver fingered the reins.

“Most like she’s sleeping,” Karl rumbled.

“What I’d be doing,” I admitted.

“Yar, no shit.” Karl shook his shaggy head. “That’s why I made ye walk.”

“You didn’t make me walk.”

In truth, he had made me walk, but I’d be damned if I’d admit it. Out loud.

I rubbed my eyes, yawned, stretched. My bed was calling from across the valley. Loud. Clear. Clarion clear. I envisioned ripping my boots off, plunking them on the floor, wriggling my toes, stripping down and drawing those warm blankets up and over me like muffled waves. Closing my eyes. Surrendering to the blessed weight enveloping me, crushing me, pounding me to dust and beyond before washing me away. Mirella somehow happened to intrude on my inner vision, her skin warm and smooth, her lithe body willing, gliding against mine, hands reaching, searching, finding, her long black hair in coils pouring over her shoulders. That wicked grin and elastic morals.

“Odin’s eye!” Karl hollered up through both hands. “We’re here! Open the bloody-fucking gates!”

The shutters on the high tower creaked open after a moment.

“Shhhh!” Lady Mary peered out. “Everyone’s sleeping.”

“Yeah, except us,” I barked.

“I simply wished to see how long you would stand there.”

“You’re a peach.” I bore but all of my gleaming teeth.

Lady Mary, our erstwhile companion across the continent. She’d been with me and Karl since Asylum, up the Abraxas, through Haeskenburg to the eastern road beyond. We’d had some history. And none of the storybook kind. She’d vowed to join the first convent we crossed. Saint Helena’s was it. She’d kept her vow.

“I’ll be right down.” As Lady Mary disappeared from her tower, another howl rent the night air. This one close. Damn close.

“Odin’s eye—” Karl whirled around, kneeling across our wares, sliding a bolt into his crossbow’s groove.

I took position between the wagon and the gnarl of twisted forest. “Bloody hell.”

“Gonna get bloodier they come calling.” Karl squinted.

“There there, Bess. There there...” Carver whimpered, Old Bess’s eyes bulging wide. “That-That’s a girl.”

Carver continued crooning, but Old Bess wasn’t having any of it.

“Grab yer bow,” Karl rumbled.

“A-Aye.” Carver fumbled for it, knocking his quiver aside, scattering arrows.

Old Bess seemed to be wondering what the hell was taking so long and started forward despite Carver’s protestations. And the locked gate. She whinnied, clomping, stomping, snorting, her eyes wide and wild, dilated past panic, trying to see past her blinders.

“Grimnir’s spear...” Karl hissed.

From the dense tangle of bracken, eyes gleamed large and yellow as twin moons.

“Hey!” I mule-kicked back at the wagon. “You seeing this?”

“Yar.” Karl leveled his crossbow, propping it across a box. “Big bastard.”

“Yeah. No shit.”

The wolves around Untheim were famous for being big bastards. Fierce bastards. And it seemed the tales spoke truth.

“Oh, dear lord...” Carver finally nocked an arrow.

The beast that loped from the protection of the trees was near the size of Old Bess. Slow, languid, hackles risen, it stalked forth, shoulder blades pressing up angular as axe blades, shifting back and forth beneath night-black fur. Its massive shaggy head sneered ear to ear, lips rippled back, black gums bared, breath steaming. And, holy hell, “What fucking teeth...”

“Jesus Christ Lord,” Carver said. “It’s come. It’s come!”

“Shut it.” Karl aimed through one eye. “Yer Christ’s got no pull against fuckers like that.”

“You got him?” I loosened my death-grip on my boar-spear, let the blood flow, adjusted my stance. Could hear Carver breathing hard, harsh, haggard. A man leagues past the fringes of panic. “Deep breath, man. Take one. Then load the bow. Take aim.”

For a fragment of an instant, the wolf just stood there, breath steaming past gaping jaws.

“Fuck this!” Carver bolted. Out of his seat, he leapt, arrow and bow scattering as he scrambled past Old Bess, hooves flying as she reared in animal panic.

With a snarl, the wolf burst forth and, Jesus Christ, it moved fast.

Saliva poured in ropes from its gleaming jaws, its yellow eyes dead set on the rabbit running.

Karl loosed his crossbow — thud! — burying the bolt in its shoulder.

Might have been a toothpick for all the good it did.

“Open it!” Carver clawed at the gates. “Open it!”

I set my boar-spear against my back foot, leveled it, watching this thing of murder and malevolence charge, eyes agleam. So bloody fast. I forced out a breath, tensed, but at the last instant, the moment of impact, the wolf angled, ripping past me.

Bess whinnied in terror, kicking, flailing, spastically dragging the wagon onward.

Carver pounded the gates. “Please!”

“Don’t open ‘em!” I railed, turning, giving chase.

Karl loaded another bolt, was taking aim over Old Bess’s bucking head. “Down, girl!”

“Sir Luther—” Lady Mary yelled from beyond the gate.

“Let me in!” Carver pounded.

“Don’t!” I tore on after. “Mary—”

Carver whirled, his back to the gates, nails scratching at wood as the wolf pounced, seizing him by the throat, bearing him down as it swept his legs out from under him, shaking him like a rabbit. Short, swift, violent strokes. Carver screamed. For an instant, his arms flailed, fingers clutched, feet kicked, but only an instant. With a crunch, something gave. A flaccid sack of flesh and still-born misery, flipping, flapping, flopping against stone, the monstrosity whipped him a last few times for good measure.

Or bad.

The wolf opened its jaws, and Carver plopped limp as a dead ferret against the ground.

I skidded to a halt. Swallowed. Nearly shit myself. “Jesus Christ—”

The wolf crouched, stalking toward me.

“Watch it!” Karl shot his crossbow and grazed the wolf, ripping through its ear. “Fuck!”

I slid back to Old Bess, front hooves slashing past my face. “Whoa, girl!”

“What’s going on?” Lady Mary’s voice was muffled behind the gates.

“It’s circling round back.” Karl reloaded his crossbow.

“Leave ‘em shut!”

“Watch it!” Karl flung a box out of his way as the wolf bolted under the wagon.

Old Bess screamed and kicked, bucking half-free of her harness as the wolf seized her hind leg and whirled, twisted, shook, tearing flesh, snapping tendon, cracking bone. The wagon tipped. Karl leapt free, and I dove aside, landing, rolling, managing to not gut myself in the process.

The wolf seized Old Bess by the base of the skull, vertebrae crunching, her squealing and being dragged kicking and flailing, still tangled in harness. Karl hurled his busted crossbow aside, clambered to his feet, drawing axe and dagger.

I tore to the forefront, hurdling box and barrel. “Get away from her, you fucker!”

Old Bess was free of the wagon, her leather harness torn asunder as the wolf dragged her back toward the Old Forest. I charged after, jabbing at the snarling monstrosity, dodging flailing hooves.

Growling. Glaring. With its monstrous teeth buried in Old Bess’s neck, the wolf’s eyes flashed murder. Blood black and shiny wet matted its back. Old Bess’s own lifeblood burst like a geyser, spurting from her throat, coursing down her neck, her legs, her belly.

Karl appeared at my side, hurling his axe, slashing into the wolf’s flank.

Still, the fucker didn’t react.

Not the way we wanted, anyway.

The monstrosity dropped Old Bess like a broken rat, her legs twitching haphazard, wrong, awful-wrong, nothing behind it but vestigial intent.

“Watch it!” I leveled the boar-spear. Too late—

The wolf pounced, burst through, scattering us like pins.

Quick to my feet, cursing the day I was born, I buried the boar-spear to the tines in the bastard’s side, driving in with my shoulder as I bulled it back and off Karl.

Howling then, howling so loud I thought my ears’d burst, it whirled, flinging me aside, rolling half-witted through the grit.

“Odin’s eye!” Karl growled.

In a pinch, I was on my knees as Karl slashed with a dagger, all he could muster barring tooth and claw. It growled, whipped around, snapping those huge jaws, its back turned towards me.

“Over here, you fucker,” I yelled, clambering to my feet, drawing my blade. Yolanda. Three feet of castle-forged death-dealing bastard blade. She had a knack for grim proclivities.

Blood streaming down the right side of his face, Karl stumbled to his left, ripping his thane-axe from the wagon wreckage.

Hackles risen, the wolf stalked towards me, taking its time, all cat and mouse with me plying the wrong end of a bad equation.

A crossbow bolt zipped from the tower, burying itself wide of the wolf’s feet.

“Judas Priest!” Lady Mary hissed.

Rearing back its massive head, the wolf howled. Coming on it from behind, Karl hacked with his axe. The wolf whirled, playing that same old song, biting, snapping, gnashing. I lunged in and played my own tune, the executioner’s song, the thin whistle of steel through cool autumn air, the bite as it parted flesh and bone.

The wolf yelped, whirling, knocking me back and on my arse then tore off for the forest, the thump, thump, thump, of padded feet all I could hear beneath the ringing in my ears.

It was long gone before I could see straight. Think straight. Before I could tell the buzzing in my head from the blood-simple swarm of ravenous mosquitoes. I took a breath, licked the taste of salt and blood from my lips, glanced over at Karl. “You still alive?”

Groaning, Karl rolled over, a string of pink spit connecting his lips to the ground. “Yar.”

“Bastard couldn’t even get that straight.”

“Noticed you’re still kicking, too.”

“I taste worse than I look.”

“Hard to imagine.”

“Yeah.” I winced, straightened up, vertebra popping, and loped over, offering a hand. “Seem like typical behavior for a wolf?”

Karl took my hand. “Seem like a typical wolf?”

“There is that,” I conceded, pulling the ugly little troll to his feet. “Dire-wolf?”

“Huh?”

“Means ‘bad.’” I sniffed, wiped my nose. “Really bad.”

“Yar then. Sure. Odin’s eye.”

“You alright?”

“Hrmm...” Karl glanced over at the gates and the corpse lying before them. “Better than him.”

I scanned the fringes of the Old Forest, the low ground, surrounding us like some clandestine army creeping up, setting to ambush us in the night. “Can’t imagine worse.”

“Urrg...” Karl plunked down at the wagon’s wreckage, rubbing his head. “How’s our girl?”

I drew my favorite dagger and knelt by Old Bess’s side, her round black eyes shining in the night. She was breathing fast, heavy, hard, her head and neck wrenched in a way not meant to be. “Not so good.”

“Want me?” Karl tested the edge of his knife.

“No. There, there.” I stroked Old Bess’s neck, long and smooth, as I whispered in her ear. “You’re a good horse, and you got us out of a scrape or two. And maybe that ain’t much, but it ain’t nothing, either.” I licked my lips and nodded. “See you on the other side, old girl.”

Then I covered her eye with the one hand and ended her life with the other.



Chapter 2.

My dearest Edgar,

...it a blessing? Nay. We are cursed, you and I. We did not die that night as so many others, but indeed we should have. We were no better than they. And yea, lower still, I say, for after those monstrous blackguards and we parted ways, the monstrous parts dwelling within us held sway...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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JOSHUA AND SARAH WERE bawling something awful even before we’d finished saying the words. Huddled together, weeping, arms wrapped round each other, shoulders bobbing, lips trembling, they stood over Old Bess. That horse. The kids’d grown fair attached to her in a short while. I looked over to Carver, splayed out in ruin against the wall. Him? Not so much. ‘Course, he’d never given them rides round the convent’s courtyard.

I set another busted crate in a crooked stack. “You two alright?”

Sarah wiped her eyes and offered a tepid nod. Joshua just bit his lip and frowned, looking anywhere but at me. He and I hadn’t had much to say to one another for a stretch. Not after I’d killed their brother back in Asylum City. And had a hand in killing another. Their parents weren’t better off for having known me, either. Both were with their brothers. Wearing dirt.

It was fair to say Joshua had his reasons.

Sarah, though? She’d speak to me. On occasion. It was a low bar, true, but who was I to complain? Neither offered more than a word or grunt as they shuffled over to Lady Mary, entrenched in her needlework. The three of us, Lady Mary, Karl, and me had been their guardians for nigh on half a year, since our exodus from Haeskenburg.

“Hold still.” Lady Mary bit her lip, wincing as she worked the needle through the gash on Karl’s forehead.

Karl grunted assent.

“Any brains left in there?” I asked as though he’d ever had any.

“Fuck off—” Karl grimaced.

“Jesus-Fucking-Christ.” I hefted another crate. “Watch your tongue.”

“Please stop moving.” Lady Mary gripped Karl’s shoulder. “Judas Priest, you’re like children.” Grimacing, she pulled the thread through. “Did you garner any word of Stephan in your travels?”

“Yeah.” Stephan was my brother. My idiot brother. He’d forged a pact to head a cult of flagellant madmen cavalcading roughshod across the countryside. That old tale. “He and his lunatic horde marched through Herhoff about a month past. Word is, they kept heading east.” Karl and I’d been returning on a supply run from Herhoff. Caravanning goods. Busting our backs. Making a pittance.

“You’re certain it was him?”

“No, but it was a horde of lunatic scourgers. How many can there be?”

“In these days of ruin and rage?”

“Fair point,” I conceded.

“I trust Yeoman Karl shall endeavor to survive?” Sister Pernicia, the prioress of Saint Helena’s, marched out the convent gates with firm purpose, a cadre of shorter, lesser nunlings scurrying along in her wake. They put me in a mind of a mother duck harried by her ducklings.

“Ask him yourself,” I set a smashed crate aside, “though I doubt he knows what endeavor means.”

“Oh my word, hold still.” Lady Mary fumbled the needle but recovered. She’d lost a hand back in Asylum, was still adjusting, learning, but could still stitch fair clean. “You can punch him later.”

Sister Pernicia frowned. She didn’t like me. She didn’t like Karl. She did like Lady Mary, though, which on the whole spoke well of her. She was a tall, stately beauty who put me in mind of a nun I’d once convinced to change habits. At least for a night. I’d shared that story with the prioress. It hadn’t gone over as well as I’d hoped.

“You needn’t be so neat about it, Lady Mary.” Sister Pernicia crossed her arms, casting a discerning eye over Lady Mary’s handiwork. “What’s another scar to this brute?”

Karl chuffed a laugh.

“Sister’s got a point.” I set down another crate. “No looks to ruin. Maybe sew his mouth shut...?”

Karl swore under his breath.

“Anything worth doing is worth doing right.” Lady Mary pursed her lips and kept at it. “And I’ll be done shortly, Sister.”

“Good.” Sister Pernicia crossed herself. “Then I trust the carcass shall be off our doorstep and shortly?”

“You mean the horse?” I wiped the sweat off my brow. “Or Carver?”

Lady Mary cast me a look. It was less than approving.

“What?” I said.

Even as we spoke, the Lord-Father’s men gathered Carver up and loaded him into their wagon. Sir Bardin, the First-Sword of Untheim, picked at something in his eye as he stood by.

“The horse’s carcass,” Sister Pernicia said caustically, adding unconvincingly after the fact, “of course.”

Joshua bit his knuckles, tears sliding down his red cheeks.

I straightened, chafing a bit at Old Bess being called a carcass but let it slide. I hadn’t delivered the bill of lading yet and figured on having the grand prioress as congenial as possible til accounts got settled. It seemed a tall order.

I grunted, lifting another busted crate.

“Those shall need be delivered into the courtyard,” Sister Pernicia observed. “In the back, near the stables and neatly, if you please.”

“Yeah.” I stooped, snatched another busted crate, stacked it aside. “You have a wagon? Or a handcart?”

The rear axel of our wagon had snapped. And the rest was doing about as well.

“We do but not for your disposal.” Sister Pernicia adjusted her robes.

“Then what are they for?” I deadpanned.

“It is not a far walk.”

I grabbed another crate, cursed beneath my breath, or somewhat above, truth be told. “If you didn’t notice, we had a rough night.”

“I understand, Sir Luther, and I’m certain you’ve had more than your fair share of rough nights. Hound and hare, I’m sure your life has been rife with ‘rough nights,’ many should think, of your own making. I would hope a man as hale and enduring as yourself might be inured to them by now.” She raised a schoolmarm finger. “Scripture tells us that to toil is to pray.”

I yanked the bill of lading from the money box, marched over and thrust it toward her. “To toil’s to be paid.”

“Yet a job left unfinished...” Sister Pernicia broke the wax seal, unfolded the bill and contract. She tapped a finger against her lips as she took it in, intermittently glaring over at the broken crates shattered across the ground, contents strewn, wrecked, ruined, her eyes narrowing as she calculated red mental sums. “A fair many lay sundered.”

“Extenuating circumstances,” I explained in minute detail.

“Our herbs are ruined.”

“So your food’ll be bland.”

“Our medicinal herbs, you simpleton.” Sister Pernicia cast a hand toward Karl. “It is not only stitch-work. We were relying on this shipment to bolster us through the winter months. The orphans require care, and over a hundred sisters reside here, a great many aged, decrepit, infirm.” She shook her head. “We shall simply have to make do.”

“Exactly.” I wiped my hands. “Now if—”

“I shall pay you for the goods intact. Wholly intact, mind you.”

“Might I remind you, we kept that thing from getting inside?”

Sister Pernicia sneered. “Hound and hare, the beast, you mean?”

“Wolf. Dire-wolf. Horrific monstrosity. Yeah.”

“It was my understanding Lady Mary held the door locked.”

I glanced over at Old Bess, the bite marks and torn flesh on her muscular neck raw and awful in the early dawn. Steam rose from those ragged gashes, melding with the morning mist gathering fast. “Well, yeah.”

“Then the laurels for holding the siege intact rest upon her brow, no?”

I straightened, grumbled, said nothing.

“Yes, well,” she followed my gaze, “I see your point. Yet still, I don’t see stipulations concerning ‘aggressive denizens of the forest’ in the contract.” For emphasis, she made a show of running a finger down it. “Hmm? Nay. I see no such language.” She made a show of folding the contract back up neatly, precisely, further creasing the folds, and tucking it up her sleeve. “And our budget is fixed, quite fixed, set in stone, not unlike the very commandments Moses bore down from Sinai.”

“Lady, I—”

“Lady?” Sister Pernicia cocked her head. “I trust you are confused. I trust you’ve lost yourself in the moment. You may call me Prioress. You may call me Mother Superior. You may call me Sister should you choose to be familiar, and we, as you say, were never in danger from such a lowborn beast. Yea, we have dealt with such beasts before. No doubt we shall again.” Sister Pernicia splayed a hand out, seeming to hold back the encroachment of the Old Forest, looming all around. “For one hundred and seventy-seven years, the Blessed Sisters of Saint Helena’s have survived — nay — thrived out here in the wilds, under siege from a legion of threats, and yet we endure. Nay, such beasts pose us little threat.”

“Should’ve seen it,” I said. “Was damn-near brimming with threat.”

“I have, Sir Luther, and our walls are high, they are consecrated, and they are sound. And it is my understanding that wolves are not adept climbers. Nay. We are more at risk from you and your brethren than from any beast of the wild.” She gazed toward Sir Bardin and his men as they dragged Carver’s corpse to their wagon, lifted it, cursing, and shoved it onto the bed. “More at risk from what you call civilization than from anything the forest might offer.”

“Fine. Alright. You didn’t need us. I get it.”

“I am not so certain that you do.”

I kicked at a stone and missed.

“Lady Mary,” the prioress turned, “please account for all of our goods, both whole and damaged, as soon as Sir Luther and Yeoman Karl have endeavored to deliver the viable portions to the courtyard. Ensure that they are whole. And I would that you accompany them the entire time.”

I smirked and winked at Lady Mary, more to annoy Sister Pernicia than anything else. I reveled in my small victories cause they alone were the ones I had.

Sister Pernicia crossed her arms. “Then make certain that they are fast on their way.”




Chapter 3.

My Dearest Pernicia,

...and so I send you this paltry ring. Close your eyes and see me before you, penitent and calm as you feel its cool smoothness, and know that I kneel even now before the same altar of God, begging for your hand...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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A COLD WIND RIPPED through the joint as the old bloke marched up to my table. Still hale and strong despite his many years, he pulled a chair out and plunked down. All eyes in the tavern had a habit of flitting his way. Sidelong. Nervous. Surreptitious glances and open glares, none meeting his gaze directly or for long.

“Please, by all means,” I glanced up from my steaming bowl of stew, “have a seat.”

He was almost as tall as me, but wider, with shoulders like a farmer but a soft middle. His relations to manual labor were a thing of the distant past. His fine clothes told the same tale. His kempt grey beard and imperious blue eyes spoke of a man who expected what he said got done.

“You are Sir Luther Slythe Krait?”

I took a spoonful. Slurped. Chewed. Swallowed. “In the flesh.”

He pursed his lips. “It’s been said you had some difficulties at Saint Helena’s last week.”

“Difficulties? Yeah. Sure. More than just ‘some.’” Whether he meant the demise of my partner, my horse, or my livelihood, he didn’t specify.

“I’ve heard of you.”

“All good things, I trust?”

“Forgive me, but if they were, I’d not be here.”

“Oh?” My hand found my dagger as I leaned back, taking in the common room. A fair few folk’d turned out tonight for wine, women, and song. The Three Moons Tavern’s resident minstrel perched on a tall stool like some twig-insect, long gawky legs out and bent, softly plucking away at a lute that to my wooden ear, needed some tuning. Didn’t make anyone for looking to knife me in the back. Or the front. Yet. So there was that.

“Apologies.” The man caught my drift, straightened, stood. “It was not my intent to disturb you.”

“No worries. Sit.” I lowered my spoon, set it in my bowl, and wiped my mouth. “What is it you want?”

“Forgive my indelicacy.” The bloke worried the cuff of his fine linen shirt. “It is ... eh ... my understanding that you have ... hmm,” he carefully considered his next words, “relations with the Travelers encamped off the South Road. Down by the Noose.” He said the word Travelers the way most folk said swine.

“Relations...?” I pointed with the business end of my spoon. “And what’s it to you?”

In the hierarchy of folk run down and ragged by the common folk, Travelers, or gypsies or Romani, were maybe half a rung above the one Jews and lepers hanged from. And Untheim had neither.

“By Iphigenia,” he closed his eyes, shook his head, laid a hand on his chest, “forgive me. One would think a man whose job it is to speak might be more adept in the application of language. More’s the pity. Please, allow me to start over.” A crack appeared in his imperious facade. All of a sudden, he looked worn, tired, beat. “My name is Hargin. Hargin Quarry.”

“Hargin...” That rang a bell. “The arbiter?” A big fish swimming in a small pond. A lot of money. A lot of power. A lot of pull. At least around Untheim. I took a mouthful of stew. “I’ve heard of you, too.”

“All good, I trust?”

“Nope,” I deadpanned, “not one bit.”

“Hmm... Such is the life of an arbiter.”

And businessman. Hargin owned a mining company that’d struck copper off to the east. A couple decades back. They say he’d made a fortune. Maybe two.

“Such is life.” I nodded, took a slug of ale, held it a moment, savoring its sting, then swallowed. I’d spent half the day passed out in my room upstairs. The other half hunting wolves with Karl and trying to raise the coin for a new wagon. A new horse. A new life. I’d fallen short on all three counts.

“I have come because I need help,” Hargin said. “I need your help.”

“Me? I can barely help myself.”

“Sir Luther, my daughter has gone missing.” Hargin ran a thick mitt over his smooth bald pate. “Hilda. She’s fifteen—”

“I run goods, Mister Quarry,” I said. “And right now, I’m limited to shit I can lug on my back.”

“I know. I heard. It’s all over Untheim. They say you slew a dire-wolf.”

“Slew’s a little strong.”

“You beat it off, then.”

“Err... How about we settle on ‘I drove it off,’ yeah?” I shook my head. “My reputation’s shit enough as it is.”

“Even so,” Hargin’s thick fingers splayed across the table, “they say you were a bounty-hunter, a hunter of men, a man who knows which end of a sword to grip.”

“Look Hargin, I’ve been chased by bounty-hunters, but—”

“Forgive me, Sir Luther. Aye, of course, I meant no offense.” He waved his meaty hands. “A justiciar, I meant to say, for you hunted men for king and country.”

“Yeah. Sure. I used to, anyway. You have many outlaws round Untheim?”

“Well, aye, of course, there are always—”

“Forget I asked.” I shook my head. “My point is, or was, or was going to be, is that your daughter ... apologies.”

“Hilda. Her name is Hilda.”

“Yeah. Hilda.” I nodded. “Hilda’s most likely not an outlaw.”

“Aye, I only meant that—”

“And hunting fifteen-year-old girls ain’t something I’ve done since I was thirty—”

“Sir Luther!” Hargin slammed the table, plates and dinnerware jumping. All eyes were on us. A cold silence suffused the joint. A pervasive sense of inexplicable dread. The music had stopped, though. So there was that. “Forgive me. Forgive me, please. My mind, I ... I fear I’ve lost it. My other daughters—” Hargin lowered his voice. “Please, I need your help.”

“Your daughter’s lost and you’re here? A tavern? Trying to hire a stranger? Why not head out yourself?”

“I ... I have grave responsibilities at home. I cannot travel far. Even here, now, I’ve tarried far too long. Please.” He clasped his hands together. “I beg of you. I implore you.”

“What about the Lord-Father’s men?” I offered. “Sir Bardin, he seems a stolid chap.”

My memory of the night of the wolf, the convent, a week past, festered still raw and red in my memory. In the aftermath, Sir Bardin’d cantered past us on his magnificent steed, his wagon in tow, empty but for poor Carver.

“Mind if we load our wares?” I called over. “Our wagon’s fucked.”

Sir Bardin raised an imperious eyebrow. “As long as you’re willing to share in the profits.”

“How much?”

“The lion’s, of course.”

I glanced at Karl and he at me. We were of one mind.

“We’d rather let it burn.”

Karl and I’d staggered back to Untheim with the dregs of our busted wares. My first impression had branded Sir Bardin a still-born prick. My subsequent interactions had done little to assuage that.

“Sir Bardin and I rarely see eye to eye,” Hargin said. “He says he can’t spare the men or the effort at present.”

“No? He’s got better things to do?”

“The harvest fair fast approaches. It’s a big to-do here in Untheim, the Feast of Saint Barbara. Folk from Herhoff and Cassorwicke come, some from even further afield.”

“Lotta coin, yeah?”

“Aye, and they ... Sir Bardin says Hilda’s not been gone long enough to warrant the search. He says perhaps tomorrow, yet my wife and I fear tomorrow may prove too late.”

“You offer them coin?”

Hargin closed his eyes, nodded. “Aye.”

“When’d you see her last?”

“Eh? A-Around noon.” He saw the look in my eyes. “I know, I know, it’s not been long, but she was supposed to be at my office, keeping the books, and she never misses work. Never.” He gripped my hand. “Please. I’d be glad to pay for your troubles. I’d beg to pay for your troubles.”

“Well,” I considered, “I need a new horse and wagon.”

Hargin lowered his head, shoulders bobbing. “Thank you, Sir Luther.” He dabbed at his eye with a handkerchief then quickly stuffed it away.

“Easy. We ain’t engaged.” I extracted my hand from his. “You just want me to find your daughter, then?”

“Aye.”

“Any idea where she might’ve gone?”

“My neighbor, Lars, thought he saw her headed down along the South Road.”

“Whereabouts?”

“Just shy of the Noose.”

“That’s about four miles, give or take, yeah?”

“Eh? Aye. Approximately.”

“And you trust this fella’s word? Lars?”

“I do, Sir Luther, I do indeed.”

“Alright. What’s she look like?”

Hargin rubbed his forehead. “She’s fifteen. Auburn hair. Long and braided. She has a mole on her left cheek.”

“And what was she wearing?”

“A ... a blue dress, I believe.”

“Alright.  So what’s down the South Road?”

“You know what lies down south.” Hargin leaned in, lowered his voice, husky and rife with threat. “And you know whom.”

“And nothing else? No one?”

“Not until Cassorwicke. But that’s some thirty miles beyond the Green Wall.”

“So the gypsy camp it is. Any reason she’d be headed that way?”

Hargin leaned in. “I ... I’ve heard rumor she’s been seen outside of town with ... with a lad of that ilk.”

“A beau?”

“No. Never.” Hargin chopped with his hand. “I confronted her about it.”

“So which is it? No? But you confronted her?”

“Aye, and she denied it. She told me I was going mad, and perhaps she’s not far off. Yet, I-I fear I’ve been remiss in my fatherly duties as of late.” Hargin glared at the ceiling, teeth grinding. “Oh, Father, forgive me.”

“When did Lars see her?”

“Eh? This afternoon, sometime after lunch.”

“She by herself?”

“He said so.”

“Brave girl, striking out alone.”

“An indefatigable spirit, always, and often to her own detriment. Lars said he called out to her, said he waved, but she continued on like she hadn’t heard, as though ... as though she were beguiled or bewitched or ensorcelled.”

“What was Lars doing down there?”

“He was at a lumber camp across the Black River.”

“What time is it now?”

“Just past seven.”

“Alright then. Best get moving.” I stood up, shouldered Yolanda, nodded. “And if I have to kick up a hornets’ nest?”

“I shall gladly provide the boots.”

I slurped down the last of my stew, killed my ale, and held out my hand. “For one horse. And one wagon. And I get to pick the horse.”

“Yes.” Hargin grasped my hand and shook it. “I’d pay anything to find her.”

I slung Yolanda over my shoulder, stood, and paused, wondering just how much I’d garner if I didn’t find her. But I didn’t ask.




Chapter 4.

My dearest Edgar,

...have returned the ring for I cannot accept. I am a woman sullied. And you? Were you not already betrothed? Had you not promised your body and soul to another...?

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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“IT IS DANGEROUS FOR you to be here.” Mirella swept her long black hair out of her face and leaned forth across the bed. Her green eyes gleamed in the dim lantern light of her caravan wagon. Close confines. Warm. Sultry.

“I double-chocked the wheels. Greased the axel.” I ran my fingers through her thick hair, let it fall in swathes of midnight sheen. “And we were quiet.”

“Mostly.” She smirked, shook her head. “You men. You only care about what you care about.”

“And what should I care about?”

“That, I cannot tell you.”

I tilted a finger on the shutter, cracked it, glanced out the window at the bonfire smoldering low, glowing warm and red at the center of the caravan circle. “Think they know?”

“I think yes.” Her fingers dancing across my chest sent shivers through my soul. “My father sleeps like a dead donkey. But my mother, the night owl, but one caravan over? How can she not?”

“Maybe she’s deaf?”

“Wishful wanting, but nay, she is not.”

It’s a tough thing, sneaking in and out of a Gypsy camp. Successfully anyway. Twelve caravan wagons bowed round in a circle. A few outliers like Mirella’s. All close neighbors. Close family. Always looking outward. Looking inward. Watching out for each other. Or just watching. Safe maybe, but privacy? Out the bloody window.

“No one has said anything, but they feel different, neh? Like a change in the wind.” She followed my gaze out the window. “This can’t last much longer.”

“Well, all good things...”

“Yes, yes. Let us not grind sand into dust.”

“Grind who into what?”

“Inevitability. Reality. Finality. Let us just lie here in the quiet warmth, close our eyes, and melt ever so gently.” Mirella stifled a shiver as a wolf howled somewhere off to the north.

“It’s a long way off,” I said, trying to convince myself. I hadn’t seen any on my trek south. Hadn’t seen Hilda, either.

Mirella laid a warm hand across a yellowed bruise on my chest. “Does it hurt?”

“Yeah. Sure. A little.” I adjusted, arched, winced. “Not as bad as my back, though.”

“That’s so, neh? I could fix a poultice?” She cocked her head over at her cabinet full of herbs and medicinals. “Or I could massage it?”

“I’d rather you massage my front.”

Again that smirk, that smile, that shake of her head as she poked my bruised flank. “From the wolf?”

“Ow!” I snatched her wrist. “You heard?”

“Your folk and ours aren’t as distant as either makes out. They come here for steel and tin and ... for other things.”

“Oh?” I deadpanned. “What other things?”

She snatched a pillow and fluffed it. “Tell me about this wolf. It was big, neh?”

“Big? Yeah. Biggest I’ve ever seen. Biggest I’ve ever heard of. Size of a mule, twice as stubborn. Teeth as long as my finger.”

“And how fares your friend?”

“Karl? It tossed him like a rat, but he’s a tough bastard.” Karl was out there somewhere in the night, still hunting wolves. It’d been his chief preoccupation since the night of the attack. There was a bounty on them in Untheim, and he’d bagged a few, some big fuckers, but nothing approaching the monstrosity from the convent. “Carver, though...”

“Yes. We heard it took another one. A young one.”

“They take many?”

“Yes, too many.”

Thoughts of Hilda ran through my mind. If she was still out there. If she was alone. But she wouldn’t be alone. She’d be with someone.

“There’s a sense in Untheim,” I said. “A fear. A dread. You barely notice it during the day, but come noon, as the sun begins its fall, the fear? It begins its rise. You can feel it, taste it, smell it. Hell, you can practically see it.” 

“Aye. Yes. My people are afraid, as well. They fear to walk the wood alone at night. Even the men, and our men are as reckless and pig-headed as any.”

“How about you?”

Mirella’s eyes glimmered, “Of course,” she said and rolled over, using my stomach as a pillow, and stared up at the ceiling. “But then, they are wolves, and that is their nature. Though this has been a bad year, even for here. Untheim, the Black River Valley, has always been known. My cousin Krenar was killed near a month ago while fishing on the west bank. They found him downstream.” She shuddered. “Parts of him...”

“It’s dangerous everywhere, Elle.” I yawned, stretched my arms, winced. “Risk and reward, it’s the name of the game.”

“What game? Are we still talking about the wolf?”

“No,” I pulled her up and close, “I’m talking about you.”

“You aren’t a very smart man, but you sometimes know good things to say.”

“Say enough and you’re bound to say something right. Eventually.”

“There is the slogging through much of the wrong in precedence.”

“Well, we can’t have everything.”

A tea kettle started whistling on her small stove.

“No, I suppose this is so.” Mirella pushed up, disentangled herself from the covers and limped over to the stove, using strategically placed furniture to aid her.

I took another look out the window. A guard sauntered by, a silhouette in front of the fire, twirling a saber, swigging from a flask. “Could use something warm before I hit the road.”

“Tea?” Mirella glanced over her shoulder.

“Was hoping for something else, but tea’ll do.”

“You men.” She poured the tea, turned, used the bedpost as a crutch to hop over. She had a bad leg, twisted in, ending in a clubbed foot. I wasn’t sure if it was some accident of youth or the way she was born. I didn’t ask. I didn’t care.

I took the tea, cupping the ceramic in my hand, relishing the warmth, then knocked it back, feeling it wash down and warm my insides. “Thanks.”

“Ask.”

“Alright.” I placed a hand to my heart. “Will you marry me?”

“You said you’re already married.”

“What’s a little polygamy added to infidelity?”

“Just ask what it was you came to ask.”

“Alright.” I ran a hand through my hair and sat up, the wagon creaking softly in response. “Apologies.”

Mirella shrugged. “As I said, they know. But we can bend this only so far. If it should break...”

“Alright.” I pulled my shirt over my head. “A bloke from Untheim was asking about his daughter. Name’s Hilda Quarry. She’s young. Fifteen. Auburn hair. Braided. Pretty. Gone missing maybe. He thinks she might’ve taken a jaunt down here. Fallen in love, maybe.” I waggled sorcerous fingers. “Or under a love spell.”

“A love spell?” Mirella waved a hand. “Fah. What you people will believe.”

“You hear anything?”

“About a girl?” Mirella cocked her head and began braiding her hair with precision.

“Yeah. Any boys here around that age?”

Her fingers worked as she stared off into space.

“Elle...?”

She looked up. “I’m only wondering how much I can trust you.”

“Not much if I were you.”

“You jest, but your folk would hang him, if there were a him.” She nodded. “Aye, yes, they would hang him at the very least. They would hang him then hang the rest of us.”

“Yeah, well, I just want to find her. I don’t give a shit about anything else.”

Mirella studied me. “That won’t matter, even if it is innocent.”

“Well, if it is, it ain’t.”

“And what is innocence?” Mirella asked. “And you know the truth, neh? Even if it’s nothing, your folk, they shall make it into something.”

“You’re not wrong.”

Mirella sat silent, naught but a diaphanous shadow, fingers working, braiding her hair in the dark.

“No, Sir Luther, to answer your question,” Mirella said after a stretch, “I’ve heard of no such thing.”

“You sure?”

“Aye. Yes. I am that.”

“Alright.” I pulled my pants on, tied them off, gathered my things, wincing at each and every little creak. Funny how you don’t notice them in the before, the anticipation, only the after.

“It would be bad, though, if you are correct.” Her eyes were serious. “Bad for him, bad for her, bad all around and with bad to spare. A gypsy and a gadjkano.” She clucked her tongue. “It is not a thing to be done. It would be very bad, indeed.”

“As bad as us?”

“Us? This?” Mirella tied off the end of her braid and flipped it over her shoulder. “Nay. We are nothing compared, you and I.”

“I’d beg to differ—”

“No, listen. We are nothing because I am nothing.” She ran a hand down along her bad leg, patted it. “This, see? Look. For this, I am not fit to marry, not fit to carry on, not fit for anything in the kumpania but scrubbing dishes, cooking, the washing of laundry. Making poultices and salves when one of the drunken fools tumbles off his wagon and cracks his skull. But if one of the others, the young ones were to dally outside our circle...” She pulled her cloak over her shoulders and shivered.

“So there are some?”

“You should go.” Mirella crossed her arms and looked to the door.

“Alright.”

“Don’t forget your sword.”

“Never.” I slung Yolanda in her baldrick over my shoulder and made ready. I wasn’t looking forward to the walk back. It was four miles through dark forest, and after the dire-wolf, I felt a little too educated on the local savagery. “Good night.”

“And to you.”

Pausing by the door, I glanced out the window. The camp was clear, the guard off on the far side.

“I shall do what I can and ask around softly,” Mirella said. “For us if not you.”

“Thanks.”

Mirella pursed her lips. “Be careful on your trek home.”

“Sure thing.” I patted Yolanda. “The panacea to all life’s ill will.”

“It might be that you have that turned around backward,” Mirella whispered as I slid out the door and into the night.




Chapter 5.

My Dearest Pern,

...stood shoulder to shoulder, battling upon death-ground overlooking the merciless sea. We were crushed and utterly so. I and four others survived and convalesced in a fishing village near Prus. I thought I would die. My heart cried out for you...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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THE SCREAM CAME FROM off the road to the east. Through the Old Forest and toward the Black River, not far north of the Gypsy camp. A girl’s scream. It wasn’t hue. Wasn’t cry. Wasn’t some plea for help or mercy. It was garbled gibberish whetted to a razor’s edge that clearly meant one thing: murder.

That moment of indecision lodged like a bolt through my guts. I could just leave. Screw Hargin. Screw the payment. Screw his daughter. Just hoof it on north and the hell out of here. Keep going. Head down. Never look back.

The devil perched on my shoulder, wheedling his claws in, whispered, “There’s no one around. No one to see. No one to know. And it ain’t cowardice if no one knows...” The sibilant little shit had a point. He usually does.

The angel hovering at my other shoulder, though? The cankerous little bitch. She just cast me a fistful of long sorrow, conveying two sad facts, “You’re a shite of a man and worse of a father.”

And I was. Both. Admittedly.

But there are limits.

So I said, “Fuck it,” and hoofed it off the beaten path.

The moon cast a harsh volley of scattershot blades through the tall trees that somehow penetrated all the way to the forest floor. Enough to navigate by. Enough to not break an ankle tripping over a rock or knock myself senseless against a low-hanging branch.

The screaming stopped long before I kenned its source. Trudging through underbrush. Hacking branches. Work I considered beneath Yolanda’s level, but work she performed admirably. I hit a cliff side, and the Black River lay below, glittering by moonlight like some slow indigo serpent, never stopping, never ceasing, always slithering on.

For a moment, I paused and just took it in, listening to the rush of water, arrested by its clandestine beauty, unsure which way to go. North? Or south?

Branches rustled and I turned.

South it is.

Furtive movements. Someone creeping. A stick broke, followed by a curse and a thump.

I crept forth, stalking slow, one footstep at a time.

A voice whispered out, a man, calling from a clearing up ahead, calling out something I couldn’t suss out.

I parted my way through a sea of waist-high ferns.

What had he whispered? A name, maybe? Probably.

“By Ioseph—” a voice growled in Romani.

I slid through the bracken, delicate fronds caressing my hands and legs til I hit the clearing. Across it, a young Gypsy bloke knelt over the body of a girl. And she was in an awful way. Slathered by shadow, she was tough to make out, but a body doesn’t lie like that, limbs bent back and twisted like a discarded scarecrow.

Not a live one, anyway.

“No...” The Gypsy bloke had the corpse by the shoulders.

A short-sword was stuck blade down in the dirt.

“Put your hands up, kid.” I stepped into the clearing, Yolanda gleaming in the moonshine excellent punctuation to my timeless poetics.

The Gypsy kid’s eyes were twin holes, nothing but shadow through and through, boring through me. They twitched to his short-sword. Just out of arm’s reach. “Fuck yourself, you bloody gadjkano pig.”

“Put your fucking hands up,” I repeated.

He got it that time if he didn’t the first. But counting on a Gypsy to tell the truth was like begging a bent banker for a square loan. Disappointment personified. And I could see his angel and devil tug-of-warring him this way and that, though considering the heap at his feet, I could hazard which’d win the day.

So I was ready when he ran.

What I wasn’t ready for was how fast the fucker’d be.

Up and away, he bolted down a game-trail along the cliff overlooking the Black. I gave chase, holding tight and to the point for twenty yards til I realized he had me beat. The bastard could spring like a deer, was lithe, long-legged, sharp, and not bearing twenty years of war-march on weary knees. The bloke hove alongside the river, down a game trail, and was gone.

So I stopped running, slowed to a jog, wiped off snot with the back of my hand. Gasped. Spat. Cursed. Considered.

The river ox-bowed out, bulging to the northeast, and I knew where he was headed. Hangman’s Noose. The southeast. The Gypsy camp.

A moment’s indecision and I bolted off the path, blasting through a gauntlet of undergrowth, saplings whipping, ripping, clawing at me as I mounted a rise, cutting past trees wide as three men tall. The Old Forest. Not a place to be at night. Alone. Wolf and bear and wild-boar. But I had teeth, too.

Atop a hill, heaving to against a tree, I caught my bearings. Below, through a break, I spied the Gypsy camp, glowing soft and somber and amber-gold.

I swallowed, nodded, started down, forging my own path, hopping rocks, sliding on my arse and near starting an avalanche as I tore on through and back toward the river. I found it in short shrift. The game trail, too. So I set up shop, crouching midst the underbrush in the lee of an old oak whose canopy was lost to the stars. Huffing, heaving, I forced my heart, my breath, my mind, to slow. It took some doing.

But it wouldn’t do to be out of verve when the bloke showed.

If he showed.

If he hadn’t beat me.

And he might’ve.

The soft jangle of wind chimes prickled the hairs on the back of my neck. The Gypsy camp was close. Damn close. I could see Mirella’s wagon sitting there outside the circle, all warm and inviting. Could see the lone guard perched on a barrel, head lolled forward, snoozing with flask still at hand. And if the bloke had beat me here — No.

It was still quiet. If he’d made it, there’d be noise, furor, something. The guard up and folk gathering gear. Weapons. Might be they’d come looking my way, too. Cause if one of their own had a problem, they all had a problem. And one of them did. So what’s one more dead gadjkano to them? A back-breaking drag. A quick dig. Then pull a ghost-job in the night.

I rubbed my eyes. The girl. The corpse. Hilda. Jesus. It had to be. She’d fit Hargin’s description. What little I’d seen. The blue dress. The mole on her cheek. The long auburn hair bound in braid. I stifled a shiver. That long braid, draped across her throat like a noose.

My breathing slowed.

Heart, too.

But my head was still racing, pounding. And a twig had lodged itself somehow under my belt, against my lower back, digging in like the fangs of an asp. Mosquitoes started buzzing, too, landing on my slick skin, worrying their stilettos in every chink they could. Buzzing in my face. My ears. Lighting on my neck. Got so I had to cover my mouth or inhale the bastards.

I was almost siding with my own private Lucifer, still hissing some very cogent points amid blistering invective when I heard the footsteps. His footsteps. His breathing. His sniffling and sobbing and stumbling. Could see his hangdog silhouette, arms loose and drooping as he loped along the path. Rounding the bend, he looked up, a burst of fervor as he saw his camp so close.

He started jogging again.

A shadow stepped from the caravan circle. A woman. Short. Thick. Barrel-shaped. She pulled a pipe from her between her teeth and set her fists on her hips. “Artani...?” she hissed.

The gypsy bloke paused against a tree, relief flooding his form as he raised a hand.

That’s when I clubbed him across the back of his head with the flat of my blade, dropping him like a stone.

“Artani...?”

Crouched, I waited in silence, the bloke a heap at my feet.

Had she heard?

“Artani? Is that you?”

She hadn’t.

I sidled alongside the inert form. He was still breathing. Ragged. Raw maybe, but ain’t I the saint? Just a bump to the skull when I could’ve pulled a judge, jury, and executioner right then and there. Could’ve made things quick. Simple. Easy.

But that ain’t my style.

Jesus...

Should have my head examined.

The woman, naught but a silhouette against the warm inviting glow, arms akimbo, cursed Artani again, wiped her hands on an apron, then turned and trundled off.

I sheathed Yolanda and grabbed the bloke. A quick tussle, barely a ruckus, and I flipped him and was dragging him smooth through a sea of fern, over to a bent old oak. I propped him against it then hauled him up like a sack of horse-feed, pinning him to the trunk, then ducked, yanking his arm over my shoulder and pulling him across. I almost lost my grip for the sweat on my palms and blood on his hands.

I trudged back along the game trail, following the river north, back towards Untheim, back towards that clearing, back towards Hilda.

It was gonna be a long walk, a long night, and the only boon?

The blood on my hands wasn’t my own.




Chapter 6.

My Dearest Pern,

...received your letter and your answer. I beg of you, please reconsider. I sundered my betrothal the day after you and I forged our...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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THE GYPSYIES WEREN’T following me. Not that I could suss, anyway. So there was that. And the thought of Hilda lying back there, wrecked, savaged, alone in the cold night? I couldn’t stomach it. So I trudged back, lugging the gypsy til he grogged to.

“Hey... Hey, gadjkano,” the gypsy bloke craned his neck, peering over his shoulder, a wistful look in his black eye, “how ... how about you let me go, neh?” He was slurring a bit. Maybe more than a bit. A broke tooth? Bit tongue? Something. “I go back? We pack and we move. You never see me again, neh? Never see us.”

I got him jawing when he realized I spoke Romani. Gypsy. Thieves’ cant. What have you. Sure, I wasn’t going to be weaving stanzas of iambic pentameter from the great beyond, but I could muddle my way through.

“Sorry, friend,” I grunted, dragging the dead girl into the moonlight, “this hand’s playing out til the end.”

“Yet,” he spat blood and dirt from his swollen lips, “I am innocent.”

“Yet,” I slit a trench in the hem of my cloak, “your hands tell a very different tale.”

His hands, cracked with dried blood and tied behind his back, clenched and unclenched as he lay there hog-tied across the ground. “I tell no lies.”

“Another lie.” I stabbed my dagger into the ground and ripped another strip off my cloak. “What was her name?”

The gypsy prick grimaced up, eyes squeezing shut as he looked down, away, anywhere but at me. “Please, I beg of you, let me go, and I shall find the killer. I swear it. I swear it on my life, my heart, my soul. I swear it by all that is holy.”

“What was her name?”

He winced.

“How about yours?”

I’d ungagged him on the promise of him not yelling and screaming. I’d disavowed him of other notions. Forcefully.

“Alright, alright. Her name is Hilda.”

I scratched my beard. “And you’re Artani.” It wasn’t a question.

Artani cursed, gnashed, sniffed, and gave me nothing more.

So that’s what I gave him.

I stood, brushed leaf litter off my knees.

The air was dead. It’s like that in the forest, so late it’s nigh on morn. That time when even the beasts and prey call it quits and all falls silent. It was a pretty spot. A clearing overlooking the river. About ten yards long, half as wide. A soft bed of moss. A couple miles to the north, limned in the moonlight and blotting out the stars, I could just make out the silhouette of Untheim rising on its hill. A pretty spot, indeed.

I stalked clockwise around the clearing, taking in what I could. “You were meeting her here?”

The bloke said nothing.

“Were you two lovers?”

Mirella had said neither party’s folk would warm to the idea. Most folk considered Gypsies bandits. Thieves. Grifters. At best. It was strange learning that Gypsy folk considered gadjkano, anyone not Gypsy, untrustworthy for the same reasons. Knowing folk, I figured both had a point.

“Did it turn into a quarrel? A fight over something? You broke a promise, maybe? Or maybe she wouldn’t put out?”

I could see Artani’s scowl.

Hear his breath.

Feel his anger.

“Hmm...” Something glittered in the moonlight. A knife. A fair-sized one. I marched over, stooped, snatched it. It was covered in blood from tip to handle. I brandished it, turned it over. Some type of kitchen knife, well-made, sharp. Its tip was broken off. I measured the distance from the body to where I’d found it. Ten long steps. A fair distance. It meant nothing. “Good knife.” I turned. “Yours?”

“What are you doing?”

I flung the knife thunking upright into the ground a couple feet shy of his head. “Is. That. Yours?”

He swallowed. Might be he shit himself, too.

I would have.

“No, I—” Artani stammered but clammed up again.

I’d lifted three knives off him. Fellas that like blades like having more than one, and there’s often no upper limit. I knew that first hand. “Then hers?”

“I ask again,” Artani growled, “what are you doing?”

“I’m the one with the blade,” I patted Yolanda’s hilt, “and you’re the one hog-tied with his head lolling on the chopping block. So, how about I ask the questions? You answer. And if you have anything else to say, you bite your blood tongue.” I trudged over. “You had a fight, yeah?”

“No, we were meeting.” He licked his bloody lips. “I ... I thought she was lying in the moss.” His head lolled to the ground. “She loved lying in the moss, feeling the cool, gazing at the stars.”

“How long have you known her?”

“I, we were—” He grimaced and shut up.

I shook my head slowly. “And you were doing so well.”

“Whatever I say...”

“Try something. Anything.”

“I’ll not indict my people.”

“You already have. Just by being here. Just by being you.” I strolled over, snatched the knife and continued. It was too dark to make a decent search. A torn blanket lay strewn amongst the bracken.

“By Christos, wait, I know you,” Artani gasped. “Y-You’re one of those dogs who come around, sniffing around after Mirella. Dogs.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Been called worse and by better, kid.”

“You’re that knight, the Serpent Knight.”

“Yeah. That’s me.” I thumped my chest. “In the flesh.”

“You stay away from her.”

I smiled, showing my fangs. “Funny place to be making demands.”

“Threats,” he spat.

“Yeah. Even funnier.”

Off in the distance, to the south, I heard someone call out Artani’s name. An echo off the moon. If Artani heard, he didn’t let on.

I knelt by Hilda, brushed the tangle of hair from her broken face, took her in. “Jesus.” She was too young for this.

“Get away from her.”

“Or what?” I didn’t even turn.

Someone else called out from the southwest this time. He had to have heard.

“Help! Over—” Artani screamed. Almost.

Caused I drilled him with the toe of my boot in the gut, the solar plexus, right under the middle of his ribcage. That precious point. Artani’s eyes bulged as he gasped for air, teeth gritting as his bindings stretched taut against him. It was satisfying, I’ll not deny it.

“You done?” I stood akimbo over him.

Another call rang out, “Artani!” Not far. Shit. Not far enough, anyway.

Had to get moving.

Tongue out, gasping, Artani drawled out a croaked plea for help, stuttering through broken teeth and spittle.

I slapped him hard across the top of his head, stunning him, rattling what little brains he had left. Then I shoved the gag back in his mouth, tied it down tight. He grunted, whined, pled, but I was done with civility.

More shouts.

Some from the river trail.

Some the road.

All coming from the south. Moving in like a pincer to close on us. On me.

And I had work to do.

Work I wasn’t looking forward to. Work I didn’t want to start. Work I only wanted done. I slit the bonds binding Artani’s feet and made the sign of the cross in case God was watching. Why he’d be watching now and not lifted a finger before would always be a bone of contention lodged in my craw. But that was his business.

I tossed Hilda over my shoulder and grabbed Artani by the hair, ripping him grunting to his feet. The Black flowed below. “Any trouble and you’re taking a bath, yeah?”

Artani scowled round his gag, and I shoved him onward.

Another yell echoed from the south.

I looked back at what was left of the horror show. There was more needed seeing, more needed doing, but it was too late. Too dark. And I had a long uncertain road ahead.




Chapter 7.

My Dearest Pern,

...if not dead, then not wholly alive, either. For, I knew not what living truly was until that night when I held you in my arms, inside that wretched hovel, as we listened to the sounds of slaughter...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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I ADJUSTED HILDA, WRAPPED in my cloak, levered across my shoulders. She was fair light, almost weightless at first, but it’d been a long walk. A long night. My back was aching. Nerves frayed. I kept a white-knuckled grip on the makeshift leash I’d bound round Artani’s neck. He’d tried running once. Figured maybe he could surprise me, yank the leash free, beat me in another foot race.

He’d figured wrong.

We made Untheim at dawn.

The village rose on a soft rise alongside the Black River. Fletcher Falls rumbled to the northwest. Hovels dotted the outskirts, but as the level of the ground rose, so too did the standard of living. Shit rolls downhill, especially in the back-wood kingdoms of the great empire. Sheep and bleating goats wandered the streets. Packs of feral children ran alongside a rusted iron hoop, goosing it with a stick to squeals of nervous laughter. Folk tipped their caps when I passed, nodded, then turned and stood watching til I’d gone.

“Where are we going?” Artani garbled round his gag.

“None of your concern.”

Folk parted to make way, a swathe of wide eyes and whispers in our wake.

“I beg to differ. I think it very much of my concern.”

I prodded him forward. Onward. Upward.

“Yeah, I suppose you got me there.”

* * * *
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THE GAOL LAY BEHIND the Lord-Father’s hall, at the apex of the tor. It commanded a view of the whole of Untheim, its square, its wall, the pastoral outskirts beyond, and the Old Forest that’d been lumber-jacked back in a neat half-circle. Except for the Black River and Fletcher Falls, the only other features visible were the Green Wall Mountains surrounding the little valley and Saint Helena’s atop its hill across the river to the west.

Sir Bardin was snarling in the cell-room, barking questions, demanding answers, and plying with the long end of the lash when he failed to get them. And often when he did. Artani’s whimpers punctuated Sir Bardin’s barbed questions.

The front door opened and Lord-Father Bertram Dernryeka hustled in, bishop’s crozier in hand, flanked by a pair of guards. “You are Sir Luther, aye?”

I pushed up from my chair. Nodded. Bowed.

“A knight from the old country?”

“Yeah, my lord.” A knight from the old country was a diplomatic way of saying ‘hedge knight.’ A free-lance. A nothing. A nobody. He wasn’t wrong. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. I heard of your exploits outside the convent last week and was most pleased.” The Lord-Father was a stately, middle-aged fellow, a decade or two older than me, with a close-cropped beard showing more grey than red. “And what have we here — oh?” He clutched onto the edge of the watchman’s desk, the color draining from his face. “Lord, grant me light.”

Hilda lay across a bench, wrapped head to toe in the dregs of my cloak.

“Who?” The Lord-Father asked. “Who is it?”

“Young girl, fifteen, name’s Hilda. Hilda Quarry.”

“Hilda? Oh ... oh my. Oh dear.” The Lord-Father crossed himself as he strode over, leaning hard on his crozier. “Not Hargin’s...?”

“Yeah. It is, I’m afraid.”

“Aye, but of course, dear lord.” He seemed to age ten years in half that many strides. “Please, remove the wrappings, for I ... I would look upon her.”

“You sure? Won’t do any good.”

The Lord-Father closed his eyes and nodded. “Please, yes, do as I say.”

I grunted, unfolded the cloak, stepped aside.

“Oh lord.” Lips pursed, the Lord-Father nodded. “As surely as Lot’s wife was turned into a pillar of salt, this shall be the final nail in the coffin.”

“It’s her, yeah?” Part of me hoped it wasn’t. That I was wrong. Somehow. But then, it’d just be someone else’s daughter.

“Aye, Sir Luther, it is she.” The Lord-Father gripped his beard so tight, hand quivering, I thought he might rip a fistful free. “Enlighten me, please. Tell me how this came to be.”

I told him what’d happened. How I’d found her. Where. When. Why. Told him about the gypsy lad I’d caught red-handed. His eyes flitted toward the cell-room door. To the garbled sound of Artani puking. Gasping. Whimpering. Moaning. Of hot iron hissing.

One of the guards cracked something wise, and Sir Bardin guffawed.

Their voices were muted, muffled, like from another time.

“Lord grant me light.” The Lord-Father ground his teeth, biting back a curse. “You should have ended him there in the forest.”

I glanced toward the cell-room door. “Your man’s working on it presently. Besides, figured you’d want a trial. Figured your folk’d want a trial. Something public. Figured it might dissuade future endeavors of a similar nature.”

“Future endeavors of a...”

“And folk do like to watch the chop.” Or hanging, more likely, but it wasn’t as alliterative.

The Lord-Father gawked, nodded, held up his hand. “Nay, nay, you did right, young fellow, you did just. As you say, a public trial would better serve the folk, and the execution? Public, aye, very public. It shall serve to assuage fears, dampen anxieties, move the folk onto greener pastures. Yet it must be done soon.” He shuffled around the desk and plunked down. “Our harvest festival approaches, but one short month away.” He adjusted his glasses, took up a pen, wincing as Artani screamed. The Lord-Father cleared his throat. “I was given to understand you’re new here in Untheim. How is it you’ve come to know the Quarrys?”

“I don’t. Not really. Hargin? Just met him last night. Never met the wife.”

“Oh my.” The Lord-Father blanched. “Please, Sir Luther, have the Quarrys been notified?”

“No. I came straight here.”

“Aye. Aye...” The Lord-Father rose, his fingers bone white, clutching the desk. “Like Atlas to the world, the burden lies then across my shoulders, the Lord grant they’re broad enough.” He folded his paper up and tucked it away, snatching his crozier from a guard. “I’ve heard tell you were a justiciar of some ability.”

“Yeah. Maybe. Once.”

“Lord, what have you done...?” The Lord-Father laid a quivering hand upon Hilda’s head, made the sign of the cross, and murmured a prayer through pursed lips. “Have you inspected her thoroughly?”

“It was dark. I didn’t get the chance.” I nodded toward the cell-room door. “Besides, I figured your man’d want to.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, yet it seems Sir Bardin’s focus lies elsewhere and all-consuming at present, and besides, it would not be within his purview.” The Lord-Father stiffened at a cry from the other room. “I find he is better suited to other tasks. Could I beg of you to be so good as to conduct the post-mortem?”

I frowned. “I’m just a caravan guard, my lord.”

The Lord-Father raised a hand. “I understand this, and I understand it is beyond your responsibility, yet what you fail to ken is that the man whose duty it would fall to on any normal day would be Hargin Quarry himself.” He fixed me a stern glance. “Can you imagine? For a father to have to perform such a gruesome duty upon his own kin, his own daughter?”

Jesus.

“I would spare him such pain were it within my grasp,” the Lord-Father said. “Would you not do the same?”

“I’d rather not get involved.”

“Yet, are you not that already?”

I drew in a deep breath, said “Fuck,” and ceded to his request.

***
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CLOSING MY EYES, I settled my mind, prepared myself, counted to ten, slowly, feeling the beat of my heart in my chest, knowing I was about to bear one more bastard of a burden. Everything you see you take with you. You carry. You bear. And it all weighs you down. Head to toe. You may not realize it til time’s passed. Days... Months... Decades.... But it’s there. Always. And this one? I knew she’d be heavy from the get-go. Always is with the young ones. You don’t just see them. You see all they were, all they are, all they’ll never be.

“Sorry, lady.” I steeled my heart, opened my eyes, drew open the cloak.

My breath steamed in the close confines of the morgue. More an empty root cellar than anything more. The smell of dirt and nitre and mold. The ground rough and uneven beneath my feet. The stone slab was cold and grey. So was Hilda.

Best to just get to it.

Get it started.

Get it done.

I began at her head. Matted auburn hair, crusted brown along the scalp. I hissed in a sharp breath. Jesus. Her skull’d been broken. Shattered. I could feel crepitus portions of bone give like cracked eggshell, moving, scraping, sliding, her skin still intact, still giving some semblance of form. Which only made it worse.

I palpated my way down around her eyes. Her glaring eyes. One bloodshot and cocked inward. I closed them, stifled a shiver and pulled her braid off her neck, let it fall dangling, flopping to the floor.

Her neck had puncture marks on the left side. Big ones. Round ones. Long ones. Rips, really. Tears. A rash of friction burns blistered down the right. I gently applied traction to her head, feeling vertebrae slot somewhat back into place, laying her back down in some pose that glossed over the fact that her neck was broken in at least three places.

I licked my lips, felt my legs go light, wobbly, weak.

I realized I hadn’t slept, hadn’t drank, hadn’t eaten. Realized I wasn’t gonna. Not anytime soon.

A ragged gash ran from her shoulder down her back, tearing through her shirt. It’d gone to the bone. And beyond. I could count her ribs by sight alone. A few of those were busted, too. More than a few.

“Bloody hell...”

I worked my way down, palpating along the long bones of her upper arms. Her right humerus was broken, poking through her skin. Her collar bone on that side, too. I reset the humerus, pulling traction on it til it was out straight, then working the bone back together. Tried the same with her collar bone but it wouldn’t take.

Her whole right side from shoulder to foot had been scraped raw. Like she’d been dragged kicking and screaming across coarse ground.

When I reached her right hand, my thoughts seized on the broken kitchen knife I’d found in the bracken. I’d figured it for hers. Her fingers confirmed it. All four’d been cut to the bone. A few times. The tendons severed. That’s the hazard of press-ganging a kitchen knife into a dagger. After that first shank? With no hilt and your hand all sticky-slick with blood? You’re as like to stab a fella as you are to run your hand up the blade. Especially if you hit bone. And it seemed Hilda had.

The way someone dies can weigh upon you, haunt you, scar you. Thinking on their last moments. The terror. The horror. The helplessness. The inevitability. Was she scared? Was she terrified? Yeah, sure as shit. Both. But she hadn’t gone quietly. Hadn’t gone easily. She’d fought. And that ain’t nothing.

I shook it off, working my way onward. Downward. Figured her left ankle for broken or dislocated. Either way, it’d been twisted round near one-hundred eighty degrees the wrong way. Her bones were intact. It’d been the knee joint that gave.

Footsteps pounded above, fast, urgent, frantic. Then hollering, yelling, cursing all to hell and back again. Artani was begging, sputtering, gasping. Sir Bardin growled some garbled threat. More footsteps, pounding down the stairs.

Coming my way.

“Shit.” I gripped my dagger and flipped the cloak back over Hilda.

The door burst open, and Hargin stood there, hanging onto the doorway like a lifeline. “Sir Luther.” His face was grey. “Please. Is ... Is it her?”

I stepped in front of Hilda, shielding the view as the Lord-Father appeared behind. “Hargin, you shouldn’t—”

“Is it her?” Hargin’s voice was soft, stern, begging, pleading.

“Yeah,” I said. “It is.”

“By the mad tyrant...” His legs nearly gave out but he maintained. “Move.”

“You don’t want to see her like this.”

“Move.”

“He speaks truth, Hargin.” The Lord-Father laid a hand on Hargin’s shoulder. “Please, allow Elouise to sew and clean—”

“No.” Hargin shrugged free and marched for the slab. “It can’t be. I won’t let it.”

I stood in his way. “Alls it’ll cause is more pain.”

“Pain is all I have left in this world.” Hargin’s hands balled into fists. “Now step aside and let me have mine, or I assure you, you shall have yours.”



Chapter 8.

To Edgar,

...wished not to tell you but it shall soon become apparent. My cycle has been broken and my mother tells me that shame shall now swell within me like a cancer. I dare not tell my father, for I know he would...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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THE THREE MOONS TAVERN hummed with a hushed buzz. A clipped chatter. Folk thronged the tables, the aisles between the tables, sipping, drinking, whispering low. Furtive. Word of Hilda’s death had spread, and folk were pounding them back, pontificating on death and murder and conspiracies of a grim nature. Through it all, the lute-player reluctantly plucked away.

I’d already pounded back my share. Enough I could drone it all out into some homogeneous background buzz. Enough I could pretend it was just some other night. A soothing balm for my frayed nerves after my go over with Hilda.

And her father.

I was dreaming of impending sleep when Lady Mary plunked down across from me. Grunting a greeting, I swallowed my first mouthful of stew. It was simultaneously mediocre and the best thing I’d ever tasted.

“You look like death warmed over,” she said. But the look on Lady Mary’s face told me something was wrong. Immediately. Not big wrong. Not awful wrong. But wrong. It was in the flexion of her jaw muscles as she ground her teeth together, ever so ladylike.

“And you look like the cat who murdered the canary.”

“Yes.” She withdrew a small coin purse from her belt. It jingled. Just not much.

“Took you long enough.”

“Let’s talk about ‘enough.’”

Now it was my turn to grind teeth. “In which context?”

“The wolf incident. I had to account for every little item, each one broken, fouled, lost.”

“You account for Carver?”

Lady Mary said nothing, she just placed the sad little purse in the center of the table.

“Wow.” I nodded. “You carried it all the way here? Is your back alright?”

“Just take it.” She nudged it forward. “Admittedly, it’s ... it’s a little light.”

“A little?” I took the purse up by its strings, held it up like a dead rat, eyeballing it with a fair dose of scowl. “It practically floats.”

“Be thankful it is what it is.” Lady Mary glanced around with a look in her eye I couldn’t quite place. Wistful? Resentful? “The Prioress sought to withhold more. I fought for you.”

“Sister Pernicia.”

“Yes. Aye.”

“Just what Jesus’d do. Screw the poor.”

“You’re the poor?”

“Well, maybe a touch less now.”

“Again, I’m sorry. I did what I could, but—”

“Forget it.” I tucked the purse away, followed her gaze out into the thick of the hall. The lute player was tuning his instrument which was preferable to his usual fare. Tavern wenches dodged through the press. “You miss it? Hearing folk jawing, carrying on, living, having a good time?”

“This is a good time?” Lady Mary cocked her head.

“A reasonable doppleganger, then,” I admitted.

“In any case, I believe I’ve had my fill.” Lady Mary pursed her lips. “This place? Haeskenburg? Asylum? Althoff? They’re all the same in so many ways not worth mentioning. So common, so mundane, so—”

“Nonsense. Unthiem’s different. Totally. The whole Empire is. Best thing? The lord of the manor’s also head of the church. Which stream-lines the fucking done to the small folk.” I pumped a fist. “They don’t have to worry about getting nibbled to damnation by taxes to the lord and tithes to the church. No, sir, not here. The Lord-Father just takes one big, bloody bite.”

“Well, now I am getting a little nostalgic,” Lady Mary deadpanned.

“Mark my words. You’re gonna miss it. Once you take your vows?” I clapped my hands. “That’s it. All praying and graying.”

“I so admire your poetic concision. And yes, Sir Luther, I am aware of the sacrifices inherent in my decision.”

The front door burst open, a rush of cold air following the darkness as Hargin stumbled in, nursing a flask of some spirit. For a moment, he wobbled, a stray bloke grabbing him, steadying him, patting him on the shoulder. Then he saw me, “Sir Luther—” and the joint went silent.

Could’ve heard a mouse fart.

All eyes went wide, following Hargin lurching across the floor.

A guard quickly closed the door.

“What is it?” Lady Mary glanced over.

“Nothing,” I lied.

“Forgive me, Sir Luther, but it seems like more than nothing.”

“Alright. It’s not nothing. It’s just a bloke owes me a horse and wagon.” I eyeballed the coin purse. “Way things are going, he’ll probably offer a pony and wheelbarrow.”

“Sir Luther,” Hargin staggered over, pale and sweaty, and leaned on the table, “I ... we have an account to settle.” His hands shook as he withdrew a ragged fistful of documents from a satchel and slathered them across the table. “I have a writ of ownership for the...” He patted himself down. Looked around. “Hmm ... somewhere.”

“Hargin, please.” I laid a hand on his shoulder. “Jesus. It can wait. Go home. Rest. Be with your wife.”

Lady Mary observed quietly.

“Nay nay, it’s here somewhere, it is, it has to be. Please, I’m sorry, forgive me.” Hargin shuffled through the stack, wiping his forehead. “Somewhere... For the horse, a horse, of your choosing. Gerrault, he has a fine lineage. His mother was a piebald from Haeskenburg, hmm...? It has to be here. It simply has to.” He squinted, adjusted his glasses. “Somewhere...”

“Hargin, truly—”

“Nay.” Hargin straightened, swaying. “I am a public official and businessman, besides, and pride myself on those two things. And we had a deal. You upheld your end of the bargain, and I can do no less...” his voice cracked as he melted.

“Here.” I shoved a chair in behind him before he hit the floor. “Have a seat.” I slid my bowl of stew in front of him, my stomach growling in protest. “And eat.”

Still, he stutter-fumbled, pawing through the mess. “And a writ for the wagon, too ... somewhere.”

“Hargin.” I dropped a paw on his shoulder, none too gently, snapping him from his fugue.

He froze, staggered, meeting my gaze. “I...”

“It can wait,” I said. “It all can wait.”

“Ahem,” Lady Mary said, “could I get you something, my good sir?”

“My good sir? Oh, you’re too kind. Please, no.” Hargin slid my bowl of stew aside. “I have no appetite, you see? I have no daughters as well.” He sputtered as tears rolled down his cheek. “And soon, too, I shall have no wife. All ... all gone now. All gone to dust and despair.”

Lady Mary cast me a glance.

I shrugged.

“You did not know?” Hargin spat as he cast a hand to the room. “These folk all envy me, Sir Luther. And Lady...” He scratched his beard. “Forgive me, I...”

“Mary,” she said.

“Lady Mary, aye. A pleasure it is ... to make your acquaintance.” Hargin went to take a sip of his flask then upended it, empty. “Forgive me my present state of dishevelment. I’m a mess, I know it, and an embarrassment. I have been drinking to excess as is, I’m sure, patently obvious.” He leaned in. “They envy me, yes, for my good fortune. I was once as they. Hah. They see my fine home high upon the hill. My mines have borne fruit, you see? And I have risen.” He cupped a hand to the side of his mouth. “But I am cursed, Lady Mary, did they tell you that?

“I am King Midas. Everything I touch turns to gold, and everyone I touch turns to dust.” His fingers curled, gripping his papers, crumpling them. “Forgive me, I — I meant not to interrupt you, Sir Luther, and ... my dear Lady Mary. From the convent? The new bursar, yes?”

“Yes, though only until Sister Theodora is well.”

“Yes, well, I’ve heard you possess a fastidious eye and a keen mind but ... my own seems a-scatter at present.”

“Go home, Hargin,” I repeated. “Be with your wife.”

“My wife...? Petra. Oh my word, my lord, my song.” He gripped his beard. “I’ve not told her yet. Hours gone, fled, wiled away, out wandering. Can you believe it? Unthinkable, is it not? Lady Mary, forgive me.”

“There’s nothing to forgive, Mister Quarry.” She took his hand, squeezed it.

“But my wife...” Grimacing, he shook his head. “Should I withhold this from her? Please, I barely know you, it’s true. Forgive me.” He gripped her hand. “But you are a woman. If you were lying on death’s door yourself, and your child, your last and only daughter were taken from you, murdered, would you wish to know? If your own end were so near...?”

Lady Mary licked her lips. “Mr. Quarry, I—”

“No, please.” Hargin raised a hand. “Do not answer. I have no right to ask such a query. To put such terrible onus on a kindly stranger. Forgive me, I beg of you. Of course, I must tell her, of course, I must. Of course...”

I raised a hand to the tavern wench, and she brought over a tall tankard of ale.

“Thanks.” I took it, poured it. “Can you bring something hard, too.”

“How hard?”

“A sledgehammer if you’ve got one.” I shoved the ale in front of Hargin. “Here. Drink.”

“Perhaps I’ve had—”

“Drink.”

Hargin fumbled the tankard to his lips and drank.

“Mr. Quarry, I would be glad to accompany you,” Lady Mary said. “I can’t even imagine what you’re going through, but I would be glad to stand by your side, to offer what modicum of strength or comfort or support that I might. Or if you would prefer someone from Untheim, I would be happy to find them. Or the Convent? Sister Pernicia I’m sure would—”

“Pernicia? No, no, not her,” Hargin said. “My sister-in-law, you see? My dear Petra’s sister. We rarely see eye to eye, as it were.” He waved a hand. “Nay, no one. Its burden is mine alone to bear.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you, my lady.” Hargin dabbed his eyes with his sleeve, cleared his throat, and met my eye. “Sir Luther, the lad they have in custody,” he swallowed, “you are certain he is the murderer?”

I thought back on the murder scene. “He was there with her, and he had blood on his hands.”

“Tell me you’re certain.” Murder flashed in Hargin’s eyes. “Did he admit it? Did he confess? Did he brag? Was he a filthy gypsy braggart?”

“No, he denied it,” I said. “Denied it all.”

“And his story?”

“He’d barely talk.”

“And what was he...” Hargin sputtered to a halt. “What were he and...?”

I frowned. “It was a rendezvous. I’m guessing. A tryst. Like I said before. He let slide that much.”

Hargin’s eyes blazed. “You’re accusing my daughter of gallivanting with ... with that Romani filth...”

The waitress set down another couple of tankards and a measure of whiskey then scurried away. I almost scurried after.

Instead, I pushed the whiskey across the table. “Here. Take it.”

“Bite your tongue.” But he knocked it back without a thought. “We’ll speak no more of this.” He rose and gripped his fistful of papers, stuffing them away. “We’ll settle accounts once I’ve...” He swallowed. “My house is the third on the left. Dirge Street.”

“I know where it is.”

“We’ll sort out the rest of this ... this business.”

Lady Mary and I watched him stumble for the door. Folk started chattering again soon as he left. “What in heaven’s breadth happened?”

“Oh, that’s right, you live under a rock.” So I told her about last night, and she listened, eyes wide, taking it all in without interrupting. A rare quality.

When I finished, she leaned in, “And this boy, this young gypsy man, you know for certain he’s the culprit?”

“Jesus. Back in the day?” I leaned back in my chair, brushed my hair back. “I’d have had his head in a basket before dawn. Hell, that’s all I’d have borne back into Untheim.”

“And now?” Lady Mary’s eyes narrowed.

“Now...”

“What is it?”

“Something just ain’t sitting right.”

“What?”

“Something itching at the back of my mind. The weapons he had. The wounds. They don’t match up as they should.”

“How so?”

“It seemed more like she was mauled. Not murdered.”

“Is it such a fine distinction?”

“To someone who lived and breathed it? Maybe.”

“Could he not have cast away some other murder weapon? Thrown it into the woods or river. You said it was by the Black River.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

“Yet, a man and a woman.” Lady Mary took a tentative sip. “Together. Alone. She’s been murdered and he stands over her with a weapon close at hand. I suppose it seems fairly straightforward, fairly obvious.”

“Yeah. I know.” I took a drink. “That’s the problem.”




Chapter 9.

My Dearest Pern,

...received your letter and ask but one thing. Come to me. Run away with me. We’ll start a new life over the Green Wall to the east, the west, anywhere. Please...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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LEANING ON THE HAFT of his thane-axe, Karl peered out over the cliff, down at the Black River, across to the Old Forest, beyond to the Green Wall rising like a slow verdant tidal wave rolling in, set to smother all in its path. “Worse places to die,” he grunted.

“Yeah, no shit, sign me up,” I quipped. But I wasn’t feeling it. Wasn’t feeling anything but a lead weight lodged in the pit of my gut.

The scene of Hilda’s murder was as pretty by light of day as it had been by glow of the moon. Tall trees rising to the sky, blotting out nigh on all but for snatches of blue between bough. The river roaring beneath. A fine spot for a dalliance. Not that I was ever picky.

What wasn’t pretty? The mashed bracken spattered with dried blood. The gnarled roots groping out, twisted as a witch’s fingers. Hilda’s torn blanket, ripped ragged and strewn in twisted rivulets through the ferns. In my mind’s eye, I saw the scrapes and scratches all along Hilda’s right side. Twigs and pine needles and grit mashed into the lacerated flesh. Felt her broken bones creaking...

“Looks like she was dragged.” Karl hocked a thick lunger.

“Yeah.” I strode the perimeter of the clearing, stepping smoothly across a soft blanket of moss.

“Why we here?”

I stopped, sniffed, considered. “Good question.”

Why the hell was I? Why’d I bother taking a stroll through the old wood when I could be sleeping back at the inn? Drinking? Or collecting my dues? Or doing more poignant activities with my fair gypsy maid?

Karl picked his nose, found something not quite to his liking, and flicked it.

“Don’t know.” I paused, straightened, skipped a rock off into oblivion. “Just a gut feeling, I guess.” A heavy pressing need, a sense of urgency, of impending doom.

“Hrmm...” Karl didn’t place much faith in anything. Not gods. Not people. Certainly nothing I ever said or did. But gut feelings? Instincts? Maybe the lone exception. “That all?”

“Unquantifiable as of yet.”

“Huh?”

“Feels like balancing on a frayed rope over a bottomless pit.”

“Worm on a hook, and something’s coming up? Something big? Something bad?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “More or less.”

“Feelin’ like you did wrong?”

“Yeah. Maybe. Maybe not.”

“Could ye have done different?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know.”

“What, then?”

“I can’t conjure any specifics.”

“That ever stop you before?”

“Well, no.”

I always wished I was one of those fellas who acted like they knew exactly what they were doing and did so without an ounce of regard. Of misgiving. No thought, only action, reaction. The fact that most of those blokes were mule-headed pricks did little to assuage me. “You catch a fella standing over a corpse, blood on his hands? The thinking portion of the evening’s done. It’s time to act. And that’s what I did. And I’d do it again.”

“Yar.” Karl wasn’t big on words.

I walked the scene again, glaring, searching, willing something to appear.

“What weapon’d the fucker use?”

“Short-sword,” I said. “A wide-bladed hanger.”

“Hrrm... Lotta blood on the blade?”

“No. None.” I shook my head. “But it was thrust point down in the dirt when I found him. Her. Them.” I nodded over at the edge of the clearing. “Right about here. Standing like a grave marker. Found the knife over there. Covered in blood.”

“Whose?”

“Don’t know. Her fingers were cut on the inside to the bone, though. All four. A couple times.”

“Hand rode up?”

“Yeah. Looked like it.”

“She hit bone. Yer hand don’t slide less you shank something hard.”

“The tip was broken.”

“The gypsy fucker have a stab wound?”

I thought for a moment. “Not unless he was one hell of an actor.”

“Even actors bleed.”

“The good ones, anyway.”

“Could’ve hit a rock. Or maybe it was broke afore.”

“Yeah. I suppose. Shit.” Nothing was adding up. “Her skull’d been caved in. Bones broken. A lot of them.” I glared around. “No big rocks here. That I see.”

“Tree trunks. Gnarled tree roots. There and there.” Karl pointed. “Hard as iron. Would do the job.”

“Yeah.”

“Pommel of his sword? Maybe the fucker used a rock or tree branch.”

“Yeah.” I glanced around. “I suppose.”

“Think it’ll make any difference?”

“What?”

“About what’s eatin’ at ye.”

“And what’s eating at me?”

“Feel like maybe you fucked up. Feel like maybe yer missing something. Feel like maybe this gypsy lad was jawing on the truth.”

“Show me a murderer who tells the truth, and I’ll show you a queen who loves her king.”

“Still. Maybe he weren’t no murderer.” Karl scratched his beard. “And it’s eating at ye cause ye missed it, and it’s somewhere here, staring ye in the face...”

“Yeah. I don’t know.” But part of me did know. Part of me was screaming, muffled under swathes of disgust and scorn and ineptitude. “There was just something about the look on the kid’s face. Something about the way he’d acted. The way he’d reacted...”

“Don’t matter, anyhow.” Karl took a seat.

“Huh?” I glared up.

“Whether he done it or not.”

“Yeah, why’s that?”

“Cause we both know they’re gonna stretch his neck. Both know that’s a ship already sailed. One that ain’t coming back.”

“Yeah. I know. Still...” Swearing beneath my breath, I cut back the ferns some twenty feet in all directions, using Yolanda, wide sweeping strokes, reaping like a scythe. Beneath the foliage, I found a satchel. I picked it up, turned it over. “It’s hers.”

“How do you know?”

I tried to swallow, but my mouth went dry. “Got butterflies and hummingbirds painted on it.” I took a breath. “Jesus.”

“Yar.” Karl trudged over. “What’s in it?”

“Hmm...” I peeled back the flap. “Small loaf of bread. Half a bottle of wine. A bottle of,” I popped the stopper and sniffed it, “olive oil.”

I ripped the bread in half, took a bite, offered the other half to Karl.

“A little late-night snack?”

Karl chewed, swallowed. “Yar.”

We found nothing else. Nothing but evidence of a struggle. Broken branches. Crushed fern. Dried blood. Not much in the way of tracks, but the ground was bone dry. It hadn’t rained in near a fortnight. Could’ve stampeded an elephant through and made nary a dent. I glared off to the south, down around the river bend, to the Noose, and the gypsy camp beyond. Another lead weight weighing down my soul.

“Hrmm...” Karl stood up, pointed. “What’s that?”

“What?”

“There. Between those roots. Little rock. Little statue. Something.”

I squinted, trudged over.

“Jesus. You’ve eyes like a ... hmm.”

A small stone idol lay on the ground. A broken bit of string’d been fed through a hole on the back of its neck. I held it up between thumb and forefinger. Some sort of rune was etched into its belly.

Karl leaned forward, squinting, “It’s a wolf.”




Chapter 10.

To Edgar,

...would have been better for all had you fallen in battle. For now, I must dwell as an outcast, a used thing, a broken woman. And the child? Forged out of wedlock? A grim cold life of misery awaits it. The only one left untouched by humanity’s kind graces, it would appear, is you.

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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“WHAT?” MIRELLA’S EYES flashed. “Artani did not do this ... this murder.” She cast a clump of sopping wet laundry sticking against a river rock. The hem of her dress was a deep, dark red where the rest was pink. “Would not do this.” She was up to her ankles in the roiling Black.

“He was caught red-handed,” I said. “Literally. Standing over her corpse.”

“And what of my hands?” She thrust them in my face, raw and red from scrubbing laundry. “Am I guilty, too?”

“They were covered in blood, Elle. Her blood.”

Mirella cursed under her breath.

“Apologies, but I had to tell you.”

“I say this, Artani would not hurt a ... a fly!” Mirella threw up her hands. “He would not, as you say, bash a girl’s head in with a rock. Or stab her, or cut her, or whatever it is your devil-tongued liars claim.”

“He had three daggers and a hanger on him.”

“Fah! So what? Did we not talk of wolves? Well, there are worse than wolves out here. Worse than that. And how many daggers do you have? And your sword? Is it never out of arm’s reach?”

“Not if I can help it.” I let it sink in. It was hard for folk to accept the little boy who’d grown up next door had killed someone. The little boy who’d played with dogs. Who’d come over with scraped knees and a runny nose. But they were all little boys, smirking, laughing, and running through the fields. Til they weren’t.

“Fah! Come.” Mirella harpy-clawed me by the elbow and dragged me from the riverbank and up the trail toward camp. “Come with me now.”

“What about the laundry?”

“Fah!”

“Sure this is a good idea?”

“For you?” she sneered. “Only time shall reveal.”

I dug my heels in, ripped free of her grasp.

“The charade is over.” Mirella whirled. “Eyes are open, yours, mine, theirs, and there is no denying it. Now come.” She snapped her fingers as though calling a dog and trudged onward and upward, using her cane to keep upright.

I was no dog. Dog’s possess unrelenting loyalty and love unconditionally.

Me? Not so much.

Reluctantly, though, against every voice screaming in my head, I followed.

We had a tail of gawkers trailing in our wake as we burst into the center of the gypsy camp to the sound of a lyre reverberating away, the dying-cat screech of a viola stuttering to an abrupt halt. All eyes were on us.

“Greetings.” I offered a wave with one hand and kept the other by Yolanda’s hilt.

“Viva!” Mirella stood amidst the caravan circle. “Vivandrel, come here. Come quickly. Please. Everyone. Everyone gather!”

“Are you done with him, Mirella?” One of the old women catcalled. “Is he free?”

“Can I have him?” another smirked.

“Fah, take him!” Mirella waved a hand. “He is like all men. He brings only pain and sorrow.”

The gypsy men set aside their musical instruments and reached for instruments of another kind. Dark glares. Grumbling. A wiry blacksmith, hammer in hand, forearms thick, sauntered out into the common yard, a circle of dirt with a huge cook fire blazing in the center. A child meandered into the circle, dropping an armload of wood in pile. He gawped up, wide-eyed, and scurried behind a wagon wheel.

“What is it, Mirella?” Vivandrel, a short, barrel-shaped woman leaned out from inside her wagon, a lit pipe in hand, smoke looping round her in coils. It was the woman from the other night. The one calling for Artani. “What is it this gadjkano wants?” She crossed her thick arms. “Has he not taken enough already?”

“He’s only taken what was given,” one of the women jeered.

All the women laughed.

All the men did not.

Mirella aimed a finger. If it’d been a dagger, Vivandrel would’ve dropped dead. “Quiet your tongue.”

“Tell him to piss off.”

“She wants you to piss off,” Mirella spat.

“Yeah.” I swallowed. “I got that. Tell her it’s my goal in life.”

Vivandrel turned back to her wagon.

“Viva, wait.” Mirella marched forward. “It’s about Artani.”

Vivandrel froze, turned, her eyes narrowed. Then they went wide, her face blanching as she saw the look on Mirella’s face. “What...?” The pipe dropped from her mouth and into the dust. “What is it...? No.”

Mirella ducked forward, wincing, snatching up Vivandrel’s pipe. “Here. Please.”

“No.”

I straightened as the lyre player hopped off his perch and started strolling off to my left. The viola player the right. The blacksmith just watched, glaring dead on, hand clutching the head of that hammer, tendons in his forearm working. Others gathered at the breaks between the wagons, heads peering in, kids and women, old and young, but it was the men I took most note of. Most of them were short, wiry fellas with dark hair and ostentatious dress, striped pants and sashes, shirts open to the navel. And not a one lacked the flash of steel close at hand.

Mirella started jawing, relating Artani’s tale so fast I couldn’t keep up. As she jabbered on how Artani’d been meeting with Hilda, a withered group of crones and wizened geezers ambled to the forefront. Each smoked a pipe or sipped whiskey or chewed a lip-full of cull-weed. Grim and grimacing, their old faces tanned and lined, they listened intently.

The gypsy toughs watched on as well, one taking station at each break in the caravan. Some bore curved scimitars, others loaded crossbows or wood axes. One leaned against a two-handed wavy-bladed flamberge, its point buried in the ground. He spat as he dead-eyed me from across the fire.

I made it a point not to reach for Yolanda, or stray a fingertip to my belt, or move, or even breathe. It was easy.

“I ask again,” Vivandrel sneered at me, “why this one is here?”

“He came to tell us what happened.”

“Out of the goodness of his heart?”

Mirella paused, then, “Yes.”

“And what happened?”

Mirella finished the tale of Hilda’s death and Artani’s subsequent capture. I’d left out my part of the sordid affair. The part where I was the one who found Hilda. The one who’d arrested Artani. The one who’d offered him up to the blood-simple beasts of Untheim. A fair canny move in hindsight.

Vivandrel’s lip twitched as Mirella reached the end of her tale.

“Elders...” Vivandrel clutched her empty pipe, hands quivering, eyes closed. “What is your verdict?” A tear slid down her cheek.

“Mahrime,” one of the gypsy elders said, turning her back and retreating into her caravan.

“Mahrime,” echoed another.

“Mahrime...” Then another and another in short, quick succession until all the elders had turned their backs and fled.

Vivandrel lowered her pipe, hand trembling, dark eyes locked on Mirella. Cold eyes. Merciless eyes.

“Viva...” Mirella said.

“Mahrime,” Vivandrel spat, eyes blazing, then turned, staggering back into her wagon.

The flames crackled and whipped in the midst of it all.

The gypsy toughs made no move. I made it a point to keep my back to the campfire, though if it were a crossbow bolt wearing my name, all it’d accomplish is lighting me up as it punctured a lung.

“What’s mahrime?” I whispered.

“It means unclean, unfit, unworthy,” Mirella said softly without looking back. “You’d best go now, Krait.”

“That an option?” The north break in the wagons wasn’t guarded.

“Right now? Aye. Yes.” She still hadn’t turned. “But later? One cannot say, neh? And after drink and time and marination...?”

“What about you?”

“Me? Fah.” Mirella spat. “You worry like a woman, old man. I shall be fine. They can do nothing to me for I am nothing already. You’d best go and go swiftly, and don’t look back.”




Chapter 11.

My Dearest Pern,

...I understand your reticence, your familial oaths, the chains weighing down and binding your heart, and I understand your decision. Truly, I do. Yet, you must know I would cast away all of my worldly possessions, all my familial titles, my lands, for you and our...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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THE DELUGE CAME AS the pallbearers lifted Hilda’s casket and bore her toward the grave. Greedy, hungry, ravenous, it sat open like the maw of some subterranean beast, tufts of grass bent over and curled in, waiting for her corpse to be delivered, devoured, to sate its hunger.

Hargin stood tombstone still, hands clasped before him, eyes dead as he stared ahead, his wife Petra seated by his side. He placed a hand on her shoulder, and I feared for an instant she might crumble forth like a sand sculpture, disintegrating, dissolving, dissipating into the wind. She wasn’t long for this world. It didn’t take a doctor to ken that. Wizened, old beyond her years, she simply sat there, a bookend matching her hale husband in no way other than that dull, stunned, dead expression on her face that said but one thing: the last of her three daughters was dead.

A pair of weathered tombstones flanked the open grave, the grass overgrown, hale, verdant. Two names lay etched in the stone, Liska and Ellsbethe. The dates etched into the stones told of short lives and long pain.

The pallbearers bore the casket beside the grave and set it down across a pair of ropes.

Moving like a rusted automaton, the Lord-Father stepped to the head of the open grave, adjusted the brim of his hat, water shedding off in a cataract, crozier in hand, upraised, his mouth moving as empty words tolled like death knells, muffled by the rain staccato across the coffin lid.

I stood with hands clasped before me, head down, wishing I was somewhere, elsewhere, anywhere, but here. And I figured I wasn’t alone in this regard.

I blinked as the good Sister Pernicia appeared by my side. Tall. Silent. Foreboding.

Petra glanced up, sniffed, met her glare.

Stiffening, Sister Pernicia pursed her lips, then nodded curtly. Once.

I closed my eyes and saw in my mind’s eye the wolf’s teeth gleaming as it glared down. Its pack stood flanking it to either side, each one different, each one baring its own teeth, each one meticulously crafted of glazed pottery. They spanned the top shelf of the hutch in the Quarrys’ kitchen. Other animals, plants, flowers, all sculpted of clay, gave the impression that the hutch was some sort of fey garden.

“Damn it, Krait!” Hargin hollered. “Gut feelings? Hunches? I’ll be damned if I’ll reverse the sentence for the bastard! Hilda will be damned, and I’ll make sure you’re damned, too.”

I’d gone to visit him, tell him what Mirella’d said. What I’d thought. My ephemeral misgivings concerning the murder of his daughter. His last daughter.

It hadn’t gone well.

“You did the job. You went above. You went beyond.” Hargin’s eyes welled up, but he fought through it, fought it down. “And I thank you for it, but you caught the bastard in the act, did you not? By Iphigenia, what more is there than that? I’ll be damned if we’re to be robbed of justice.”

I scratched my beard. “It was after the act, Hargin.”

“You can call me Arbiter.”

“She was already dead, Arbiter,” I spat. “It’s possible I happened upon him just as he was arriving.” I picked at Yolanda’s hilt. “I’m sorry. I know this is...”

“It’s possible? Nay, it’s shite, that’s what it is! The sentiment, the timing, the...” He lowered his voice to a hiss. “My ... My dear Hilda’s not even in the ground. And I’ll have you know—”

“Husband.” Petra’s voice was nary a whisper, a desert zephyr devoid of all but the last vestiges of life. She crept into the kitchen using a cane, her back bent like an old crone’s. “Husband, please, invite the man in. Invite him to sit. Berating a guest in the very doorway? And without even an offer of tea?” She hugged herself and shuddered. “It’s barbaric. And you are the last man I’d thought capable of such inequity, such ingratitude.”

“Sir Luther was just leaving, my love.” Hargin set his fists on his hips.

“Husband...” Petra laid a hand on Hargin’s arm. “Did Sir Luther not perform us a service? And did he not bring us something? And even if he did not, I was unaware that hospitality had died in the Quarry home.”

“Hospitality?” Hargin scowled. “Hospitality for a man who—”

“Husband.” Petra’s voice was firm, her eyes clear. “Invite him in.”

A moment’s thunder dying on the horizon. “Very well, my love.” Hargin grimaced as he stepped aside, hand held out woodenly. “Come in, Sir Luther, please.”

“Thanks.” I bowed, wiped my feet, stepped past Hargin, his glare burning my side. “And, my lady, I thank you as well.”

Their home was finely wrought but modest, staid, like Hargin, and I’d have guessed, Petra, in better times.

“Please, Sir Luther, sit.” Petra held out a hand toward the kitchen table. “Have some tea with us. A daily ritual. The only reason I still venture from the confines of my prison.” She smiled. “Habit, A mundane thing, but a strong thing nonetheless, stronger than one might often credit.”

“I ken it, Lady, though mine all seem detrimental.”

Arms crossed, Hargin stood still as a statue in the doorway.

“Close the door, my love, you’re letting out all the warm air.” Petra smiled up at him and nodded, closing her eyes, and for a moment I saw past all the sickness, all the pain, all the sorrow, and saw how she must’ve looked in days of yore, when winter had not yet robbed her of her grace. “Now, Sir Luther, what was it you wished to show us?”

“Forgive me. Just a couple things.” I withdrew the broken kitchen knife and set it on the table. I’d taken care to clean it. “Is this yours?”

Petra leaned forward, squinting.

“Aye, it is.” Hargin marched forth and snatched it off the table.

“Was the tip broken?”

Petra looked away.

“Nay.” Hargin scowled down at the blade. “Er, not that I recall. Where did you...?”

But he knew the answer before he finished the question.

“I found it by Hilda.” I let it all sink in. “Figure she fought whoever ... whatever attacked her.”

Petra blanched.

“Apologies.” I withdrew the idol, set it on the table. It was of a wolf on all fours, hackles risen, jaws agape. An ugly thing. Crude work, nothing like the workmanship of the statuettes lining the hutch, occupying every nook, every recess. “There was this, too.”

Hargin loomed behind, that knife still in hand.

“Hmm. My eyes.” Petra squinted, leaning in. “A ... a dog?”

“A wolf, I think,” I said. “I found it on the ground. In the underbrush. Figured it was hers.” I pointed up at the hutch. “Perhaps something like those?”

“Hmm...” Petra held it between thumb and forefinger, peering close. “I’ve not seen it before.”

“The rune on the belly?” The illegible rune scratched into its belly was still a mystery. “It mean anything to you?”

“Dear? May I?” Hargin leaned in, squinting. “Nay. Nothing.”

I gnawed the inside of my lip. “No chance it was Hilda’s?” I took in the veritable zoo infesting the hutch. Animals and plants and trees of every shape and size, all meticulously crafted.

“I’m afraid not,” Petra smiled.

“Could it—”

“Sir Luther.” Petra laid her hand atop mine. It was dry and cool. Bird-bones, a thought that came to mind. “I am considered a fine sculptor. What do you think of my work?” She waved a hand at the sculptures.

“Well ... they do all look very fine.”

“Yes, they are, thank you.” She dabbed a handkerchief at her eye. “I taught Hilda all that I know. She came to it naturally, deft hands that just knew, an eye for detail. She saw things in life I never noticed until I saw them in her sculptures. And such a vibrant imagination. Forgive me.” She covered her mouth, choking up. “Please. My point? My long-winded diatribe? Hilda surpassed me in ability by the time she was twelve.” Tears came unbidden. “Some four years past. This wolf. This idol, as you say? It’s crude work, crude at best, a child’s toy, perhaps.” She set it down and pushed it back across the table. “Now, tell me, Sir Luther, what your misgivings are with regards to Hilda’s...”

Petra left the rest unsaid as she levered herself up and grasped the tea kettle, wincing as she tried to lift it.

“Dear—” Hargin scurried forth, but I beat him to it, gasping, lifting, pouring. “Say when.”

Petra lifted a finger. “When. And I thank you.”

“Honey?” I lifted a bowl.

She waved a hand. “I’m sweet enough.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” I lied.

Hargin crossed his arms, eyebrows knitted together into one.

“It’s quite a thing for one’s body to fail.” Petra patted my hand. “The great betrayal, I pray you never experience it. A constant barrage of humiliations, disgraces, degradations. A constant deluge of failures, one thing cascading into another until that’s the sum total of your being.” She cupped the steaming tea and lifted it to her wizened lips. “Now please, tell me.”

Hargin cleared his throat and rushed forward. “Sir Luther thinks—”

“No, Arbiter.” Frowning, Petra raised a hand. “If you wish to take part in conversing with our guest, you’ll take your seat. You’ll take your tea. You’ll take your medicine and act civil. And should you wish not? Should you wish to cloud this painful day with rudeness and embarrassment, then quit the room. But don’t hover there between two worlds. Believe me, it’s not a place one should be put, especially of their own accord.” Petra reached out, grasped the back of a chair, grimacing as she made to pull it out for him.

Hargin was on it in an instant, pulling it free, plopping himself down, pouting like a scolded boy as he poured himself tea.

“Smartly done, husband.”

Hargin hid his frown behind a slurp of tea.

Petra’s gaze turned toward me. “And what is it you have to say regarding this ... this fiend who murdered my daughter?”

I opened my mouth to speak, to explain, but it felt suddenly so hollow. To use ‘gut feeling’ to vindicate the man believed to have murdered her daughter? Whose others had died as well? The words suddenly abandoned me. “My lady, forgive me, I...”

Petra sniffed. “My husband mentioned you had a gut feeling or some sense or intuition.” She squeezed my hand so hard I feared her bones might break.

I must have blanched.

“See? I told you.” Hargin threw up a hand. “By the mad tyrant, even he knows it’s rubbish.”

“Sir Luther is a caravan guard. It was not his duty to search out our...” Petra swallowed, closed her eyes, nodded, “our dear Hilda. Yet he did so despite. He did so because he possesses a noble heart.”

I swallowed.

“He did so for a horse and a wagon,” Hargin countered.

“And what, husband? The man has a life. Responsibilities. He cast them aside in order to help you, to help us, to help Hilda. Three strangers.”

Hargin crossed his arms. “For a horse and a wagon.”

“Yes, for payment. I’m given to understand his own business was in jeopardy. But consider where we would be had he not gone? Had he not found her?” Petra pursed her lips, shaking her head. “I don’t know. I just don’t... Perhaps it would be easier. Not knowing. For such a short span? But in the long run? For you, my love? The not knowing would eat away at you, like the cancer within me, gnawing at my heart, my soul, my very bones.

“Now, Sir Luther, I can see your reticence to speak. Perhaps you fear I’ll lambaste you for your ‘gut feeling.’ Perhaps you think I put no stock in such ideas, such feelings, such instincts. And perhaps if you were merely a caravan guard I might think it so. Yes, I might, indeed. But Hargin told me you were a justiciar, that you hunted men, hunted killers, that you brought them to heel, to bear, to justice, and that you were renowned for it.” With a trembling hand, she took a sip of tea. “Is that not so?”

Hargin cleared his throat. “What has that to do—?”

“I was asking Sir Luther.”

Hargin reddened.

“Sir Luther, please, is that not correct?”

“Renown’s a little strong, but yeah, my lady, more or less.”

“Then I would hear your words, and I shall put stock in them. Faith. We women have our own intuitions that men so often scoff at and make japes about. It would be hypocrisy for me to cast such judgments awry.”

“My love,” Hargin began, “I simply fear—”

“Husband, you labored in the mines for years, decades before rising to your present station. Is that not so?”

“You know it is.” Hargin shifted uncomfortably.

“And when you labored in the mines, drilling, digging, tunneling, did you not gain some measure of what Sir Luther speaks of? Some innate sense? You yourself told me once that you pulled a crew out of a mine only minutes before a collapse, and that you could not for the life of you recall what it was that drove you to such a decision. Was that not a gut feeling? Some instinct? An intuition? Perhaps the voice of God whispering in your ear? Feeling? Knowing? In here.” She placed a hand over her heart. “Knowing something was amiss.”

Hargin simmered.

“And this was for many decades Sir Luther’s chosen vocation, was it not?” Petra glanced at me.

“Yeah, my lady, it was.”

“And were you proficient, Sir Luther?” She smiled. “I cannot imagine otherwise.”

“You’re far too kind.” I nodded. “And if I was good it was because I learned from the best.”

“Then I trust your intuition as I would trust my husband’s, as I trusted my own the day Hilda was...” Petra rubbed her temples. “I ... I simply knew something was amiss. If only I had...” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “If only I had felt it sooner, said something sooner, trusted myself, trusted my intuition. So choose carefully what you place on the scales, Sir Luther, for we shall both weigh it accordingly...”

As they lowered Hilda’s coffin into the earth, Petra’s words rang in my mind. She had listened. They had both listened as I tried to work through my haze of suspicion. Suspicion that I’d missed something so clear. So obvious. But it just wouldn’t come. That moment of illumination lay just beyond the sharp corners of my mind. Indistinct. Opaque. Invisible.

But I couldn’t say Artani hadn’t done it.

Not for sure.

Couldn’t countermand what’d already been done.

Artani’d been tried and found guilty. A quick, ragged, ramshackle affair in the gaol’s cell-room from what I’d heard. Presided over by Sir Bardin in Hargin’s stead. The Lord-Father watching on. I hadn’t been brought forth to testify. No one had. Word was Artani’d confessed. Word was he’d begged to.

And Sir Bardin had sentenced Artani to be hanged at dawn.

Just as Karl’d said would happen.

Just as Mirella had said.

Just as I’d known.

And they’d have tried him just for their tryst. Murder be damned. Just for being a dark-skinned gypsy rake meeting a sweet Christian girl in solitude.

Hilda’s coffin touched the bottom of the grave, and the men started drawing up the ropes.

I didn’t know why it was hitting me so hard. I barely knew Hargin or Petra, and I’d never met Hilda. And I had the horse and wagon. The deal was done. Karl and I were back in the black. Ready to move on to bigger and better places. Which meant just about anywhere. Maybe I was finally growing a conscience. Maybe I just hated seeing shoddy work. Or maybe it was simply I’d had enough blood on my hands to last a lifetime.

“It’s caught on a rock or something.” One of the pallbearers tugged on the coffin-rope. “Stuck.” He tugged again. “It’s a good rope.”

Petra was weeping in Hargin’s arms, the big man cradling the tiny woman, holding his cloak over her, shielding her, protecting her from the wind and rain.

“Bloody hell.” I stepped forward, snatched the rope from the idiot’s hands, and threw it in. “Get the fuck out of here.” I shoved him off and wiped the wet off on the inside of my cloak.

Then it hit me.




Chapter 12.

To Edgar,

...I’ll not be the last nail driven into the coffin of your house, your family, your liege, your legacy. I know you would survive the blow for you are unsullied by all the dark this world has to offer...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex
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SIR BARDIN STOOD IN the corner, sweat pouring off his forehead as he jabbed one of the pincers back into the stove. Smoke hung low and thick. The stink of sweat and blood made each breath a struggle. Two guards ripped shackles from Artani’s wrists and dragged him like a flaccid sack, toes scraping through the dust, back to his cell.

“What is it?” Sir Bardin asked. He was nigh on as tall as me. Wore a scowl I’d yet to see him without. To be fair, though, maybe his mouth was just shaped that way. “You want a go at him?”

“No,” I said. “Looks like you worked him thorough.”

“Maybe. But like they say, you can always squeeze a little more blood from a stone.”

“That what they say?”

“Aye.”

“He confess?” I asked.

The cell door squealed, clanged, was locked.

“‘Course he confessed. Sang sweet as a eunuch choir.” Sir Bardin conducted a symphony with the brand. “Most beautiful sound in all the land, the song of justice, the song of truth, the song of vengeance.”

I glanced over at Artani, poured across the cell floor melted wax. “Wondering if I could ask the fucker a couple questions? If he’s up to it.”

“Don’t seem he’s up for anything.”

“Even so.”

“I told you he sang.” Sir Bardin gripped the brand. “Signed. So we know what happened. As though it weren’t clear enough. And he’s been sentenced.”

“Yeah. I heard.”

“And you were wrong.” Through one eye, Sir Bardin aimed the glowing brand at me, the heat pulsing off it in waves. “Dead wrong.”

“That’s my specialty. Care to illuminate how?”

“Gypsy prick kidnapped the girl.”

“Yeah?”

“Aye.”

“Hilda?”

“That’s what I said.” Sir Bardin’s eyes narrowed. “Wasn’t no tryst. He came upon her on the road, stalking like some feral dog. Came up from behind and attacked her.”

“What was she doing on the road? Four miles south of Untheim? At night?”

Sir Bardin didn’t stop. “Dragged her to the woods. Raped her, killed her, did all you seen done to her.”

“Alright.”

“And what’s it to you?” Sir Bardin strode towards me, that glowing brand casting a devil’s glare across the sinister side of his face. Take your pick which one. “Big hero. Coming in. Doing my job. Stealing my thunder.”

The two guards ambled forth like hyenas smelling blood.

“Ain’t any hero in this one,” I said. “No thunder, either. Just a lot of grey rain. And I just want to ask a couple questions. Then be on my way.”

“What good’s it like to do?”

“Good’s got on its horse and rode for another town. Rode hard. Rode fast. But I thought I might be able to learn something. Pass it on to Hargin. Petra. Maybe garner some understanding of what happened exactly. He seems like a fella who likes to know. Her, too. And sometimes leaving something to your imagination’s worse than knowing. Not always, but...” I swallowed, took a step back from the glowing brand. “Figure I owe it to him to garner all I can, yeah? Man’s a high-hat in town.”

“Man’s an uppity commoner. A bloody dirt-flinging truffle-hunting sandhog with aspirations of nobility.”

“Still, wouldn’t do to short change the one bloke paying dividends.”

“I just told you what happened.”

“You did.”

“Then why you still here?” He took another step forward, that brand tip glowing less but still hot enough to scorch flesh to the bone. “Why you still asking?” He glanced at the guards. “Hey, Flint, he still asking?”

“Don’t know,” answered Flint, reaching behind his back.

I reached behind mine, and Sir Bardin’s eyes went wide.

“The Lord-Father wants it all put to paper, too.” I held up a pen and roll of parchment. “Records and documents and such. You fellas got any ink? I’d be glad to lay this on you. Save me half a day. Was never over-fond of paperwork, yeah? But, here, be my guest.”

The threat of paperwork?

Better than a cross against vampyres.

Sir Bardin brandished the poker before him, leaned forward and snorted, then pursed his lips, letting a slow gloppy knob of spit drip onto its glowing end. It sizzled and hissed and crackled.

“Charming.”

“You can ask your questions.” Sir Bardin scratched his belly. “Gotta eat. Wheels of justice rolling sure works up a mighty hunger, eh?”

“Yeah.”

Sir Bardin shoved the poker back into the fire, scattering embers, then marched past, his guards in tow, heads held high, chests puffed out as though they’d slain a dragon.

Cool grey daylight glimmered in through the single high window, smoke moving liquid through it. 

“Hey, kid,” I kicked the bars, “you still alive?”

Nothing.

Artani looked to be pulling a fair accurate corpse impersonation. For an instant, I hoped it was so. For his sake. That his suffering was over. But life’s usually not so forgiving. And death? Twice the bitch and thrice the bastard.

I knelt, set the pen and paper aside, reached through, grabbed his leg, tugged.

“Huh...? What? No!” Artani recoiled, hands covering his face as he balled up all awkward and broke. “Please, no! I-I told you everything. Let me alone. Please. Please—”

“I ain’t them,” I said. “Ain’t gonna hurt you.”

I’d already done enough. More than enough.

Artani peered out from behind the broken fingers of his mangled hands. “You...”

“Yeah.” I licked my lips. “Me.”

“Y-You did this.”

“Yeah, kid, I played my part. I’ll not deny it. And for that? I’m sorry as hell.”

He dragged himself away from the bars, arms jelly, wobbling, legs just dragging. “Just leave me alone.”

“Sorry, kid. I can’t.”

“Sorry...?” He craned his head so he could see my face through his swollen eyes. “I shit on your sorry.”

“Got a few questions to ask.”

“They coming back in?”

“Not for a spell. They’re eating lunch.”

“Eating fucking lunch...?”

“Yeah.”

Artani spat and cursed. I didn’t blame him. In my mind’s eye, I could see Sir Bardin sitting there, napkin tucked in and blood on his hands as he asked someone to please pass the salt.

I pulled a shank of bread from inside my coat and a small canteen of water. “Here, kid, take it.”

“What is it?” His eyes narrowed. “Poison?”

“And if it were, would you refuse?”

“No. I suppose not.” With both of his eyes nearly swollen shut, he reminded me nothing so much as a broken baby bird fallen from its nest. “Well,” he fumbled with the bread and managed a bite, “I’m not going anywhere, neh?”

I set the canteen down between the bars. “What were you two doing there?”

The kid craned his neck, and I saw some smartass comment spark into being, but it died on his cracked lips. “I ... I already told them what happened.”

“They say you raped her. Killed her. That true?”

“Does it matter?”

“To me? Yeah.”

“They made me say it.” A pink tear rolled from his red eye. “Made me lie. Made me make my mark. Said it was the only way they’d stop.”

“And what do you say?”

“I say I don’t want another go-around with them. I say I don’t want some bastard-fuck like you pawing at my story, getting me to spill, then getting me spilled. I say I want to have my last night in this world, this bastard-fuck of a world, be quiet. I say I want to lie here in a puddle of gore and cry quietly until they come to take me at dawn. May not seem like much, but that’s what I say.”

“Just tell me.” I gripped the cold bars. “Was it a tryst?”

“Of course it was,” he hissed. “What d’you think? We was in love. She — Hilda was the prettiest girl I ever seen. That hair. And the kindest. Nicest. Always smiling. Always fighting on through her sorrows, her woes, trying to make other folk happy. And with all she’d suffered through? Was suffering through? Her mother and her sisters and all...?” Artani dabbed at a tear. “She baked me bread.”

“Yeah, kid, I know. What were you doing? Where were you coming from?”

Artani’s shoulders slumped. “We’d been there for a stretch. A long stretch. And we was hungry. Thirsty. So I ran back to camp. Grabbed some oil and cheese to go with the bread. Some wine, too.”

“The satchel.”

“Aye. I took it.” Artani looked down, away. “And I left her. Left her alone. I told her to come with me, but she said she was safe there, said she wasn’t worried.”

“She say why?”

“She ... She said she had protection.”

“Even with the wolves round here?”

“Aye.” Artani nodded. “Even with the wolves. She said she had some charm, some ward. But still, I ran, hoofed it all the way back. I couldn’t have been gone long, but when I got back, I heard her screaming. So I ran, fast as I could. And when I got there, she... She was gone.”

“You didn’t see anything? Hear anything?”

“No.” Artani shook his head, wincing. “O-Only her screams.”

I stretched my arm through the bars to the shoulder, the wolf idol sitting up in the palm of my hand. “This the protection she was talking about?”

“Eh...?” Artani raised his head, trying to see through his slits.

I stretched in further. “Here.”

“May ... May I?”

“Yeah.”

Artani reached out, pawing cautious, like a mouse stealing cheese from a trap. “It was hers.” He swallowed. “It was Hilda’s.” He closed his hand around it in a fist. “She said it was magic.” Artani pursed his cracked lips. “She said it would protect her.”

“Know where she got it?”

“No.” Artani offered a grim smile. “I assumed she made it. She said it was sculpted of clay, made of pottery, something. Glazed. She liked to make that stuff. She was good at it.”

I frowned. “Can you read the rune on its belly?”

“By Christos, I can barely see.” Artani held it up to the feeble light. “No. What does it say?”

“If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking.”

Artani winced as he lowered the idol.

“Where’d she get you?” I asked, eyeballing him head to foot. He was covered in bruises. Burns. Cuts. I wished I’d had the time and presence of mind to check him head to foot before turning him in. Another folly. But if she had shanked him, he’d hid it well, and made a four-mile hike without dropping. And was still kicking. Well, relatively, anyways.

“Huh?”

“Stab. She had a knife. A kitchen knife. Where’d she stab you?”

“What?” He cocked his head. “She ... she didn’t stab me. Wouldn’t stab me. Hilda and I were in—”

“The tip of her knife was broken. And it was covered in blood. Her folks say it wasn’t before. So I figure she stabbed you and must’ve hit bone.”

Artani’s head lowered as though it were lead. “Just go. Please.”

“She missed, then. Hit a rock. A tree. Something.”

“I’m tired.” He leaned back against the wall. “And they’re going to execute me on the morrow. I pray they don’t torture me more before that. I...” His shoulders bobbed as he wept. “Could ... could you do something for me?”

“You’re asking me?”

Artani fumbled the canteen to his cracked lips, broken fingers fighting for purchase, his eyes closing, throat working til he finished. “Aye. I’m asking you.”

“Did she stab you, kid?”

“You see any?” He held out his arms. “Take a hard look.”

Artani was stripped to the waist, covered in burns. Red and purple bruises. His jaw was lumped funny. His ribs too where they were busted.

“Legs?”

“You think I could’ve walked four miles if she’d hit bone? Think I wouldn’t be bleeding? Limping? Dropping? Dead? And think if I were those bastards would’ve taken the time to bandage me?”

“If they want their fun to last? Yeah.”

Scowling, Artani pulled his pants up high as they’d go, struggling over a busted kneecap and a stanza of parallel burns. “See?” Then he did the other one. It was the same. No stab wounds.

“Alright,” I said. “What is it you want?”

“Just... Tell my family what happened. Please, tell them I—”

“I already did, kid.”

A glimmer of hope was conceived, birthed, lived, and died in the blink of his eye. “They know about Hilda, then?”

“Yeah.”

“Shite...” Artani trembled the canteen back to his lips. “And ... and they banished me, neh? Cast me out? Did ... did my mother speak for me? On my behalf? Vivandrel? A short woman. Robust.” Again, that hope. That spark. Just a glimmer. A shooting star. Gone almost before it started.

“Yeah, kid, she spoke.”

“W-What did she say?”

But he already knew the answer.

I could see it in his dying eyes.




Chapter 13.

My Dearest Pern,

...beg of you not to take the vows, not to lock our child away behind those cold, grey, lifeless walls. I could not stand for it, will not stand for...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick
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THE LORD-FATHER’S OFFICE was an ostentatious affair. For Untheim, anyway. Marble busts of Homer and Charlemagne watched proceedings from atop fluted pedestals flanking his desk. A row of books festooned a small table. A massive illuminated bible lay open to the Song of Solomon. The Lord-Father glared up from his ledger. “I trust this won’t be a rehash of our previous discussion.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, my lord.”

Shaking his head, he dove back into his ledger. “I am a busy man, Sir Luther, so please close the door on your way out.”

“Artani had no stab wounds.”

“Eh?” He didn’t even look up. “Ar-Artani? Who...?”

“The gypsy kid. Set to get the stretch. Remember him?”

“Lord grant me light.” He set his pen down. “And...?”

“And it means he didn’t kill Hilda.”

“And...?” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You have proof?”

“Yeah. I do. If you’ll hear me out.”

With a stern glare and pressed lips, the Lord-Father crossed his arms and sat back in his chair.

“The knife Hilda wielded was broken when I found it. It was intact when she took it from home.”

“Broken, you say?” The Lord-Father adjusted his glasses.

“The tip. The point. Snapped off. Looked like she stabbed someone. Deep. And hit bone.”

“I fail to see the relevance.”

“The relevance is if the gypsy kid, if Artani, was the one killed her, then he was the one she stabbed, yeah? And he hadn’t been stabbed.”

“No?” He frowned. “Are you certain?”

“Yeah.”

“Perchance it hit a rock?” The Lord-Father said. “Or a tree? Or some other hard object. I’m given to understanding the world is full of them. Now, if that is all?”

“It struck someone. Or something. It was covered in blood.”

“Sir Bardin states this gypsy fiend, Artani you say, assaulted her, our dear Hilda,” he said. “If he were assaulting the blessed young lady, would he not disarm her? Take this blade. What if he were the one who stabbed her? What if it were her blood? She was covered in it. And what if the point of the blade were broken off in her?”

“She didn’t have any stab wounds that fit that blade.”

“Lord grant me light.” The Lord-Father pulled off his glasses and started polishing them. “Alright, it wasn’t the damned kitchen blade. Yet, did not the gypsy fiend, by your own admission, possess a short-bladed sword and two daggers?”

“It was three. And you’re not listening. It wasn’t that blade. It wasn’t any blade. She had such terrible wounds. Horrible wounds. Some were blunt force, like to her skull. It was shattered. She was mauled. Attacked. Shaken. And there were bite marks on her throat. Frantic gouges. Rips. Tears.”

“A madman in the heat of lust and murder? Might he not cause any number of such wounds?”

“Not these.”

“Bite marks, stab wounds—”

“Jesus Christ. She wasn’t stabbed. Artani’s blades were all clean, too. Shined. Sheathed. And his hands were covered in blood.”

The Lord-Father threw up his hands. “Would you listen to yourself? What would you have me do?”

“Artani and Hilda rendezvous in the clearing. She brings a weapon herself in case of trouble. The kitchen knife. Someone attacks her. Or something.” My thoughts went back to the dire-wolf. “She fights for all she’s worth, but succumbs.

“Artani gets there just after the murder. Cause he heard the same screams I did. It’s dark and he doesn’t see the blood. The ruin. Then he does. And he runs to her, stabs his sword into the ground as he checks her to see if she’s alive. See if he can help. And realizes he can’t, just as I arrive.”

“Your point, Sir Luther?”

“My point is if he used the blades they’d have been bloody, too. Covered. Spattered. Fouled. Something.” I held up my hands. “But no. Clean as a nun’s virtue.” I took a breath. “Artani and Hilda were in love. A lovers tryst out in the wilds, away from prying eyes. Frowned upon, yeah, by both societies, but does he deserve to die for that?”

“She died.”

“And what’s your point?”

“I am the Lord of Untheim, my word is law, that is my point. And poor Hilda died. She was murdered. Perchance it was the hand of God in this, perchance it was his will that she suffer for her transgression, and if that be so, then should this gypsy not suffer the same?”

“For fuck’s sake, no.”

“There are many who would say otherwise.” His eyes were calm, collected, serious.

“And are you among them?”

“You try my patience, Sir Luther, and waste my time.” The Lord-Father’s eyes blazed. “I assure you, neither is a limitless commodity.”

“It was one of your wolves. Hell, maybe the same one I had a hand in driving off. We wounded it, and wounded animals are notorious for becoming man-killers.”

“Then perhaps more than a modicum of fault lies with you?” the Lord-Father said. “Would that you had been more adroit.”

“Story of my life.”

“Sir Luther,” the Lord-Father spoke through grinding teeth, “we as a community appreciate your herculean efforts on our behalf, first with the wolf, then with finding poor Hilda. And you even managed to apprehend her killer. For the moment, you are something of a hero here in Untheim. Now go back to your hole down at the Three Moons and enjoy it. Reap some free drinks and fare, revel in the knowing glances of the womenfolk, and partake if you must, but do so quietly, smartly, respectfully, and please leave it at that. Go on with your small life. Go on with it somewhere else, somewhere far from here, and please do so soon.”

“This thing going on in Untheim?” I stood up. “It ain’t gonna stop. Not unless you get off your arse and do something.”

“Perception outweighs reality, and I am.” The Lord-Father glared beyond me, out into the hall. “Sir Bardin,” he called. The First-Sword appeared in the doorway, flanked by a duo of guards. “Please escort the good Sir Luther out, use the back entrance, and do so forthwith.”

“Gladly, my lord.” Marching in at the head of his guards, Sir Bardin cracked his knuckles. “I’ll give the great hero of Untheim a sendoff he’ll never forget.”




Chapter 14.

To Edgar,

...a thing conceived in lie and sin. It is no child of mine, no progeny, it is an abomination before the eyes of...
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SIR BARDIN SHOVED ME stumbling out into the yard behind Saint Barbara’s Church. Yard? No. It was a cemetery. A small one, a private one, shaded, quiet, with high stone walls and an ivied gate, all of which didn’t bode well. For me, anyway. Figured maybe they were looking to cut out the middle man and inter me ‘forthwith,’ as the Lord-Father might say. I didn’t see any graves yawning open, hungry for a new tenant, though, so there was that.

I caught my balance just shy of a tombstone so scoured by time its name was illegible. “Whoa, easy.” I turned, hands up.

I’d have put up my sword but they’d had the wherewithal to strip her from me.

Sir Bardin clasped his hands behind his back. “I don’t like you, Sir Luther.”

“Yeah, I got that. You’re one hell of a communicator. Isn’t he, lads?”

The lads didn’t offer much in the way of agreement. The pair marched out the door and spread out. Sir Bardin tossed Yolanda aside as though she were trash. More unfortunate, trash far out of reach.

“Communication. Important part of being the head-man,” I said. “You lads call him the head-man? He earn the moniker?”

My jibe was lost on them, or maybe it just wasn’t up to snuff with my usual material.

Sir Bardin rubbed the knuckles of his right hand. “Know what I call this?”

“Don’t know.” I raised an eyebrow. “Lorretta, maybe? Or Anna?”

“Guillem—” Sir Bardin gnashed his teeth at a guard.

“Well, that’s broad-minded.”

“Guillem, hold Sir Luther’s hands behind his back.” Sir Bardin nodded. “And Willem, aid him.”

Guillem was a tall, gawky fella with roping arms dangling by his paunch. Willem was a shorter, less attractive version.

“Easy, lads.” I stepped back, hands still raised, gauging space.

“Fuck your easy.” Guillem took the left.

“Fuck it hard.” Willem the right.

“Now, it’s a fair guess by the look on your faces that you two are related. Siblings, I’d hazard?” I said. “I’d hazard the same for your parents.”

Snarling, Willem stepped in and I slid back, matching him.

“How is it that you two blokes are both fat and skinny at the same time?”

“Fuck you!” Guillem lunged for me.

I ducked and socked him in the solar plexus. That lovely little spot just below the sternum. Hit a man there and more like than not he’ll be gasping like a fish, neat as you please. And Guillem was down and gasping, indeed.

Willem hesitated, running a hand along his mail shirt. Mail’s a fine thing against a great many injuries. But against blunt force trauma to one of man’s many weak points?

“Your brother’s doing his best trout impression.”

Guillem to his credit forced himself to his feet, clambering up the blank tombstone. In that moment, Willem garnered the seed, too.

Stepping offline toward Guillem, I horse-collared him back, flinging him toward Willem like a bowling ball. Willem leapfrogged his brother while I jump-stepped in, sweeping out one of his feet and palm-heeling his head as he landed, leveling him something wicked. Luckily, the ground was relatively soft. Unluckily, the tombstone he broke his teeth on wasn’t.

Sir Bardin hesitated.

“I want no trouble,” I said truthfully.

“Funny. It’s all you have.” Sir Bardin’s hand, whatever he called it, found the hilt of his favorite blade and drew it. “All you are.”

“And what of it?” I took a step forward, fists balled, ready for anything. And by anything, I meant I was ready to get stabbed in the gut. The neck. My chest. Cause that’s the reality. Fists versus steel? Sure, there’s a chance the unarmed man’ll triumph. If the bloke bearing the steel’s blind, or palsied or dead. In any other stance? Nine times out of ten? He’s a dead man.

But I’ll tell you what. You turn your back on an armed man and it’s ten for ten.

Guillem looked up, clutching his midsection, gasping.

“You should go,” Sir Bardin scowled.

“Glad to,” I said, snatching Yolanda off the ground and hoofing it off toward the gate.




Chapter 15.

My Dearest Pern,

...I will take the child. I will raise him. Or is it her? Lord, I know not. Please, I beg of you, allow me to do this thing, this one last thing...
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“YOU’RE SAYING THAT Artani is innocent?” Lady Mary glanced wide-eyed up from the stock of the crossbow. She’d hit one bullseye out of five. But the rest had all hit the target. She was getting better. A lot better. “Judas Priest, it’s awful, yes, but the Lord-Father’s the only one that could countermand the sentence. So why tell me?”

“I don’t know. Just blowing off steam, I guess.” I sat on a hillock staring off downrange. Saint Helena’s loomed in the distance. “And I already told him.”

“And he chose not to countermand it.” It wasn’t a question.

“That a big surprise?”

“Well no, not especially, but one might assume that innocence and guilt might play at least some role in the realm of judicial proceedings. Especially one concerning a sentence of death. And with such a young man.”

“One might, indeed...” I echoed. “Hell, maybe it’s the smart move. Probably is, come to think of it. Might start a riot if he lets the kid walk. Might be his civic-fucking-duty to hang the poor bastard. Not to mention his damned harvest festival looming over the horizon. All any of the high hats jaw about.”

“My understanding is it brings in a large amount of revenue. Even Sister Pernicia is up in arms over it. We’ve been churning out all sorts of goods.”

“Yeah. And they can’t have it all mucked up on account of some monster on the loose.”

“Word was, though, that Artani finally confessed.”

“Yeah, well, give me a pair of glowing pincers and tongs, and some poor innocent fuck, and I’ll have him swearing he offed Thomas Beckett within the hour.”

“It was done under torture?”

“Extracted is the term. Like a bad tooth. And yes.”

“And Hargin?” Lady Mary stuck her foot in the crossbow’s stirrup, hopping on one foot as she got her balance, settled, grimacing as she drew back on the string and straightened her leg. Her arm trembled as she fought it back.

“Here. Gimme.” I held out my hands. “Let me show you.”

“I can do it myself.”

“It’ll make your life easier. Won’t kill your back, either.”

“Hmm, very well.” She handed it to me. Loading a crossbow’s no cake-walk. It’s rough on the back, rough on the arms, rough on the hands, and Lady Mary was down one. “Thanks.” I took it, looked it over. She’d got it back in Haeskenburg, from King Eckhardt himself. It was a fine piece of craftsmanship.

“It would be difficult, impossible even, to overturn a confession based solely upon one man’s intuition,” Lady Mary said. “Even the man who apprehended him.”

“Yeah. Sure. But it ain’t just intuition now.” I pulled one of Artani’s daggers from under my cloak, tossed it to her.

“Judas Priest—” she gasped but caught it deftly. “A dagger? So what?”

“Here.” I planted the crossbow on the ground and stuck my foot through the stirrup, putting my full weight on it. “You’re using the strength of your arm to pull this bastard back. You should keep the hook on when you’re shooting.”

“I tried, yet it pulls off.”

“Ah. Alright, never mind. Here, watch. You’re losing it by balancing on one foot.” I gripped the crossbow string with two hands. “Keep your arms straight. Loose. Your hands are just hooks, nothing more.” Lady Mary frowned. “Sorry. Use your back and legs to do the pulling.” I straightened up, levering the string back, clicking the catch, holding it in place. “See?”

“Yet with my hand—”

“Convent have a blacksmith?”

“We do, yes.”

“Good. Ask him to make a spanning-belt and pulley. Then it won’t matter you’re down a hand.”

“I recall you saying you despise spanning-belts.”

“Yeah, cause I always smash my nads with them,” I said. “But hopefully you won’t have that problem.”

“Yes. Hopefully.” Lady Mary brandished the dagger. “And this?”

“One of Artani’s. He had two others and a short-sword on him when I found him.”

“Possibly the one used to murder poor Hilda?”

“No. Take a look.”

“What?” Lady Mary peered at it closely. “I don’t see anything strange.” She hefted it, felt it, turned it over. “It feels well made. Balanced.” She tested the edge. “Sharp. It ... it seems just a dagger.”

“Yeah. Same with the other daggers and his sword. All the same. All gypsy make. Good steel. Solid craftsmanship. Oiled. Well maintained.”

“What of the knife?” Lady Mary asked.

“It wasn’t the knife.” I explained about its broken tip. The blood. How far away I’d found it. The lack of wounds matching it. I went on to explain the same theories and misgivings that I’d explained to the Lord-Father, to Hargin and Petra. How it wasn’t steel used to kill Hilda but tooth and claw.

“You saw what it did to Carver. Took him by the neck. Shook him like a god-damned rat. Dragging him through the grit. Biting. Tearing. Clawing. It was a dire-wolf.”

Lady Mary gripped the dagger and listened as the sun waned through the sky.

“Can you think of a way Artani could have cleaned a blade in the middle of the night with bloody hands?” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Blood drenched? And if he could somehow clean them?”

Lady Mary glared up. “You just said it was a dire-wolf.”

“I know.”

“Then why—”

“Because I want to be wrong. Because I want you to tell me I’m wrong. Poke holes in my theory. Throw dirt in my eye. You’re good at that. And I have no proof. Nothing anyone’ll believe, anyway. Tell me to forget it. To just let it lie.”

“You’re wrong,” Lady Mary said woodenly. “You have no proof. You should just let it lie.”

“Thanks.” I loaded the crossbow and handed it to her. “Here.”

Lady Mary lifted it, took aim, shot. Almost another bullseye.

“You’re getting good with that thing.”

“Yes, well...” Lady Mary shrugged. “I can see their appeal. They’re simple. Effective.” She took a breath. “Empowering.”

In the distance, the gates to the convent opened and two small forms trudged out.

I watched them walk towards us as Lady Mary reloaded.

“Good work,” I said.

Lady Mary straightened, brushing hair from her face. “Is that why you came, Sir Luther? To have me throw dirt in your face? Dismantle your theory?”

“I’d hoped so.”

“Forgive me, I wish I could, but your theory ... it makes sense.”

“Yeah. I’m only right when it’s a cross to bear.”

“Lady Mary!” Sarah waved a hand and both she and Joshua came running, smiles beaming on their mugs til they realized it was me by her side. Their spring devolved to a trot, a jog, a shuffle. But they still came.

“I came to see them, too, even though they hate me.”

“They don’t hate you.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Alright. Joshua is getting nearer to—”

“Hating me,” I cut in. “And with fair good reason.”

Lady Mary withdrew a bolt from her quiver. “He is still but a child.”

“Don’t see what that’s got to do with it.”

“Mister Luther!” Sarah waved as they reached the foot of the hill. Maybe that was the power of being a stranger in a strange land, any sight, any person, even a shite one like me who offered the smallest modicum of familiarity, could be a welcome sight.

“Sarah doesn’t hate you.”

“Yeah...” That was something.

But Joshua just hang-dogged along at her back. He raised his hand in a tepid wave, held it an instant, and let if fall. Joshua was mute. His throat’d been slit by a one-eyed blackguard whose name I’d forcefully forgotten. I’d fought my way to his side through strife and murder. Maybe that’s why Sarah didn’t hate me. She’d seen what I’d done. Or tried to do. And it wasn’t a lot. My brother Stephan had in truth saved Joshua, but maybe with her my effort still counted for something.

“Children, welcome!” Lady Mary turned, hands on hips. “Have you accomplished your chores?”

They both nodded.

“Good. Sister Pernicia will be pleased.”

At her name, I felt a sudden chill rip through me, a sense as though we were being watched. And indeed, upon the wall above the gates, the slender form of the beautiful prioress stood watching us.

Joshua signed deftly with his hands, I don’t think she’s ever pleased. He’d taken to speaking using the silent lexicon of monks. All three of them were learning it. I had a few words but was a fair stretch back in the lurch.

Sarah giggled, smacking Joshua’s arm.

Lady Mary frowned. “I’m certain the good Sister Pernicia finds pleasure in some things.”

“Yeah, like boiling and eating little children.” I snatched out at them with crone claws.

Sarah squealed and even Joshua fought back a nervous smirk.

“Children, would you be so good as to fetch the bolts from the target?” Lady Mary asked. “We must be behind the walls come sundown.”

The two scampered off and started fighting over who got to pull out which bolts.

I watched them bicker. Watched them argue. Watched them laugh.

“Something is different, Sir Luther,” Lady Mary said.

“Yeah?”

“In you.” Lady Mary tapped her lips with a finger. “I cannot place it.”

“Alright.”

Sarah and Joshua were fencing with the crossbow bolts, clacking them together in roguish swordplay, clomping through the mud, smiling, huffing, laughing.

“And I ask you again, Sir Luther, why have you come? Why tell me all this? I believe you. I believe your theory, though it’s not what you wish to hear. I’d feel hard-pressed to countermand any of it. So why?”

“I don’t know. Maybe cause I wanted to see something good for a change.” I licked my lips. “Something I could maybe convince myself I had a hand in. And maybe cause you’re right about me. Something changed when Stephan left. I could feel it. Like falling. And not caring where I landed. Who I landed on. So I was trying to fight it. Knock it back. To not become like Sir Bardin, von Madbury, Lord Raachwald. Any of those fucks.”

“I think it a thing worth doing, for what it’s worth, Sir Luther.”

“Yeah.” I looked off toward the Green Wall to the east and the endless lands beyond. “A conscience like a cancer grows.”




Chapter 16.
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LIGHTNING CRASHED, lighting up the room, the lump of flesh and bone all tucked cozy and warm in bed. The thunder reverberated a long while, aftershocks crashing piecemeal in staccato til another big one came crashing after.

“Hey stupid,” I poked the lump, “wake up.”

“Errg...” Karl rolled over, grumbling, coughing, hacking into a bucket. It was his morning ritual. His nightly ritual. His in-between ritual. Another gift from Haeskenburg, from some demon that’d nearly smothered him to death. We didn’t talk about it. Like most anything serious, we just joked about it, deflected, waited for it to pass. Or hoped for it, anyway.

Karl swung his legs over and lolled on the edge of the bed, head down, wiping grey drool from his lower lip. “Raining like Hel’s tears.”

Rain poured outside the window, threatening to sweep all of Untheim away in a biblical flood. With any luck.

“Yeah.”

“What is it, lad?”

“It’s the gypsy-kid.”

“What about him?”

“He’s innocent.”

“Hrmm... Grimnir’s spear. You sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Really sure?”

“Regrettably.”

A blade of white light cut in through the shutters as another bolt blasted not far off. Karl’s eyes were black in the night. “And ye told that high-hat priest-lord fella?”

“I did.”

“And so he’s calling off the execution, yar? Releasing him? Offering wergild for the horrors afflicted on him bodily?”

“Not quite.”

Karl shook his shaggy head. “Didn’t give a shite, did he?”

“Not even one,” I said. “He just nodded his head and said, ‘What’s done is done.’ Then he went on to tell of the coming Harvest Festival. How important it is. How it draws in coin enough to last through the rigors the coming winter. Of how they couldn’t have some killer on the loose. Said folk from Herhoff and Cassorwicke might range further afield rather than risk the journey here. Said a bad showing might sink the whole town.”

“So, yer worried the fucker cares too much?”

“Yeah, that’s it,” I deadpanned. “Exactly.”

“You try explaining to him that if he executes someone ain’t done the killing, means the killer’s still out there? Walking free. Sharpening his teeth? Waiting.”

“I did, indeed.”

“And still he didn’t budge?”

“As stalwart as a stone was he.”

“Stones in his head, maybe.”

“Yeah. He mentioned that perception outweighs reality, but,” I waved a hand, “that’s three words probably beyond your grasp.”

“Three, at least,” Karl agreed. “Lad still getting the noose?”

“He’ll need a longer coffin.”

“Unless it rips his head off.”

“Well,” I said, “you’re all sunshine.”

“It’s midnight. I was sleeping, dreaming of Anya.”

“Anya...? The woman from up by Riga?”

“Yar.” Karl rubbed sleep from his eye. “It were that week we spent down off the shore, this little stone hut, the waves crashing. Caught a bit of bad weather. Didn’t mind it.”

“Sorry I woke you.”

“It’s alright, lad.”

Outside, a horse whinnied as some poor stupid fuck drove his wagon through the town square, yelling, whipping, cursing, trying to beat the rain he was firmly entrenched in.

“It’s still eatin’ at you.” Karl squinted up through one eye. “You did what anyone’d do. Anyone with any sense and will to act. And there ain’t much of them folk about. Can’t deny it.”

“No. You can’t.”

“And you were wrong this time. Hell, you’re wrong most the time. Think you’d get used to it. Odin’s eye. Flip a fucking coin. That’s life. Life at best.”

“Death, too, in this case.”

“Would ye sleep better if you’d let him go? If he’d escaped? Then you’d be kicking yer own arse about that.”

Thunder crashed but far off, toward the south, driven by the winds and supplanted by the steady patter of rain.

“Yeah. I suppose. Can’t win either way with some things.”

“Life ain’t about winning, lad. It’s about surviving. It’s about lasting. Lasting another day til the judgment of Tyr comes calling. Weighs yer soul. Yer life. Sees what they’re worth.”

“Well, that kid’s shit at life.”

Karl studied me with quiet eyes. “Ain’t sitting well with ye.”

“Like a chunk of jagged glass. Rolling around. In here.” I patted my belly. “Been like that since Stephan left. About everything. But, yeah, worse since this kid.”

“Hrrm... Yar. I know it.” Karl nodded his shaggy head. “I seen it, felt it, a shifting o’ the winds.”

“It’s like a weight on my lungs. My chest. Makes it hard to think. To breathe...”

“Yar.” Karl nodded. “I miss him, too.”

“Yeah.”

“Having Stephan around was like always havin’ the north star shining down on ye. Always knew which way you was headed. Even if it was the wrong way, ye kenned it. Kenned it cause he told ye. Odin’s eye. The lad was a lodestone. A conscience. A measure for right against wrong.” Karl stared at me. “Just as you was once.”

“Me? No. Maybe I tried. Maybe I did my best, but Stephan? He’s the real deal. Without him holding me to course...”

Karl levered himself up, grimacing as he started pulling on his pants.

“What I’m thinking on doing? I ain’t asking you to come.” I folded my hands together. “It’s dangerous. And worse, it’s stupid. Damn stupid. And if I get caught, they’ll be fitting me for a pine-wood overcoat.”

Karl pulled on his boots. “You doing this cause of the gypsy broad?”

“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe it’s cause of her. Jesus. What she said? She wasn’t wrong. And the look in her eye. You should’ve seen it.”

“Seen my share, lad.”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s cause I don’t know if I’ll ever sleep another night if I don’t do something. Maybe cause if I ever do see Stephan again I won’t be able to look him in the eye. Maybe it’s just cause I can’t stomach leaving a mess.”

“Ye do have a knack for making ‘em.”

“We all have to be good at something.”

“Aye. Yar. That’s a fact.”

Lightning on a far horizon sent glimmers through the room. I eyeballed the mail shirt Karl’d hung across the foot of his bed.

“Nar.” Karl shook his head. “Gonna need keep quiet on this one. And if ye get caught, yer gonna need to hoof it hard.”

“Yeah.”

“Think it’s worth it, lad?”

“Don’t know. Jesus. Probably not. I lost track of the price of life a long while back. Have to when you’ve been where we’ve been. See what we’ve seen. Do what we’ve done.”

“Don’t have to. Just makes it easier, is all. Bearable.”

“Bearable...” I scowled. “That’s a hell of a way to live. Making things fucking bearable.”

“The way most folk live.”

“Yeah.” I glanced up. “Still.”

“Way most folk die.”

I slung Yolanda over my shoulder and put out a hand. “Keep an eye on Mary and the kids when you’re passing through. And if word comes out on who the bastard fuck killing folk is, do him in for me, would you?”

“Shit on that. I’m going with ye.” Karl snatched his axe. “You’re worm-feast without me.”
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THE RAIN CAME BACK, warm and sticky and slow, misting down from the heavens in a soft ghostly sheen, silent but for its infinitesimal pitter-patter stippling the muddy ground, obliterating buildings, the Old Forest, dripping off the tip of my hood. Wouldn’t be long before it soaked through. The gaol sat across the road. It was a squat, ugly turn of stonework situated like a boil on the backside of the town’s tor.

“How many?” Karl hunkered against the alley wall.

“Two inside. One guarding the door.” I’d scouted it earlier.

The Lord-Father’s hall loomed over the desolate streets.

“Hrrm...” Karl counted on his fingers.

“Don’t hurt yourself.”

“Yar, I’ll make sure it’s you.”

“Good.”

“Hrrm...” Karl looked up. “They afeared the gypsies are coming?”

Three guards on a graveyard shift for one prisoner seemed a lot, even to Karl whose grasp of mathematics was at best nonexistent.

“Yeah. I’d be, too.” I crept further up the alley, crouching at its mouth, and peeked round the corner. “The one outside—” I stiffened.

“What is it?” Karl leaned past.

I gripped his shoulder. “Hang on. Maybe nothing.” The gaol’s door was ajar, creaking in the soft wind. “Guard outside’s gone.”

“Hrmm... Maybe just taking a spell. Jawing up his mates,” Karl said. “Maybe better for us with him off the street.”

“Yeah. Maybe. Maybe not.”

I peeked out again. The roof overhung the gaol’s front, offering fair protection against any rain that wasn’t roaring down sideways. And this rain was a mewling kitten. The hard stuff had passed about an hour ago, the thunder and lightning with it.

“There’s a window in the room off the cell.” I thumbed over my shoulder. “Round the side.”

“Yar, well, hop to it.” Karl nodded. “Got yer mask?”

I held it up. “Yeah.” It was a burlap sack with eyeholes. Anonymity seemed a must.

“Can’t barely see out mine.”

“Yeah, same here.”

“Gonna blame it on the gypsies, no matter what.”

“We could just break in with our shirts unbuttoned, gold chains dangling to our navels?”

Karl scowled. “I’ll keep watch the door.”

“Right.”

I slid back down the alleyway, keeping my head low, one hand out to the wall, using Yolanda as a blind-man’s cane. A watchman ambled by, truncheon looped round his wrist as he strode his path, whistling low. I held to the wall. Waited til his footsteps dissipated down the row. Then scurried out and around the building, past another, sliding back into a parallel alley, ducking past dark shuttered windows. At the street, across from the gaol, I snuck another peek.

The door was still ajar.

All inside still black.

Something was wrong.

Head down, I hustled across the street and through another alley. Worked my way down and around, coming up on the gaol from the back corner.

The window was high. About eight feet. But it had bars.

I glanced left and right, waiting a moment, just listening. After three Lord’s Prayers of nothing, I slid my mask on and jumped, grabbing the bars, and pulled myself up, breath hissing past my grinding teeth as I peered inside.

I could just make out the impression of the cell on the far side of the room, but — Jesus — the cell door was open. Barely. And I could smell it. The coppery tang of fresh-spilled blood. I dropped down, cursing as I nearly turned an ankle.

I was breathing hard. Breathing heavy. I tore off my mask. There. Better.

Had Artani escaped? Had his gypsy brethren beat us to the punch? Or had the guards decided to preempt tomorrow’s sentence with some surreptitious lynchery?

“Hrrm... Don’t know.” Karl knelt, warming his hands on the housing of his bullseye lantern when I got back. “Sure you smelled blood?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“That nose of yours? Only thing about you worth a damn.”

“It is rather fetching.”

Karl bared his teeth in a grin. “Nothing else? No movement?”

“No. Nothing. And the cell door was open. Could hear it creaking.”

“Yer sure?”

“No. Just fair sure.” I listened to the rain mist down, that soft enveloping sheen, of thunder crashing, far off to the south. “Fuck it. Something happened. Something bad. Let’s go.”

“Backward? Or onward?”

“Onward,” I said as I slid out into the street, head down, Yolanda in hand, under my cloak. I didn’t turn to see if Karl was following. Didn’t pull on my mask. We made the door by the count of three and I pushed it open, my empty hand up in a friendly wave.

“Excuse me, but could you gentlemen—” I marched inside and stopped. “Bloody hell...”

The front office lay a shambles. A broken chair lay shattered, legs gone, cushion torn. The desk in the back corner’d been flipped. A leg jutted out from under it. And not a table leg. Blood smears crossed the floor. Footprints. Hand prints. Tracks. Slathers. A mad scramble.

“Anything?” I whispered.

“Pair of dead fuckers back here.” Karl adjusted the eye on his lantern. “Guards.”

“Alright.”

I poked my head through the cell-room door, saw the window I’d peeked through. Beneath it lay the two guards, both twisted in half, out of sight, but not out of mind. One was Guillem. The other I didn’t recognize. “Another one by the desk. Hey, kid...” I crept toward the cell. “Hey, Artani...”

Artani didn’t answer.

“Cell door’s practically torn off its hinges.”

“Hrm...Take some doing. More than some.”

I drew open the warped metal door, wincing as it squealed, resisting slowly, pitifully, painfully. “Shit. The kid’s here.”

“Dead?”

“Yeah,” I said, “and then some.”

“Odin’s eye.” Karl glared past my shoulder. “Like the lass?”

“Yeah. Pretty much. Check the tracks. Maybe you can make heads or tails of them.”

Something had savaged Artani. He lay in a heap in the corner, folded in half like a hair pin. Backwards. He’d been slashed. Gashed. Battered. Stomped. And the look on his face, what was left of it ... I crossed myself and ripped a quick prayer.

“Anything?” I hissed.

“Nar. Can’t make out much,” Karl rumbled back. “Rain washed ‘em away outside. And inside? Odin’s eye. Bloody madness.”

“Yeah.” I brushed Artani’s eyes shut.

Karl shouldered his thane-axe as he trudged back in. “What do you think?”

“I think whoever, or whatever did this, I want no part of.”

“Goes without sayin.’”

“Yeah.”

“Think it were the gypsies?”

“Don’t know. Artani’s one of them,” I said. “He’d been denounced, ostracized, but still...”

“He was on the outs?”

“Yeah. Exactly. But would the gypsies go through the trouble of killing someone they’d banished? And if they did decide to?” I ran a hand along the jamb, the bent hinges, twisted bars. “How?”

“Don’t know.” Karl looked over his shoulder. “Thunder musta covered the screaming.”

“Yeah.” Something caught my eye. Sitting on the ground just shy of a blood pool. I stooped, snatched it. “Turn the light here.” It was the wolf idol. I’d left it with Artani. Forgotten it.

“Hinges are fucked. Hrrm... Bottom one’s shattered.” Karl worked the door in and out. “Like something bulled right through it. Busted it in. Twisted it out. The wrong way.”

I pocketed the idol. “Know anything that can do that?”

“Got a idea.”

“Yeah. The one we keep coming back to. The one keeps staring us in the face. But it makes no sense. What’s a bloody wolf doing storming in here?”

“When’s sense ever mattered?”

“I am starting to lose faith,” I admitted.

“Yar. But we don’t want to be hanging about overlong. Lord-Father and his First-Sword-Prick might get the wrong idea the come calling.” Karl wiped blood off on one of the bars. “Catching us red-handed.”

“Yeah.” I squeezed the wolf idol til it hurt. “A lot of that going around.”




Chapter 18.

My Dearest Pern,

...I will raise our child. Please, I beg of you, allow me this one final...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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“SIR LUTHER!” A lead fist pounded against my door. “Sir Luther Slythe Krait!” Came the muffled roar. I leapt naked out of bed, stubbed a toe, tripped to one knee, all tied up in my blankets. But I had a dagger in hand. Like magic. My one good trick. “God damn it!”

I heard Karl in the room adjacent, moving around furtively, gathering that axe.

“Yeah.” I rubbed my eye, grabbed some pants. “I’m here. What do you want?” I knew damn well what he wanted, but why lay the groundwork for a fucker like him?

“Open the fucking door!”

“Yeah, yeah. Give me a sec. Unless you want an eyeful.” I ripped my pants on, grabbed Yolanda, leaned her within easy reach. “Who is it?” But I knew damn well who it was. The still-born prick. Sir Bardin. Had someone seen us last night? Or was this an encore of our previous engagement?

“You know bloody damn-well who it is!”

“Oh, Sir Bardin?” I called out. “Come to fluff my pillows?”

“Came to drag your arse up the hill to the Lord-Father’s,” Sir Bardin snarled. “And if you cause a row, I’ll use your ballsack as a handle and make damn sure your head hits every step on our way out.”

I opened the door. “I know a fella would pay good coin for that.”

“Get your shit. We’re leaving.” Sir Bardin thumbed over his shoulder. Four men stood by him. Serious looking blokes. Armed and unhappy. The usual. Sir Bardin glared at Yolanda and the daggers at my belt. “Won’t be needing those.”

“Yet, I feel naked without.”

“Then get a shirt.”

“And disappoint all the women-folk?”

The four guards tensed, waiting on the word of their commander.

“But if you say so.” I relented, tossed Yolanda and company on my bed, grabbed a shirt and pair of boots. “The Lord-Father’s?” I enunciated clearly, loudly, my voice ringing against the thin walls. “Lead on, good sir.”

“Move it, you saucy fuck.” Gripping the hilt of his sword, Sir Bardin shoved me onward.

***
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THE LORD-FATHER’S EYES blared red above the dark bags hanging beneath his eyes. He looked like an old hound who’d not slept in a fortnight. Maybe two. Sir Bardin and his men stood at attention ramrod straight, behind me, like an executioner squad, hands resting lightly on the pommels of their swords. Always a good sign.

“My lord.” I stood up straight, hoping good posture might count for something.

“Sir Luther, please,” the Lord-Father finished scribbling in a ledger, “take a seat.”

“Certainly.” I took a seat. “Thank you, my Lord. How can I be of service?” Always start off benign. Bewildered. Servile. Lick the boots off their feet and maybe you’ll leave with your tongue and most of your teeth.

The Lord-Father’s eyes glittered like hard little jewels. “There was an incident last night.”

“Oh...?” I waited. Said nothing. It was an old trick. Make a general statement and let the cretin fill in the blanks. Pour out his heart. His soul. What’s left of his life. Well, I might’ve been a cretin but I’d pulled the trick more than enough times to know better.

The silence became tenuous, taut, fit to snap.

I broke first. “What kind of incident, my lord?” Maybe showing initiative’d put me in a good light.

“A terrible one, Sir Luther,” the Lord-Father murmured.

“What happened?”

“That gypsy fiend you apprehended and was slated to be executed this very morn?” The Lord-Father cracked his knuckles deliberately, one by one. “Someone murdered him last night.”

“Executed, you mean?”

“No, I said murdered, and I meant murdered.” The Lord-Father’s hand balled into a fist. “He and three of my best guardsmen were caught in an ambush and slain.”

“I-I’m sorry my lord.” A little stutter for effect. But best not get carried away. “And what is it you want from me?” I breathed slow. Even. Tried looking like the swan gliding smoothly across the pond all the while hoping they wouldn’t see my paddle feet pumping. Had someone seen us last night? Heard us? The night watchman? Another guard...?

“I want to know if you hold any sentimentality with regards to the gypsy folk?”

“Me? I brought you the bastard.”

Sir Bardin hissed in my ear. “Then called for his release.”

“Keep whispering in my ear.” I frowned. “You’re getting me all hot and bothered.”

“Sir Bardin,” the Lord-Father raised a hand, “if you would?”

“My pleasure.” Sir Bardin cracked me across the top of the skull.

Stars burst before my eyes.

“Know what I call this one?” Eyes shining with a divine light, Sir Bardin grinned, rubbing his knuckles, flexing his fingers. “Righteous Fury.”

“Seriously...?” I blinked past the scattershot stars. “What’s the other one? Leftious Fury?” I scowled at the Lord-Father. “Jesus. You really knighted this prick? I mean, I’m an asshole, but at least I’m aware of it.” I winced in expectation of another blow.

“I have heard tell that you’ve had ... er ... relations, shall we say, with some gypsy trollop.” The Lord-Father interlaced his fingers. “Is that true?”

“Fucking some gypsy slattern, that’s what I heard.” Sir Bardin’s teeth ground in my ear, drool dripping down my neck. “Is it true? Huh? You smart-mouthed son of a bitch?”

“No reason to drag my mother into—”

He hit me again. Stars. Expletives. Nausea. Blah. Blah. Blah. The usual.

“Hold.” The Lord-Father raised a hand.

Smirking like the devil, Sir Bardin stepped back, rubbing his knuckles.

“She’s hardly a bitch. Er, the gypsy — not my mother. You’ve got her number...” I rubbed my head, ears ringing, blinking the stars from my eyes. “The gypsy, though? Really quite pleasant. The talking. The cooking. The fucking. Especially the fucking.” I turned to Sir Bardin. All three of him. “That answer your question?”

He sneered.

Then he hit me again.

And I took it. Not cause I’m tough. And not cause I’m brave. I’m neither of those things. I took it cause what the hell else was there to do? Getting worked over’s no treat, but you can come out of it. Moan. Groan. Whimper. Beg. Make them feel like they’ve got the upper hand. Which ain’t much of a stretch. Let ‘em bat you around. Curl up in a ball. Protect your head. It’s once steel’s drawn you know it’s a one-way trip. And we weren’t there yet.

“Sir Bardin.” The Lord-Father frowned. “That is enough. I trust that is enough, Sir Luther?”

They were playing a new game now. Satan and Savior. And Me? I was the damsel in distress with no hero riding the horizon.

“Yeah, my lord.” My ears still rang. “And apologies, just a natural reaction to an indelicate question.” As though I gave a shit.

“Yet you admit it is for truth?” The Lord-Father cleared his throat. “You’ve had relations.”

“Relations...? Yeah.” And then some.

“And she is a woman of ill repute?”

“Ill...? No. Her repute’s just fine. Better than, even.” The Lord-Father reddened. Perhaps here sat the rare church-man who took his celibacy vows seriously. Odds were there had to be at least one. “She’s just sad and poor and lonely enough that the prospect of a few hours alone with me ain’t overly revolting.”

“You’re lying.” Sir Bardin hovered behind.

“Yeah. Alright. Wasn’t more than a few seconds. Was twice, though.”

Sir Bardin raised his gauntleted fist.

“Sir Bardin—” The Lord-Father begged him off with a wave of the hand. “You approached the Arbiter as well with this nonsense.”

“Yeah, I did. I had to. For the sake of justice.” Whatever the hell that meant. “I approached him with a gut feeling. What I brought you? What I worked out? That was proof. Proof of who killed Hilda.” Or at least who didn’t. “Remember her? The reason behind all this?”

“The spawn of a glorified ditch-digger,” Sir Bardin scoffed.

The Lord-Father glared at him.

“A commoner then, shall we agree?” Sir Bardin bared his teeth. “And this fool talks of proof? As though his word were steel?”

“Proof is proof,” I said.

“Proof, Sir Luther?” The Lord-Father ground his teeth. “Nay. In your mind, perhaps, but in Untheim, a man who’s caught red-handed pays what’s due and he pays it promptly. He pays it totally. He pays it finally. But ... just what accusation are you making?” His eyes flitted to Sir Bardin.

“Accusations? Me? None. I simply felt it my duty to inform you of a mistake. A mistake I’d made.”

“And...?”

“And I’ve enough souls weighing on mine as it is.”

Sir Bardin leaned in. “So what’s one more?”

“Dam’s gonna crack at some point. Figured smashing it with a hammer wouldn’t help.”

Sir Bardin cracked his knuckles.

“Sir Luther,” the Lord-Father shook his head just so, “how do her people receive you?”

“Well, it’s more her that does the receiving, but—” None of them so much as cracked a grin. Of course, three of their compatriots were wearing dirt, and Sir Bardin was seeing red so maybe it was more the timing than the joke. “Ahem. Look. We’d kept it quiet. Mostly. And I’d got the sense her folk wouldn’t be too keen on our arrangement.”

“Got the sense?”

“She told me outright. It’s as bad for a gypsy to dally with a Christian as vice-versa, yeah?” I rubbed my hands together. “Was a shock to me, too. Them being as bigoted as us.”

“Mostly, you said?” Sir Bardin clamped a hand on my shoulder and squeezed, iron fingers digging in. I resisted the urge to festoon his nose with a bouquet of fist. “What’s ‘mostly’ mean?”

“It means they found out about me and my gypsy maid the other night. Means they held an impromptu meeting. A meeting where they decided whether to execute me or not.”

“And did you beg them for leniency?” Sir Bardin hissed. “Did you get down on your knees, Sir Luther? Did you make some deal? Did you aid them in their crime? Sell your honor? Your soul?”

I smiled coldly. “I sold those a long while back.”

“Yet you call yourself a knight.”

“Please. I look like a Galahad to you? Do you? Do any of us?”

“You look like a limp prick,” Sir Bardin sneered.

“Must be real disappointing to a fella like you.”

Sir Bardin cocked hand back to strike, and I stood to meet him cause I was done, and damn the consequences.

“Sir Bardin!” The Lord-Father stood. “Sir Luther!”

Toe to toe, eye to eye, mustache to mustache, we glared each other down.

My mustache won.

“Sir Luther, sit. Sir Bardin, please. Stand down.” My savior. Riding to my rescue. Making me pliable. Grateful. Indebted.

“I didn’t beg,” I said. “I didn’t borrow. I didn’t sell anybody out. I just stood there and waited. The girl told them about Artani. She didn’t tell them I was the one who snared him cause I didn’t tell her. That’s why I’m still alive.”

“What do you think happened?”

“With what?” I asked.

“With the gypsy lad’s murder?”

“How the hell should I know?”

The Lord-Father nodded. “We think it was most likely the gypsies.”

“Taking care of their own,” Sir Bardin sneered.

“The gypsies, my lord? Can the gypsies bend steel? Shatter locks?” I wanted to ask but bit it back. “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I’m new here, yeah? Still getting a lay of the land. There any other possibilities? Any outlaws round Untheim. Mercs? Hired killers? Ogres?” I glanced at Sir Bardin. “Besides him.”

“Gypsies,” Sir Bardin repeated.

“Not even—”

“Gyp—” he whispered in my ears, “—sies.”

“Aye.” The Lord-Father smote his desk. “It’s the only theory that holds water.”

“And what’s the theory, my lord? If you don’t mind my asking?”

The Lord-Father nodded. “We think a cadre of gypsies snuck into Untheim last night or during the day. Laid low til nightfall. We think they broke into the gaol. We think they ambushed my guards.”

Sir Bardin leaned back in. “The question is...”

“Who killed Artani, yeah?”

Sir Bardin’s eyes narrowed at the mention of Artani’s name. I caught his glance to the Lord-Father. It did not inspire confidence.

“The gypsy bastard,” I added for clarification.

Sir Bardin sneered. “We believe Flint was overwhelmed in the initial rush. And Willem or Guillem was able to kill the gypsy in response to the ambush. They knew what was happening and responded. They wanted to see justice done.”

Justice done...? Yeah. If there was one character trait endemic to gaol guards as a whole, it was their keen sense of justice. In the face of certain death, why fight back or flee or plead for your life when you can fiddle with lock and key and knife the one bastard posing no threat?

“Makes sense,” I lied.

“I thought you’d see it our way,” Sir Bardin said. “And you’ve spent more time intimating with those mongrel swine. You’ve more sense of the treacherous gypsy mind than any in Untheim, Sir Luther. What say you?”

“You planning a response?” I said.

The Lord-Father clasped his hands together. “Considering.”

Considering...?

Sir Bardin crossed his arms, waiting for me to poke more holes in his sieve theory.

I shrugged. “Makes sense, under normal circumstances.” Throw a dog a bone and maybe he’ll gnaw it instead of your leg. “And these weren’t those. Last I saw of them? The council? The council of elders? They didn’t just vote on my life. They voted on his, Artani’s, and his standing in the gypsy clan.”

“And what did they vote, Sir Luther?” the Lord-Father asked.

“It was unanimous, my lord. They branded him mahrime.”

“And what’s that?” Sir Bardin frowned. “Gypsy for dog-shit?”

“Not so poetic, but yeah, more or less. Means they cast him out. Banished him. Turned their back on him forever.” I shrugged. “So he was dead to them already.”

“Ain’t the same as the real thing,” Sir Bardin said. “Real dead. And maybe some of his folk wanted him real dead.”

“Why kill him twice?”

“Why not?” Sir Bardin trumped me with his superior logic.

I had nothing to say so I shrugged as a frantic knock pounded at the door.

“Lord-Father!” A voice bellowed beyond.

Weapon drawn, a guard yanked open the door.

“My lord,” a guard gasped, “please, the Arbiter. His home. There’s been ... there’s been another incident.”




Chapter 19.

To Edgar,

...by the dark of the new moon, come to the foundling wheel on the eastern side of the convent wall. Wait there an hour past matins, and I shall relinquish the burden of its care unto you...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
[image: image]


PALLID AND SWEATY, his back bowed, Hargin collapsed to his haunches on his stairs, trembling hands running across his scalp, fingernails digging into his flesh, his skull, lips moving as he muttered to himself, words lost to wind and distance. Vanquished, a word that came to mind.

Hilda’s tombstone stood flanked by her two sisters’. Liska and Ellsbethe. A happy family, all gathered round. Jesus. Maybe Hargin was right. Maybe he was cursed.

Hilda’s grave was different, though. The fresh-dug earth, so recently filled in, tamped down, had been disturbed. A hole gaped in its midst, a black hole mounded all round with clawed muck and filth. A trail of mud slathered through the trampled grass, tailing off down toward the road. As though something had crawled up and out on its belly, like a lizard. A big bloody awful lizard.

I peered into the hole.

It was empty.

All the way down.

The casket’s linen valance was torn and soiled and dragged halfway up and out, disgorged like the stomach of a fish drug up from the sea bottom.

“Hargin!” the Lord-Father barked as he marched into the yard, staggering to a stop, blanching. “What, er...?” Seemed he was suddenly at a loss for words. Sir Bardin and his guards loped to the hole, the Lord-Father hanging back, catching his breath, leaning against a fencepost. “Good Lord, grant us light.”

“If he was good, then what the hell was all this?” I trudged over to Hargin. “You alright?”

Sir Bardin and his men were consumed by the hole. But not literally. Unfortunately.

“Sir Luther...?” Hargin started from his fugue. “What are you—? By Iphigenia...” Hargin took in the raw bruises blossoming across my mug. “I ... I might ask you the same.”

“It’s nothing. Walked into a door.” I gripped the stair railing, feeling the cool rough of cast iron. “A couple times.”

“Ah, yes, I see.” Hargin’s gaze slid inexorably towards Sir Bardin. “The doors in Untheim are thick, dense, and attack often without provocation.”

“Sometimes even with it.”

“It’s an affront.”

“Is it that bad?” I felt my face. “My looks’ve gotten me where I am.”

“Forgive me, Sir Luther, but perhaps you might consider a different profession?”

“Yeah.” I squinted through the window. “How’s Petra?”

“She ... she’s sleeping.” Hargin waved a hand. “I had not the... How can I tell her? Lord, what can I tell her? Hilda’s been taken? Robbed from us? Again? Perhaps if I let her sleep...”

“What the hell happened?”

“You looked and you saw did you not?” His eyes glistened. “Tell me what you believe, what you see, what you might garner.” He glared at Sir Bardin. “I’d rather it you than he.”

“Might not be an option.”

“I’ll make it one.”

I licked my lips. “How about later, then? After they leave? I’ve had enough of rapacious doors for one day.”

“I ... I understand.”

“It was some sort of animal,” Sir Bardin announced, rising from a knee over the hole.

The guards all nodded in full agreement.

I said nothing. Just watched. Waited. Figured me trudging in on his theory might elicit feelings likely to pour over into fisticuff. Or blades. And Yolanda was still on Sabbatical.

The Lord-Father huffed along, his great shaggy head bowed as the guards parted way. “An animal, you say?”

Sir Bardin nodded. “Aye, my lord.”

The Lord-Father glared my way.

Still, I said nothing, belied no indication, hardly dared breathe.

“My dear Arbiter.” The Lord-Father drew himself up. “What can be done? I ... I’ll hire a tracker, find the beast that perpetrated this desecration, and we shall assuage this affront.”

“Assuage ... this affront?” Hargin asked.

To be fair, I asked it too, just inside my head.

“You’ll not toil or sweat with back bowed.” The Lord-Father pointed. “Sir Bardin, have one of your men fetch a ... a shovel—”

“My Lord, no. Please.” Hargin grimaced to his feet. “I would beg you leave it as is. I would prefer to ... to fill it, to toil, myself.” He glanced at me. “And I would speak with Sir Luther, if that is amenable?”

“Sir Luther and I have a discussion to conclude.” Sir Bardin rubbed his knuckles.

“My lord?” Hargin rounded on the Lord-Father. “I would that you allow Sir Luther to remain here, under my parole, if necessary, in order to aid me. He is adept at tracking.” His eyes met mine. “You are adept at tracking, aye?”

“Uh, yeah. Sure. I’m ... really good.”

“Excellent,” Hargin said. “And, my lord, I’m sure you have more pressing matters.”

Sir Bardin took a step. “My lord, we’ve barely scratched the—”

“Please, my lord...” Hargin said.

The Lord-Father’s stern eye abandoned Hargin’s and met mine. “Very well. He is in your custody, then. See that he remains so.” He gripped the blade at his hip. “Come, Sir Bardin. Leave one of your guards to aid the arbiter. We have urgent matters to discuss.”




Chapter 20.

My Dearest Pern,

...you bade me never speak nor write her name, and I shan’t. I have done all of these things except the writing of this letter and have but one last thing of you to ask, one last thing to beg...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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HARGIN’S HAND JITTERED like a poisoned rat, palsied and drunk and slow, as he reached across the table for his ale. “Things have ... not gone the way I’d hoped.”

“Oh...?” Understatement of the year. The decade. The bloody century. I took a sip of my ale, savoring the cold sting.

A floorboard creaked down the hall.

We both turned toward the darkness.

By comparison, Petra made Hargin look as spry as Apollo dancing across Olympus as she hobbled in. She was pale. Ashen. Worn. Wreathed in a blanket, a wraith begging on borrowed time. “Is it true?” Was all she asked.

I swallowed.

“Is what true, my love?” Hargin trembled, shaking the table.

Petra closed her eyes, shook her head ever so slightly. “I still have ears, dear husband. Ears and eyes and faculties that have not yet seen fit to abandon me completely.” Her hair was smoothly braided back, iron grey intermingled with black. “So I ask again, is it true?”

Hargin opened his mouth but nothing came out.

“Lord almighty, Hilda, is she,” Petra fought for the words, “gone?” She licked her lips with her desiccated tongue. “Again...?”

Hargin clamped his eyes shut, lower lip trembling as his head lolled forward.

“Yeah, my lady.” I rose from my chair. “Forgive me. She’s gone. Lost. Again.”

“And if...” Petra nearly collapsed, but I caught her, guided her to a chair. “Thank you, Sir Luther. It has been a trying day. And for me? For us? That is saying something.” She sat adrift in silence, grinding her teeth, wincing, frowning. “If I heard correctly, the Lord-Father thinks it ... an animal? A wolf?”

“Sir Bardin’s estimation,” Hargin murmured.

“Sir Luther,” Petra laid her gaze upon me, “do you believe it otherwise?”

“Did we wake you, my love?”

“Wake me? No. I couldn’t sleep.” Petra waved a hand. “I toss and turn in bed. And now? I can barely keep my eyes open. Not the fires of Hell, perhaps, but my own private Purgatory.”

“You should be back in bed.”

“Yet, it’s so seldom we’re graced by guests.” Petra offered a lined smile. “I should so hate to miss out.”

“I am all the rage at parties.” I poured her some tea. “And thanks for that, my lady. Not a sentiment often directed my way.”

“I take what I can get without complaint, even the dregs.” She patted my hand. “My husband thinks I should lie in bed until I pass.” Petra grimaced as she took a sip. “I shall pass no matter what, so what should it matter?”

“I consider only your comfort—”

“Husband. Dear...” Petra winced as she adjusted herself. “Could you please get the unguent? My hip is ... acting up.”

“Certainly, my love.” Hargin bolted from his chair and scurried down the hall.

“You in a lot of pain?” I asked.

The animal sculptures stared down from their perches up in the hutch.

“Yes, all of my joints, my head, my heart, my very soul if such a thing is possible. Yet there’s nothing for it.” Petra leaned in, eyes bloodshot, raising a conspiratory hand. “The unguent offers no succor. Yet, it allows my dear to feel as though he has some control, some ability to shape events, to form outcomes. I find it’s important for men to feel as though they have some control. We as a family have had that in such short order for ... quite some time. And, I fear, I’m the only thing keeping him going. Once I’ve passed...” She closed her eyes, tears flowing unbidden. “Forgive me.”

“Alright. But just this once. Here.” I offered a handkerchief. “The apothecary might have something—”

“Thank you, and she does usually.” Petra took it and dabbed at her glistening eyes. “But with your shipment being waylaid, my tea must wait. It does help on occasion. Other times, though?” She sniffed, shrugged. “Only the Lord knows.”

“Jesus. I didn’t realize. I could go talk to her.” I frowned. “See what she needs. Make another run. I could double-time it. Be to Herhoff and back in two weeks.”

“Where is it, love?” Hargin called from another room.

“On the top shelf. Behind the rabbit. The green parcel.”

“Which rabbit?”

“The tan one, dear.” Petra rolled her eyes. “Honestly, you’d think he was going blind. Sir Luther,” she took my hands in hers, cool, and wrinkled and dry, “I wouldn’t say no to any such offer, though I fear two weeks may prove a task insurmountable to me at present.”

“We’re in the same boat.” I nodded toward the window, the guard standing outside the front door.

Petra leaned in, smirking evilly. “Shall we make a break for it, then?”

“Yeah,” I turned, offering my back, “hop on.”

“Oof...” Hargin plunked down across from me, laying out an armload of small boxes and parcels. “It’s here,” he picked up an envelope, frowned, and tossed it aside, “somewhere.”

“Hargin, dear, Sir Luther and I were just talking.”

Hargin scrabbled through the parcels. “Yes...?”

She glanced pointedly toward the guard. “He seems to think his life is in no small amount of danger.”

Hargin stiffened, gawped up, a deer staring down a cloth-yard shaft.

“Well?” Petra crossed her skinny arms. “Tell him it’s not true, dear.”

“Ah,” Hargin rubbed the back of his neck, “I would but, err...”

“He’d be lying,” I finished for him.

“Yes, well, I’m afraid Sir Bardin has taken a rather potent disliking to you.”

I nodded. “Not a rare occurrence for me.”

“Nor is it for him. He was a little shite when he was just a boy, too. The neighborhood bully.”

“And now he’s grown into a mighty turd,” I said.

“Hmm...” Petra rubbed her chin. “Perhaps he feels intimidated because you have such expertise in his field of chosen endeavor? Perhaps he fears you’ll outstrip him? Embarrass him? Oust him from his vaunted heights?”

“Or maybe it’s just my mustache is better?”

For an instant, the caul of despair evaporated and Petra smiled. But only an instant. “Thank you, Sir Luther. On this dark day, in this dark month, through this darkest of years, it’s good to smile, if only for a moment. You are a gentleman.”

“I thank you for your kind heart and low standards, my lady.”

“Well,” Petra wove a hand under Hargin’s arm, “I did marry him.”

Hargin took Petra’s hand in his, squeezed, smiled for once, forlorn. “Rest assured, I shall do what I can to secure Sir Luther’s safety.”

“And as for Sir Bardin’s wolf theory?” Petra studied me. “I can see you have misgivings.”

“Yeah, misgivings...” I clutched my flagon of ale, running my fingers along its smooth exterior. “This is a dark conversation, my—”

“My three daughters have shuffled off to court death, and I knock at his door even as we speak.” Petra glared at me. “Let us not pretend it’s not so. I want to know what happened to my daughter. I want her body buried in the yard next to her sisters, and when the time comes, I wish to lie in peace by their side where we shall all rot together. Is that not dark enough?”

Hargin nearly choked.

“I assure you, I can handle it.” Petra nodded.

“Alright.” I nodded. “Ask me what you wish, and I’ll do my best to answer.”

“You don’t believe it was a wolf or a bear or some other beast of the forest that dug up my dear Hilda?”

“No, my lady, I don’t.”

“Then what, pray tell?”

“That’s the thing.” I swallowed. “I don’t know. Nothing makes sense. All’s I know is Sir Bardin’s theory is shite.”

Petra glared at Hargin. “Sir Luther, we shall do our best to listen. It seems that’s all I’m capable of as of late, like a bump on a log.”

“Alright, apologies, I know this is...” I was at a loss so I just bulled on. “Wolf. Bear. Dogs. Wild-boar. It isn’t so strange for some animal to come rooting around after the fresh dead. An easy meal. Jesus.”

Eyes clamped shut, tears eking free, Petra nodded. “Please, Sir Luther, pray continue.”

Hargin ran a hand over his bald pate.

“I’ll start with the hole.” Deep breath. “Either of you see it?”

Petra looked away. “No.”

Hargin nodded. “I ... I tried to, but it was dark and it was deep, and I...”

“Yeah.” I closed my eyes, recounting what I saw in my mind’s eye. “Six feet, more or less. Straight down. And it was small. Tight. Relatively. About a foot in diameter.” I held up my hands, using my fingers to make an ‘O.’ “A wolf when it digs, can dig straight down for a piece. But six feet? It’d have to angle off at some point. And the dirt? Up on its haunches? Forelegs working? They fling it behind in a swathe.” I sipped my tea. “But this dirt? In a circle round the hole. A fair even spread.”

Hargin stroked Petra’s hand.

“I lowered a lantern in after they left,” I said. “Jesus. You sure you want to hear this?”

Petra squeezed Hargin’s hand and nodded.

“The coffin lid was sundered. Broken up. Torn down. Splintered all to hell.”

Hargin chewed his lower lip. “What does it mean?”

“Means it wasn’t a wolf. And it wasn’t a dog or a bear or a wild-boar. None of them could’ve fit down. And if they could? No room to move. Maneuver.” I studied my nails, the bottom of my flagon, anything but either of them. “Bottom line? A beast’s got to break through the coffin lid, yeah? And Hilda’s coffin looked fair sturdy.”

“We ... we spared no expense,” Hargin croaked.

Eyes wide, Petra nodded.

“A bear’d have the juice if it had the room. But a wolf? Even one of the monsters from around here? It couldn’t shatter it. Not down there. Neither could a boar. None of them could.” I shook my head. “Make sense?”

“A grim kind,” Hargin said.

Petra reached out and gripped my hand. “Do you always see through their eyes?”

“Yeah, I try to.” I nodded. “Best way to ken what happened. Piece it together. See the whole picture. Or part of it, at least. This one’s a tough nut, though.”

Petra touched her cheek. “It must weigh upon your soul.”

I licked my lips. Nodded. “Yeah. Sometimes.” Every time.

“Was there any ... any sense of what happened?” Petra asked. “Any tracks?”

“It rained last night. The storm. There were tracks, but...” I shook my head. “Sir Bardin and his men had clomped across the lawn. I saw footprints. Handprints. Mashed grass. A lot probably from the funeral. Everything was slathered. Unreadable.” I glanced at Hargin. “Did you walk around much?”

“I ... I walked, nay, staggered up to it. I thought I might faint.” Hargin closed his eyes. “I strode from the stairs directly to the hole. Fell to my knees and prayed, wept.” He took a drink. “And then I came back.”

In my mind’s eye, I parsed Hargin’s and the guards’ tracks from the others. “The ones I saw went to the road. But, again, they might’ve been from the guards. Sir Bardin and his blokes. In any case, they disappeared at the road.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “There a history of grave-robbing in Untheim?”

Petra looked to Hargin.

“No,” he answered firmly.

“Something maybe the Lord-Father doesn’t want the town-crier spouting? Causing a ruckus? Something off the books?”

“Nay, Sir Luther. Not so long as I’ve had a hand in justice in Untheim. And that is some fifteen years give or take. We of Untheim are adept only at filling graves, not emptying them.”

“Was Hilda buried with anything of value?” I asked. “A locket. A ring, maybe? Something? Anything?”

Petra blanched. “A locket, but ... but it’s little more than paste, her grandmother’s, a cameo of a fawn. It was her favorite growing up. I couldn’t see anyone going through all that...” She shook her head. “And if they could do as you say, climb down, why not just snatch the locket?”

“Good question,” I said. “And I don’t know the answer.”

“And what of this gypsy boy?” Petra said. “Is it true he was murdered as well?”

“Aye. Along with Willem and Guillem and Flint,” Hargin said. “Someone broke in during the night. They ... they say it ... they say it was awful. What was done.”

“Oh my word.” Petra covered her mouth. “Those poor boys.”

Those poor boys? Yeah. I’d say so. Though my sorrow over Willem and Guillem’s fate was considerably less than Petra’s.

“Hargin tells me you don’t...” Petra choked. “Forgive me, ahem, you said before you thought it was someone else, not this gypsy who murdered...” Petra paused. “Your gut feeling. He said you now possess evidence.”

I looked at Hargin.

His eyes were small. Hard. Cold.

“Yeah, that’s what I think.”

“Please then, tell us all you know.”

So I did. I told them what I’d seen. What I thought about Artani’s bloody hands. His clean blades. The mismatched wounds more akin to mauling than murder. I let them wrap their grief-addled heads around it all. Neither said a thing. Tough watching the one thing in life they had left, a proportional response, a sense of justice done, the hand of God, be stripped away like flotsam from a drowning man. “I’m sorry,” I said lamely.

“So are we.” Petra closed her eyes for a piece. “Yet ... I believe you.” When she opened them she asked, “What can we do?”

I shook my head. “Pray Sir Bardin proves his mettle.”

“His mettle is softer than his skull,” Petra countered.

“Yeah, well, I can’t argue with that.”

“If what you speak is true, there is yet a killer out there.” She turned to Hargin.

Head down, “Aye,” was all he said.

Petra took up her tea in shaky hands. “Then, will you aid us, Sir Luther?” She raised a hand. “I know we haven’t any right. I know you’ve been maltreated, abused, and I fear I ask too much. I fear it’s far too much for one man, but I ask anyway, for Hilda, for us, for Untheim.” Petra wiped at her eyes with a handkerchief. “Hargin and I, we have no capacity to deal with this.”

“My love,” Hargin placed a hand to his chest, “I shall endeavor to—”

“Wait on me hand and foot until the moment I die, no?” Petra’s eyes gleamed. “And then what? Crumble to dust and blow away?”

Hargin held her gaze for the sliver of an instant then gave in, slumping in sound defeat. “Aye, I suppose that shall be the way of it.”

“So we shall need help, expert help, your help.” Petra turned back to me. “So I pray you will help us again. Find who killed her. For if not this gypsy boy, then who? Why? And who robbed her from us in death? Please, find him, bring him to justice, I beg of you. You’re a good man, Sir Luther.”

I looked up when she said ‘good man.’ It’d been a long while since I’d been mistaken for one of those. I nodded toward the front door, the armed guard standing at post outside it. “I’m still under arrest, yeah?”

Petra crossed her arms and frowned Hargin’s way. For all that he was burly and hale and she shriveled and shrunk, when their glares met, it was he who bent, he who withered, and she who held stalwart as iron. “I’ll talk to the guard. I’ll talk to Sir Bardin,” Hargin said. “And I’ll talk to the Lord-Father.”

Petra’s eyes gleamed with a vitality I’d not yet seen. “Now will you aid us, Sir Luther?”

Jesus. I took a breath. Cursed beneath it. How the hell could I say no? So I didn’t.

“Please, what might we do to aid you?”

“Hmm. Answer a few more questions.”

Petra nodded, her strength doubling.

“Did Hilda have any friends in town?” I asked. “Any good friends?”

“No, she has—” Petra closed her eyes and shook her head, “had a pair of friends at the convent. She’d spent more and more time there doing potters work as well as working with the animals.”

Hargin’s visage darkened but he said nothing.

“Any names?”

“Delia,” Petra said. “A ... A girl of a similar age, and an aged nun named Winifred, I believe. They all work clay, make dishware, cups, baubles and such things.”

I pondered a moment. “So, I have your permission to do this?”

“Of course.”

“Might help if I had a writ or warrant.” I eyeballed the guard outside the door. “Something with teeth.”




Chapter 21.

To Edgar,

...I absolve you of your vow. I absolve you of our erstwhile bond. Yes, marry this woman you find so desirable, so agreeable, so fecund. Marry her and think no more of me, and I shall think no more of...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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I HAD QUITE A FEW WORRIES on my mind. The two gypsy swashbucklers standing shoulder to shoulder in the break between the wagons? My most immediate. Each wore a saber at his belt, bucklers dangling. I wasn’t worried about them. It was their crossbows. My mail shirt’d slow them down maybe, but not til after they’d punctured a lung. Not this close. And I was fixed on getting closer. Not for the last time, I reconsidered my current life choices.

I raised my hands. “Just want to talk to Mirella.”

One swashbuckler took careful aim.

“Mine’s bigger.” I forced a smirk. Play the lion and maybe the hyenas won’t rip you to shreds. A big maybe.

The other swashbuckler barked something fast and harsh over his shoulder. One by one, heads peeked out from between wagons. Window shutters creaked slowly open. Barefoot children crawled out from under wagons to stare and watch, their pet dogs sitting by their sides, tongues lolling, tails wagging.

Rolling pin in hand, Artani’s mother, Vivandrel, trudged out of the wagon circle and spoke with the swashbucklers. Her eyes found me. Not a look overflowing with fondness. “What is it you want?”

“Only to talk.”

I was just on the verge of bolting north when Mirella appeared, lurching from between the wagons, using her cane to propel herself forward.

One of the guards hissed something and Mirella stopped, turned, spat acid at his feet. He winged an arm to backhand her, and I half-stepped forward. But she glared him down. Back. Then she turned that viper glare on me.

“Are you stupid?” Mirella hobbled over.

“This a trick question?”

“Fah!” She shook her head. “Coming here? Now?” She lowered her voice. “It is done, then? Artani?” She ripped her thumb across her neck. “Fffft!”

Looking past her, blank stares met mine, waiting on bated breath for me to be the bearer of bad news. For all that he’d been exiled, ostracized, shunned, my guess was hearing of Artani’s death would break more than a few.

“And it was you who caught him, neh?” Mirella bared her teeth.

I stiffened as though struck. “I—”

“What?” she scoffed. “You think we have no ears? You think you’re the only gadjkano who comes to dip his wick? You think we are deaf? You think we wouldn’t know? Fah!” She jabbed a finger in my face. “It was you. You did this.”

“Look, I caught him red-handed.” I inflated my chest, “At the time—”

“At the time?”

“He had blood on his hands, Elle. Literally.”

“Did you witness him kill? Did you witness him murder? Did you witness this?”

“No, but look—”

“Fah! Artani did not do this. I told you—”

“And I told them,” I growled. “I told them I didn’t think he did it. I told them he was innocent. I told them he couldn’t have done it.”

“Oh? And they didn’t just release him on the word of some vagabond?” Mirella spat. “A vagabond who consorts with dark gypsies? With travelers? With whatever ridiculous names you people inflict upon us?”

“I did what I could.”

“Is Artani dead?”

“I tried.”

“Is he dead?”

I ground my teeth. Kicked a rock. Nodded. “Yeah.”

“Then it wasn’t enough.” Color drained from her face. “And they will wish to know.”

“Maybe some of them already do.” I glared one by one at the men, standing in a half-circle, trying to suss which of them might be strong enough to cause the wounds to Artani. To bend iron. To break it. Jesus. I stopped. Push a man to the other side of the fence and watch what it does to his way of thinking. I was making Sir Bardin look like a genius. But shit that before didn’t make any sense, couldn’t make sense, can seem iron-clad with your balls in a vise. Funny how that works.

“I am finished with your games, Krait,” Mirella hissed.

“Yeah.” I swallowed. “I don’t blame you.”

The gypsies started muttering low amongst themselves.

“What is it?” Mirella squinted up at me through one eye. “You’re hiding something. What is it you’re not saying?”

“He’s dead, Elle,” I said. “He’s dead but he wasn’t executed.”

“Eh? What? What does that mean?”

“Means he was murdered. Means someone broke into the gaol, killed three guards, then killed him.”

“What? Who? Who would do such a thing?”

“I don’t know. And that’s maybe not the question you want to be asking.”

“What then?”

“Who could do it? Who was able to do it? Or what?”

“Games, Krait.” Mirella chopped with a hand. “I am done.”

“There were strange tracks. Tracks we couldn’t suss out.”

“Oh, yes. I see now.” Mirella’s eyes narrowed. “You think it was us? My people? Yes. Yes, of course, you do. We are the source of all your people’s evils, all of your crimes, all of your nightmares.”

“I thought he was mahrime?”

“Fah, look at the parrot squawk,” Mirella spat. “You don’t even know what it means.”

“Bite me.”

“And before you ask, before you accuse,” she aimed a finger at my eye, “my people did not do this.”

“Yeah. I know,” I said. “But neither did mine.”

“Is this why you came? To inflict pain? To muddy waters? To turn my own people against one another?”

“No.” I glared past her. “I came to warn you.”

“Oh?” Mirella nodded. “I see. Your Lord-Father and his butchers are coming, neh? They could not execute Artani so they require a proxy. They require us. They did not care one whit about him alive, but when deprived of their kill...”

“Three guards were killed, too.”

“They mean nothing to me.”

“Well, they mean something to them.”

“And so the butchers are coming?”

“I wouldn’t bet against it.” I took a deep breath, felt Hargin’s writ pressing against my chest. And the first thing I’d done after he signed it? After he’d stuck his neck out for me? Betray the Lord-Father. Untheim. You’d think it’d take some doing to be on everyone’s bad side simultaneously, but me? I just had that knack.

“And you think you can wipe your conscience clean, neh? By coming here? By groveling like a dog? That you can absolve yourself of your crimes? Get back in my good graces? Steal more of the honey you crave?”

“No.” I straightened. “I know it’s done. Just figured maybe I’d do a good turn for once.”

“For once,” Mirella scoffed.

Artani’s mother ambled forward, short, round, fierce, a black look in her eye.

Mirella turned and spoke to her, too fast for me to follow. “She wishes to know what happened.” She looped an arm through the older woman’s, took her hand and patted it, then turned back towards the camp and yelled, “Artani is dead! Go back to your gossip. Go back to your games. Go back to your hypocrisy. But know the lungo drom calls, and we must answer.” Mirella’s eyes gleamed as she turned back. “This is Vivandrel. Please, Krait, tell her how you murdered her son.”

“Jesus Christ.” I took a deep breath and did the best I could. Through my broken Romani and Mirella’s fork-tongued translation.

Vivandrel’s eyes glimmered, threatening to spill over throughout, her hand white-knuckling the rolling pin as she listened til I finished. I noticed not one of the gypsy swashbucklers had abandoned their post. Or sheathed their weapons. Or blinked.

Mirella’s eyes narrowed. “There’s something you’re not telling us, neh?” She jostled Vivandrel’s arm. “What is it? What does the snake withhold?”

“Hilda’s body is gone.”

“Hilda...?” Mirella’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, yes. Her. Stolen, you mean? The gadjkona slattern. Fah!” She translated for Vivandrel. “Grave-robbers? Corpse-thieves? Animals? What of it? Are we grave-robbers too now? We murder and we steal the corpses. Why did we not steal it after we killed her, for surely you think we killed her, too.”

“I know Artani didn’t do it.”

“Then what are you saying?”

“I ... I don’t know.”

Vivandrel drew Mirella in, whispering in her ear.

Mirella blanched, nodded, swallowed.

“What’d she say?”

“She said you should go. She said you should go and never come back.” Mirella pointed past me, north, away from the gypsy camp, up the long road. “She says, ‘May your name be forgotten, along with the rest of you.’”




Chapter 22.

My Dearest Pern,

...sworn in as the First-Sword of Untheim. We were defeated that day, yet I saved the Lord-Father’s life. Perhaps this post shall offer me some...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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“LEAVE AND NEVER COME back...”

If I had a penny for every woman who’d told me that, I wouldn’t be chicken scratching for coin, breaking my back, lugging goods through high mountain passes. That crack about my name being forgotten, though? That at least was something new.

But what’d I expect? Trumpets and fanfare? Roses and song? For telling them their erstwhile son’d never return? Jesus. Expect a kick in the arse at best for most things and you’re still like to overreach. As it was, I kept my eyes to the fore and back and over both shoulders as I trudged north. Worrying about Sir Bardin’s men laying in wait up ahead. Worrying about a tail from the Noose slithering after, wrapping round my neck, forging its namesake.

Damned if you do and damned if you don’t.

I was halfway back to Untheim, nigh on the Kriegbad Road when I caught wise.

A shift in the breeze.

A flick of scent.

A twig snapped.

I had to give it to them. It was one hell of a spot for an ambush. Two massive outcroppings of rock rising some twenty feet to either side of the road. A chokepoint with plenty of cover. Trees and thick underbrush off to the east and west.

“Jesus—” I ducked as the crossbow bolt stung past, rolling aside as the others followed suit, releasing, zipping invisible, thunking into tree trunks, skittering off grit. Something punched me in the side — a bolt, a rock, Yolanda’s hilt — but I kept on scrambling. Kept on moving. Ripping to my feet. Cursing, ducking, weaving. I dove to the lee of a massive oak, put my back to her, feeling the thick, gnarly bark, ages of inevitability, trying to hear past my ragged breath.

I could hear feet stomping. Pounding. Shouting.

Voices cursing.

They burst from the trees. Gypsy blackguards. Four of them. Two from the north, two the south, converging on me from the four points of a skewed compass. Each bearing a saber and buckler. And none looking shy on their plying.

Not a blink. Not a thought. Only reaction. Ambushed at closed quarters? Fuckers rushing in? You’ve two choices: wait and take it and die, or charge back and only maybe die. But it has to be instant. Only way to live. To survive. Go at one. Go through. Hammer a hole straight through their bloody mugs, find the high ground, cover, whatever it takes.

So I charged the fucker northeast.

No reason, no thought, just reaction.

He redoubled his pace, saber raised, and we met amidst a sea of ferns licking at our legs.

“C’mon you filthy blackguard!”

Raising his buckler, his arm torqued back for a slash, I angled off to his shield side, away from his blade, moving past, avoiding his slash and whipping Yolanda out and at his left leg. It was a blind swipe, more to keep him honest than any attempt at killing. Turns out, it only maimed the bastard. Just a flick of the wrist. I barely felt it strike cause it barely did, slicing through tendon, notching bone, hobbling him hard.

“Arrrgh!” He dropped to a knee.

I kept on the move.

The other three reached their comrade, offering a quick, prognosis, “Go on,” the bastard waved, “get him. Kill him!” He reached down, wincing, swearing, cradling his bloody foot.

I tore east through the Old Forest, north of Hilda’s spot, trampling my way through ferns, zig-zagging through trees that were old before Jesus was born. Shouts and pounding and clatter of weapons rang out from behind.

All was green and brown and blur.

Weapons rattled behind, the fuckers gaining, keen for the scent of spilled blood. Keen to spill more.

I hurdled a log, ducked a low-hanging branch, scared the shit out of a doe and fawn trying to graze, tripped over something and, “Shit!” skidded to a halt at cliff’s edge, the Black River wending along placidly, totally unaware of my plight, some sixty feet below.

Not even a moment’s thought and I turned left.

North.

Toward Untheim and away from the gypsy camp.

Seemed like a good idea.

I could hear them crashing through the underbrush, see from the corner of my eye their bright-colored clothes and gold chains in stark contrast to the surrounding green.

One of the blackguards, the fucker part grey-hound, cut me off to the north, stumbling to a halt on the game trail running alongside the cliff. His two bastard comrades hollered from behind. A tough spot. They had me bottled, enemies fore and aft with nowhere to go on my right but down, down, down.

I charged towards the single prick.

And he at me.

We both were breathing hard.

The duo hounded on from behind, redoubling their pace. Closing the distance.

Because of the cliff, I couldn’t pull the same trick as with the first fucker. Couldn’t just dive and swipe to his shield side. Which is the safer move. Keep away from his blade and attack low and long. It’s nigh on impossible to block a low strike with a buckler. So I changed tactics.

I couldn’t waste time. Couldn’t stop. So I didn’t.

“Come on, you fucker!” I yelled to get my blood up, to force down the fear scrabbling up my spine, trying to dig its myriad cold claws into my heart.

“Have at you!” the blackguard hollered, all dolled up like a dandy, collar open, chains rattling, teeth gleaming.

Neither of us would reveal under oath how terrified we were.

I blasted forward, Yolanda drawn back overhead, the Dandy waiting on it like an open trap, blocking it with his buckler and slashing forth. Sword and buckler versus long sword? A fair even match in a more sedate scenario. The long sword’s got the reach, but if the buckler-man can block it all’s he’s got to do is chop wood. Offer an artless hack at an open flank. Head to toe? The world’s your oyster or whatever shellfish floats your boat.

Which is what this fucker did. Only, he did it smart, did what I’d have done, which is slash low. Go for the legs. My legs. Hack them. Gash them. He didn’t have to out-duel me. He only had to slow me. Dull my edge. Wait for the two hammers trailing to strike his anvil. And those hammers were nigh on striking.

What’d I do? Get hewn in half? Lose a leg?

No.

But only cause I angled my cut down and to his sword side, just action for reaction, ricocheting off his little shield as I reversed my blade down, catching his slash in a parry and dropping a boot into his gut, knocking him back and flat across the ground.

A little snicker-snack and I was beyond.

The Dandy bastard had scrambled up by the time twin Hammers dropped.

I kept moving. Creating space. Measure. Distance. Stalking backward. Watching. Trying like hell to slow my breath.

The three kept walking forward.

When the Dandy fell to one knee, the other two gave pause, sneers and grimaces aimed my way but nothing else. The Dandy was bleeding from the thigh. Heavily. He waved the other two on. Sneering, he could barely stand. Could barely walk, but trudged onward like through sucking mud.

Then he stumbled, swore, fell.

When the two made to grab him, hold him up, I turned tail and I ran.




Chapter 23.

My Dearest Pern,

...bade me not to contact you, yet I’ve struck a crisis. In the course of my duties, I apprehended a gypsy and his son whilst attempting to steal a full cart of copper ore from the arbiter’s mine...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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“THANKS AGAIN.” I WINCED as Lady Mary threaded the needle. Turns out one of the gypsy fucks’d caught me crosswise on the side of the neck. I hadn’t remembered it. Hadn’t noticed it. Hadn’t felt it. Not til I was a mile outside of Untheim, feeling all warm and tingly as blood streamed down inside my shirt.

“Judas priest, you have more stitches than a rag-doll.” Lady Mary drew the thread through, measured the two tails against one another, and evened them out.

Bedecked in a new wolf pelt, Karl was off jawing with Sarah and Joshua, his hands moving as he demonstrated some game where they tried balancing on one foot, covering one eye and spinning, all while tossing rocks into a bucket. Or trying to, anyways. Both kids were laughing, smiling, giggling, and falling over one another.

“And you’re welcome.”

“Huh?” I blinked. “Oh. Yeah. Sorry. Thanks.”

“So you’re going to continue helping the Quarrys?”

“Helping?” I scowled. “That assumes I already helped. Or am in the act of. Not sure anything I’ve done fits either bill. But yeah.” I nodded. “Woman’s practically on her death bed. At death’s door, let’s say. Could you say no?”

Lady Mary fixed me a cool gaze of appraisal. “I suppose not, but I had quite thought you man enough to muster the fortitude.”

“Yeah, I’m a shit, I know.” I shrugged. “I don’t blame you for that. Turns out even I have my limits, though. Believe me, I was as surprised as you.”

“Bend your neck, just so.” Lady Mary guided my head up with her wooden hand, holding the needle between her lips. “Ready?” I grunted assent, and she pricked me with the needle, looped it, pulled it snug. “You’re certain Hilda was meeting with Artani?”

“Young love.”

“Even so.” Lady Mary straightened. “With the wolves in this vicinity? Heaven’s breadth, it’s insanity. How could she — how could they risk it?”

“Young love knows no bounds.”

“Apparently there are some.” Lady Mary shook her head and made another loop while my eyes began to water.

“Yeah.” I dug awkwardly into my pocket and pulled out the wolf idol. “Here. This mean anything to you?”

Lady Mary paused. “A child’s toy?”

“Don’t know. All’s I know is Hilda had it with her when she died. That and a kitchen knife.”

“What’s this on its belly?”

“Don’t know. Some kind of rune, I think.”

“Hmm...” Lady Mary pressed a finger to her lips.

A rock bounced off the ground and hit my foot. Karl trudged over, grinning, and snatched it up. “Ye ever go anywhere without getting someone’s foot stuck up yer arse?”

“It does make it rather difficult to walk.”

“Har.” Karl flipped the rock up and caught it. “Ye never fail to amaze me.”

“Yeah, well, your bar for amazement’s fair low.”

“Huh? What do ye mean?” Karl sauntered back to the game. “Oh wow, look! A bucket!”

I shook my head, scowled, chucked him the finger, turned back to Lady Mary. “Did you know Hilda well?”

“Me? Nay. Only peripherally.” Lady Mary brushed her hair from her mouth. “She spent the bulk of her visits in the potter’s barn. She did some work in the stables, too, but I think she just liked being around the animals. Sarah and Joshua were quite fond of her, though. She seemed a kind-hearted soul.”

I glanced over at the kids and misshapen troll, hucking rocks into a bucket, knocking it over, laughing like it was some grand game. “They know?”

Lady Mary rubbed her hands. “I told them, yes, and they took it rather hard. It’s good to see them occupied and laughing, finally.”

“Mind if I ask them some questions.”

“Oh don’t, please, not now.” Lady Mary laid a hand on my shoulder. “Or, at least, let me talk to them first, lay the groundwork. They’ve been through so much. So many trials, travails. Asylum, Haeskenburg, and now this.”

“Gonna finesse them?”

“No, I shall talk to them in clear terms, clear and certain, and do so with empathy, compassion, love.”

“If you really think that’s a good idea?” I eyed her skeptically.

“I do.”

“Alright then. Sure.” I winced as she pricked me again, drawing the thread through. “Think maybe you could ask around the convent about her, too?”

“Me?” Lady Mary paused. “Why?”

“Sister Pernicia is Hilda’s aunt. Petra said Hilda held her in high regard. Said she’d been flirting with the idea of following in her footsteps. Like you. Taking vows. Becoming a nun.” I stifled a squeal as she jabbed me again. “Maybe just ask some soft questions? Quiet questions?”

“Like what?”

“Like if she had any other friends. I know she had the two from the potter’s barn. Winifred and Delilah ... Delia ... something.”

“I could speak to them for you.”

“Thanks. Put that in your back pocket. I’d rather do it myself. If possible. Providing the good sister offers her blessing.”

“Blessing is a strong word, and with regards to you, possibly impossible.”

“Possibly impossible...? How about permission, then?” I said. “Maybe just ask around if anyone knew about Artani. Like how long they’d known each other. Like what her relationship with Sister Pernicia was. You’re good with people.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re not an asshole.”

“No, I mean why do you want to know about Sister Pernicia?”

“Don’t know for sure. Just trying to get a read. The Sister seems like a hard case, but you never know. I’d rather know too much than too little.”

“Hmm... Alright.” Lady Mary bit her lip as she worked. “She seems like a hard case to me as well.”

“Anyone talk, though? Gossip? Something juicy about her?”

“Naturally, in any convocation of people...”

“Come on.”

“Alright,” she frowned, “it’s worse than a sewing circle in there.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, what?”

“It is everywhere. So spill. I need to know.”

“Know what?”

“Whatever you can tell me.”

“I hardly know the woman, Sir Luther.” Lady Mary continued stitching. I continued wincing. “My interactions with her have been limited, and they always seem fraught with some sort of tension. She’s not an easy woman to converse with.”

“She demanding?”

“Yes. She demands competence. She demands obedience. She demands...” Lady Mary glanced over at the convent walls. “She’s a hard woman, but she has to be. It’s a hard land, a hard world, a hard existence.”

I fixed her a glare but left it at that. “Alright.”

“Those with the burden of command have to be hard to some degree lest those beneath her trod all over her.” She shook her head. “And there are some rumors...”

“The sewing circle?”

“Yes. They say Sister Pernicia had a child out of wedlock with a man named Edgar.” Lady Mary tied off the last stitch and bandaged a bulky dressing to my neck. “A man who was branded outlaw.”

“Edgar, huh?” It was on my list to head out and talk to the miners. Ask them a few questions about how to best dig up a corpse. And about a bloke named Edgar. Edgar the Wolf. Edgar the Cruel. Now, Edgar the Nun-Lover. I’d heard the miners’d had some interactions with him over the years. And not necessarily good ones.

“I wouldn’t bring him up when you meet with her.”

“Oh? Have you?”

“No, I simply have a feeling.”




Chapter 24.

My Dearest Pern,

...feel guilt on behalf of the young lad, for while he was party to the crime, he did so under the harsh direction of his father. The lad had nary a choice in the matter...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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SISTER PERNICIA’S OFFICE was spartan, with naught but a lone desk and wooden crucifix lit from behind by a leaded window. Saint Helena gazed down with sober blue eyes, a mysterious smile on her cherubic face as she unearthed jagged remnants of the True Cross buried beneath the deserts of Outremer. Below, swathed in crimson light, Sister Pernicia lifted her pen to ledger and began writing.

“Indeed, I wish I could call this visit a pleasure, Sir Luther, yet I fear I cannot.” She said ‘Sir Luther’ the way most folk say ‘crabs,’ and not the kind you find crawling around at the beach. “I cannot abide men invading my walls, fouling the air, their wanting eyes crawling over my form.”

“Yeah, same here,” I said.

My jest slid off her like a drunk off a crooked stool.

She dipped her pen. “And so what is the meaning of this ... visit?”

I took a seat, dug a finger under my bandage. The bastard was already itching. “I came to ask you about your niece.”

The good sister stopped writing. “Hilda, I presume...?” She took a breath. A long breath. A heavy breath. A weary breath.

“Yeah.”

“And what concern is she of yours?” Sister Pernicia asked. “Or me, for that matter? And under whose authority is it that you would question me? I bid you answer the Lord God Almighty, our Father, the one above, for I warn you, the Lord-Father Bertram Dernryeka, small man that he is, holds no sway here. Saint Helena’s is autonomous, so any pretense of—”

“Easy. Relax.” I raised a hand. Folk loved it when I did that. Women, especially. “Your sister asked me to look into it.”

“Petra...” Sister Pernicia cooled at that, or went from boil to simmer, at least. “And what is it my dear, sweet sister desires? For I was given to understand the beast who murdered poor Hilda was brought to task for his hideous crime. Is that not so? It was also given that you apprehended him.”

“The gypsy fiend’s dead. Yeah. And I was the one who heeled him.” I caught her eye. “But he wasn’t executed. And he wasn’t guilty, either.”

She set down her pen. “Is that a fact?”

“The first part? Yeah. It’s a fact. The second? It’s what I think.”

“Hardly a fact, then, though it seems a sordid tale looms behind it all.”

“There always is.”

“Moreover, why question me? Why interrupt the productivity of my day? The serenity? The sanctity?”

“Jesus Christ, would you call off the hounds? Just for a second?”

“Watch your tone, Sir Luther. You may be a knight, but know that with me, that title holds less sway than you could ever understand.”

“Look, I just thought you might shed some light.”

“Yes, and...?”

“And I’m told Hilda spent time here. A fair amount. Was told she was considering taking vows.”

“Told by whom?” Three simple words. Innocuous. But if the venom she’d spat into them pierced my skin, I’d be sporting a dirt overcoat within the hour.

“Lady Mary,” I lied.

Sister Pernicia stiffened as though struck. “Is that so?”

The devil in me fought back a sniveling smirk. “Maybe Hilda confided in you? Told you something of note? About her friends? Or maybe you just heard something?” Jesus, this was like pulling teeth. My own. “Maybe about the gypsy kid?”

“Hilda, indeed, showed much promise.” Sister Pernicia frowned, slowly shaking her head, looking through me. “She was very adroit at animal husbandry and pottery, particularly the pottery. She would have made a valued addition, so intelligent, so positive, taking to the hard work, reveling in it, a breath of fresh air through a musty crypt. How she is the progeny of...” She stopped short, frowned, took a breath. “I know nothing of this gypsy. Perhaps he cast some pall or spell over her.”

“Couldn’t have just been young love?”

Sister Pernicia raised an elegant eyebrow. “I would not know of such things.”

“Oh...? Too bad.”

Sister Pernicia closed the ledger with a pronounced, thump, and inserted her pen into its holder. “Sadly, Hilda and I bore little in the way of a relationship beyond prioress and prospect. I didn’t even recognize her the day she came forth begging to help. It was mere months ago. Hound and hare, I believe she sought some respite from the horrors of her day-to-day struggles. To be away from that house and the tragedy festering within.”

“Tough on a young person. A girl. Tough on anyone.”

“Yes, indeed, nothing there but pain and sorrow, I would imagine.” Sister Pernicia clasped her hands together. “And before our reunion? The last I recall of Hilda was on the day of her birth. Petra was having difficulties. Breech, she was. A difficult situation, and so I went, for I was called. I helped turn the baby, saw her born, then saw to my sister.” Sister Pernicia scowled. “She was bleeding so badly, and none of them were of any use, not the nurse, not the doctor, not the midwife. None of them. So many hands all empty and idle by their sides.”

Sister Pernicia’s nails dug into her table. “That pig of a husband, just sitting there, hands clenched together, shaking, mumbling to himself, rocking like an imbecile, looking so frightened, so weak, so useless.” Sister Pernicia’s lip twitched into a horrid smirk. “Tell me, Sir Luther, of what use are men when there are no houses to burn, no cavalcades to run, no small-folk to murder?”

“I recall a night not long past when a wolf stood howling at your door.”

“Would that you had protected our wares as well as you did yourself,” she scoffed. “The Lord protects us from such devils, such demons. Were it only he protected us as adroitly from the likes of you.”

“Well then, sometimes when you need a stuck jar opened...”

Her glare was ice as she rose. She was slender, elegant, beautiful. Almost painfully so. “Yes, of course, you turn a legitimate query into a joke. Fitting. Unsurprising, but fitting.”

“Why’s that fitting?”

Sister Pernicia turned and stared out a window, glaring over the valley. “Just ask your questions and leave.”

“Fine by me.” I set the wolf idol on her table. “You ever see this?”

“A pagan symbol?” she asked. “Or a child’s toy?”

“Don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.”

“Nay, I’ve never seen it. What is its significance?”

“I found it on Hilda when she died.”

Sister Pernicia waved a hand. “And...?”

I pushed it toward her. “There’s a rune on its belly. Any idea what it says?”

Sister Pernicia picked it up, turned it over in hand, glared down her nose, and shook her head. “Nay, it’s meaningless, gibberish, pagan scribble or some illiterate maker’s mark.”

“Thanks.” I tucked it away. “You have a potter’s shed here, yeah? And a kiln?”

“Yes.”

“Mind if I take a look at it? Maybe speak to the potters? I heard they were friendly with Hilda.”

Sister Pernicia spoke through gritted teeth. “For Hilda’s sake, aye. But only if you can do so quickly and with minimal disturbance.”

“Knight’s honor.” I laid a hand across my chest, as though there were such a thing. “Mind if I ask what happened to Hilda’s other sisters?”

“They died, Sir Luther.”

“Well, that’s a relief, seeing as they’re both buried,” I sneered. “How?”

“Liska? The poor lass, she just up and disappeared one day.” Sister Pernicia clasped her hands behind her back. “I’m told she was playing with children near the edge of the forest. One moment she was there, then the next? Gone.”

“And how long ago was that?”

“Some seven or eight years past.”

“And Ellsbethe?”

Sister Pernicia drew herself up. “She suffered a similar fate to Petra. A wasting disease, a cancer, what have you. Perhaps it runs in our family, perhaps it is a curse from God, perhaps it is his divine retribution.”

“Retribution for what?”

“Have you ever read the book of Job?” Her eyes narrowed. “Can you even read?”

“No, but I saw it acted out with puppets once. I love the part where God just decides to ruin a man’s life on a bet. And with the devil, no less. Awe-inspiring stuff. Makes you wonder.”

“Wonder what?”

“Wonder who’s worse.”

“Again, you jest.”

“Yeah. Sure. Maybe. It’s all I’ve got sometimes. Most times. So Hilda was the youngest?”

“Nay, Sir Luther, she was the eldest.”

“Oh?”

“Why? Should it matter?”

“Don’t know.” I shrugged. “Just had it in my head is all. Backward. Trying to make sense of everything.”

“I imagine it would be difficult for a man of your limited intellect.”

“Easy with the compliments.” I fanned myself vigorously. “I might swoon.”

“I have work to complete, sir knight.” She folded her arms. “Are we quite done?”

“I’m trying to help.”

“Well, you’re doing a poor job. For my money, you should be harrying the gypsies. I’m told you found Hilda not half a mile north of their camp. I’m told you found the young man standing over her after having brutalized her. And by your own admission, you later rescinded your stance. That you believe him innocent. I would revisit my conclusions were I you. I would stop hammering my head against the stone wall. I would see what stands so clearly before me.”

“And what should I have done?”

“What should I have done?” She sneered. “Hound and hare, you should have smote him down where he stood. You should have burned him. You should have broken him. You should have done what your kind has done for ages.” Her eyes blazed. “It’s all your kind are good for.”




Chapter 25.

To Edgar,

...contacted my brother-in-law, the great and powerful arbiter, and have done as you bade. Summarily, he refused, yet I have upheld my end of the bargain and once again bid you sever your correspondence...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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WALKING INTO THE KILN chamber was like walking upwind into a gale of dragon-fire. Wincing, I felt the skin of my face nigh on blister up and char off my skull.

The two potters turned, one old and ugly, the other not so much, both wide-eyed, as I pulled the door closed. The younger one took a step back, her hands up, lower lip trembling. The old one trudged forth, jaw set, ornery-looking as an old grandma badger and gripping a coal shovel in her callused paw.

“Delia,” Grandma ordered, “get behind me.”

“Whoa...” I raised my hands.

Her crooked finger aimed my way. “Stand where you are, mister.” Grandma cocked the shovel to her shoulder, winding up for a go, her thick forearms tensed. “Not a step more.” Delia grabbed a flower pot, cocked it back, ready to fling. “And hands! Keep ‘em up and where I can see ‘em. Delia,” she snarled over her shoulder, “this fellow takes a half-step forward, you bust every pot over his head.”

“Jesus Christ, I just want to ask you a few questions about Hilda.”

Letting out a breath, Delia lowered her weapon. Grandma, though? She kept hers cocked and ready. Her eyes narrowed. The hairs on her chin quivered.

“Prioress know you’re here?” Grandma snarled.

“Yeah. She’s the one sent me.” That was a bit strong, but I figured with a rusty shovel aimed at my squash, strong was the order of the day.

“Hrrm... Find that hard to believe.”

“And Hilda’s parents asked me to come. What else you want?”

“Sure you ain’t no wolf?”

“Me?”

“Not all wolfs got four legs. Known more’n a few had two.”

“I’m no wolf. If I’m anything, I’m a dog on a leash. A short one. A tight one. That work for you?”

“Better.” Grandma nodded. Spat. Harrumphed. “Hildy’s folks, you say?”

“Yeah. Hargin and Petra.” I pulled out Hargin’s writ. “Here. Hargin swore this out.”

Grandma edged forth as though I were holding a viper. “Hrmm...” She snatched it and eyeballed it up and down then flung it on the ground at my feet. “Well now, then. Go on. Ask yer questions. Then get you going. Ain’t got time for lollygagging.”

“Thanks.” I snatched up the writ, folded it, tucked it away. “Either of you knew Hilda?”

“Eh? You that Sir Luther fellow? The Serpent Knight?” Grandma asked. “The one bagged the blaggard what done poor Hildy in?”

“Yeah.” More or less. Most likely less. “That’s me.”

Delia gave Grandma a questioning glance, and the shovel blade lowered as if by its own accord. “Well, I suppose we owe you a spot of hospitality, then.” Hospitality didn’t include dropping the shovel, though. Delia, for her part, relinquished her pot. I thought it showed character. “Ask your questions, Sir Luther. And know that you have our thanks for what you done.”

I nodded. “I take it you both knew her.”

They both nodded.

“And a gentler, kinder soul never graced this God’s earth.” Grandma crossed herself then wiped her forehead with a handkerchief. “What is it you want to be knowing?”

“Can you tell me about her?” I could feel the bandage at my neck starting to soak with sweat.

“Why do you want to know? Already caught the blaggard. Already see’d him pay.”

“Trying to piece it all together, for her mother,” I offered lamely, hoping it was enough. Invoking Petra was a nice touch, though. No one wants to speak against a grieving mother, especially a dying one.

Chin set and with a nod, Grandma set the shovel down. “Alright, then.”

“Good.” I took a deep breath, knowing I wasn’t going to get my arse beat by nana. And Jesus, if Karl ever found out... “Did Hilda ever mention any lads? A boyfriend, maybe?”

Grandma licked her puckered lips, “Nay, not to me.” Her gaze shifted to Delia. “What say you? The two of you’d gab and twitter like magpies for hours.”

Delia looked down, away, anywhere but at me or Grandma. “Yes sir, we talked.”

“Gypsy fella’s name was Artani,” I said. “She ever mention him?”

“I...” Delia was a hesitant foal, shaky legs, reticent to take her first steps.

“Go on, lass, tell the man what you know.” Grandma crossed herself. “Makes no difference now, I suppose.”

“She never mentioned his name.” Delia worried at the dust with the toe of her boot. “Not specifically. But she’d be smiling, dropping some hints, wanting me to ask.”

“And did you?”

Delia glanced at Grandma then looked down. Nodded. “I knew I wasn’t supposed to, but yes sir, she was seeing some boy. Some boy her parents wouldn’t approve of. I figured he was poor, or maybe a miner working for her pa, something like that. Some boy she...” Delia faltered. “Some boy she said she fancied, loved, and he her. Said he was so handsome, so funny, so ... so kind.”

“They all are that, at the start.” Grandma gripped the shovel. “It’s toward the finish that the colors start to run and you see the scales beneath.”

“You’re not wrong.” I pulled the idol out of my pocket. “Either of you ever see this?”

Delia reached for it then recoiled, glancing at Grandma.

“Go on, lass.”

Delia took it and turn it over in her soot-stained fingers. Shook her head. “I-I’ve not seen it.”

“Think she might have made it?”

“Maybe.” Delia shrugged. “She was a good sculptor, though, real good. Made little figures for the orphans. Toys. Baubles.” She lowered her voice. “We aren’t supposed to, but if there was a little extra clay, she’d whip something up. She made animals mostly, knights and dragons for the boys. Princesses and ponies for the girls.”

“Wolves?”

“No.” Delia shuddered. “She was terrified of wolves. Folks say one got her sister, one of them, the youngest one. Snatched her right on the edge of town.”

“Delia’s right.” Grandma crossed her thick arms and frowned. “If that’s her work, she was in a hurry. Delia’s underselling, the lass had a finer hand than any I’ve ever seen, and I been doing this a while.”

“She mention anything else?” I asked. “Where they met, maybe?”

“On the way to town, by the bridge, down by the river. When she was on one of her errands for her mother, or coming here, she’d sometimes steal away.”

“Anywhere else? Near the convent maybe?”

“Hmm... Sometimes it was south of here. Somewhere, not sure where, though. In the woods. They had a spot overlooking the river, a glade, and some old ruins, too, I remember her saying. West of the Cassorwicke Road. But always during day. She was afeared of going at night.”

“But she did,” I said.

Delia’s head fell forward in a slow, sobbing nod. “I told her not to go, but, but...”

Grandma laid a hand across Delia’s shoulder, pulled her in tight. “But what, dear?”

“She said she ... she had protection.” Tears streamed down her face. “She said she had protection. She said she had something... I told her she was crazy, told her she was mad, but she didn’t care. With her mother dying, with all that’s going on, she ... she just didn’t care.”

“She say what it was?” I asked. “This protection?”

“No,” Delia sobbed. “I told her she was crazy, told her she shouldn’t go...”




Chapter 26.

To Edgar,

...would be best if you forgot me as I have vowed to do so with you. Yes, this shall be the final letter I send, the final time I offer you thought, the final time...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex
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THE SKY WAS ASWIRL with a cacophony of red and orange and purple as the sun set over the Green Wall. Lady Mary, Sarah, and Joshua sat huddled on a hillock, watching the grand show as I strode out the convent gates, shedding the stink of charcoal and smoke. Sarah offered a tepid wave.

“Shirking duty?” I asked.

Sarah whispered behind a hand. “We’re sneaking in a break.”

“Well, don’t let the ice queen catch you.”

Lady Mary shook her head in disapproval. But she didn’t deny it, either.

“She’s praying right now,” Sarah whispered, “so she won’t know.”

“Good. Straying while praying. I taught you well.” I nodded to Joshua. “How you doing, kid?”

Joshua frowned, looked away, signed nothing. Which could have been considered progress by someone with an extremely low bar set for it. Which I had in spades. Sarah elbowed him, and he elbowed back, sneering something decidedly uncharitable.

“Speaking of your boss,” I smirked at Lady Mary, “we had a fine chat. It was quick. Civil. I think she might have excommunicated me.”

“If she did, I’m sure it was with good reason.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t argue.”

“She doesn’t like you?” Sarah asked.

“I don’t think she likes anyone.” I dug at the bandage swathed round my neck.

“Leave it be,” Lady Mary warned. “You’ll get it infected.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I forced my hands down to my sides. “What do you guys think of her?”

Both kids made the same sour face.

“If you can’t say something nice...” Sarah ventured.

“Good. At least it’s not just me.” I held out a hand. “Mind if I sit?”

“Shouldn’t you be off somewhere hunting killers?” Lady Mary commented.

“Yeah. Sure. But it’s hell on the feet. The back. The everything. Oof...” I plunked down and picked up a stick. “Nice view.”

Joshua edged away. My effervescent charm, hard at work.

“Yes.” Lady Mary watched the sun.

“She showing you guys how to shoot?” I nodded at Lady Mary’s crossbow. The target was porcupined full of bolts. So was the ground behind and before.

Joshua started signing rapidly. Sarah’s good, but I’m better.

“No sir, I’m better. Look!” Sarah pointed, “You hit the bloody tree.”

“Language, young lady,” Lady Mary pursed her lips.

Sarah hung her head. “Sorry.”

Want to see us shoot? Joshua signed.

“Sure.” I looked over my shoulder at the tangle of the Old Forest. “Make sure even when you’re shooting, you always keep one back. At least one. Especially round here.”

Sarah nodded soberly. Joshua just furrowed his brow and looked away.

“You ever see this?” I dug out the wolf idol out and tossed it to Sarah.

“Oh, Joshie, look.” She brandished it between thumb and forefinger. “It’s your wolf!”

“Huh...?”

Joshua’s head snapped around, eyes wide, eager as he scrambled over. Where did you find it?

“I, err, found it with Hilda,” I said.

You found it with... Joshua’s face fell. Sarah’s too. “Oh...”

“Yeah. I’m sorry. Sorry as hell to have to tell you. Sorry as hell to have had it happen.”

Joshua was already sobbing.

Lady Mary laid a hand on his back, gave me a look. And not a good one. “She’s in heaven now, Josh, right? Like we talked? With her sisters?”

The two force a nod.

I took a breath. “Know why she had it?”

Joshua’s eyes welled. I made it for her. As a gift. She said she wanted a wolf statue. I ... I was gonna marry her.

Sarah grasped Lady Mary’s shoulder. “Don’t tell Sister Pernicia. We weren’t supposed to be making baubles, but Hildy had some clay left over and...”

“Your secret is safe with me.” Lady Mary gripped her hand. “Always.”

“Any idea what the rune means?” I pointed.

Lady Mary glared at me.

“It may be important.”

“Why?”

“You never know the why until you know the everything. And sometimes you just never know anything. Look.” I pointed. “It’s on the belly. Know what is says?”

Joshua squinted in the dying light, holding the wolf close. No.

“You didn’t put it there?”

No.

“She fire the clay?”

Yes.

“So she must have.”

Joshua looked down. Sniffed. Shrugged.

“Alright.” I laid a hand on his head. “It’s alright, kid,” I lied.

The shit these kids had been through...

“Children, we must retire soon. We still have much to do.” Lady Mary stood, brushing off her dress. “Buttercup needs to be brushed, and those stables need mucking out. Let us—”

“We’ll fetch the bolts.” Sarah slogged up, shoulders slumped, offering a, “Bye, Sir Luther,” over her shoulder as she trudged for the target, Joshua shuffling along, hangdogging at her heels.

“It’s good you’re teaching them.” I watched them run off.

“Well, I’m done being helpless, passive, useless. And I thought I might pass on the trait.”

“You’re not use-less,” I said, “you’re just not particularly use-ful.”

“And you’re an arse.”

“Yeah. Apologies. I know. But we all have to stick to our strengths.”

“Did you have a chance to ask around?” Lady Mary gathered her crossbow. “To find out anything? Delia? Winny?”

“Of use?” I said. “No. Not really.”

“Have you heard about Hargin and the gypsies?”

“What? Like Jack and the Beanstalk?”

“No, you fool.” Lady Mary pursed her lips. “This tale takes a darker turn. I did as you bade and asked around for you.”

“Oh?” I sat back. “Regale me.”

“Seems a few years ago a young gypsy boy and his father were accused of theft. In Untheim. It had something to do with one of Hargin’s mines.” She shook a hand. “The point is, they were caught red-handed, supposedly. They were both tried, both sentenced, and it was Hargin who sentenced them.”

Sarah and Joshua continued plucking the crossbow bolts.

“How old are we talking?”

“The boy? Ten or eleven, I believe. I don’t know about the father.”

“And what was the sentence? We talking hands?”

“No, Sir Luther, we’re talking heads.”

“And Hargin levied the sentence? So what is it you’re saying?”

“I’m not saying anything,” Lady Mary said. “But could it be possible Hilda was killed as a settling of some sort of debt or vendetta? Judas Priest, I don’t know. I’m grasping at straws, perhaps. But what’s that old saying about gypsy justice? An eye for an eye?”

“No. That’s lex talionis. Gypsy justice? With them it’s a head for a head.”

“How long ago we talking?”

“Ten or fifteen years, I don’t know precisely.”

The gates to Saint Helena’s opened. “Lady Mary!” Sarah called. “It’s time!”

“Well, you gotta go. Do your chores. Dredge the cesspit. Barefoot. With no glove.”

“We all have tasks, our burdens in life to bear.”

“You’re really going all in here? Taking the vows? Living under the good sister’s thumb?”

“I can see what you’re getting at. You’re not all that clever.”

“Not even a little.”

“If I were to marry, would you warn me off as such a track?”

“Depends on who you chose.”

“Choice...?” She cocked her head. “You say it as though it were an option. And is this truly any worse than marriage? Marrying Jesus? Betrothing God?” Lady Mary slung the crossbow over her shoulder. “Neither asks of me — no — demands of me things a husband would.”

“Fair enough. But look, I know you vowed to join the first convent we crossed, but why not the second? Or the third? Sister Pernicia’s...” I struggled for the words. “There’s got to be a convent out there without such a bitch as prioress.”

“Vows are meaningless if you break them.”

“And who’s holding you to yours?”

“We hold ourselves. Is that not the point?”

“Yeah, I suppose so.” I nodded off to the kids, fighting over yanking a bolt from the target. “What about them?”

“I...” Lady Mary pressed her lips together. “I don’t know. Honestly? I’ve given it a lot of thought, of course. Conversion is on the table, but they’re so young for such a monumental decision. I’d prefer them older, wiser, more informed of the weight such a decision entails. And choose to make it of their own volition without fear of repercussion.”

“Think Abe and Ruth’d want that?”

“No, Sir Luther, I do not, but I said choose. And I believe the ben Aris would have wanted them to not only thrive but survive. And here? There are no Jews in Untheim. They’d be different, at best, outcasts, targets of hatred, at worst. Perhaps you in your travels might find a community more open-minded, more accepting, more inviting of those who are different?”

“Yeah. Sure. You ever heard of one?”




Chapter 27.

My Dearest Pern,

...just finished fixing the nooses. It is I who must carry out the sentence, I who must levy the final judgment, I who must look into the young lad’s eyes as he takes his final...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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THE FLETCHER FALLS Bridge was a fair bit of ancient architecture. About ten-feet wide, sturdy, ivy creeping across its north side, and with an old Roman feel to it. History says the fuckers never made it this far, though, so who the hell knew? It connected the two halves of the Black River Valley, east and west, and formed the most vital crossing within a hundred miles give or take.

Foot traffic had died and Venus was twinkling by the time I set foot on her flagstones.

This is where Hilda and Artani had met. Or hereabouts, anyways. Hoofing it along, past one another and they stop, look back, gazing longingly, or whatever. It was a beautiful spot. The water cascaded over the falls not far to the north, and a constant soft mist breezed on, kissing past.

About midway across the span, I glanced back over my shoulder. I’d had that feeling all the way from the convent. Like I was being tailed. Watched. By someone of ill intent. And I wasn’t wrong. I caught a bit of movement from the deeper dark, the underbrush on the north side of the road. A sense of slinking. A quick prickle of movement, a branch swinging, then twin moon eyes glaring hard.

I straightened, “Shit...” and had Yolanda out and smiling wide.

Another wolf crept out of the underbrush, followed by four more, yellow eyes shining in the night. Tongues lolling. Big bastards, but still not as big as the fucker from the convent. The pack-leader’s ears pricked, and they all bolted across the road.

That’s when I heard them.

Footsteps, boots, crunching on gravel from the far side of the bridge.

Rock and a hard place? Eat your bloody heart out.

Four ghostly shapes marched out of the forest and onto the bridge. Human forms, with white ghostly faces I took initially for souls of the damned. Til my eyes adjusted and I took them for what they were. Mummer’s masks. Dull sack hoods hanging in folds, flaccid as boiled flesh. Eyeholes full of nothing but midnight and murder. Mouths drawn on with ink and dye, ragged lines of teeth and garish smiles full of menace in the twilight.

They came on swift.

They came on silent.

Gliding forth like spirits from the underworld come to deaden my day. Liven my night.

A quick glare over my shoulder and the wolves were gone. Near as I could tell, anyway. Fighting on two fronts was a battle lost so I focused on the four, a quick plummet over the parapet my fall-back plan.

“You fellas looking for a party?” I asked.

Not a one said a thing.

“Cause I think it’s that way.” I pointed past them.

They kept on coming.

Seemed they weren’t in the mood for jawing or jesting.

“Well, it was worth a shot.”

The lead one came on with a double-bitted woodsman’s axe. A nasty affair with naught but ill intent arced forth in a two-handed swing, driving me back as his comrades surged around to secure my flank.

But I didn’t cede it.

But sure as shit, I ceded ground and at very reasonable prices. I doled it out by the hand full, the fistful, the barrel-full. But on my terms. And not a one edging towards the parapet. I’d not be surrounded, hedged in with my back to a fifty-foot fall. Maybe to the wolves, yeah, but that was a drop of the dice. A flip of the coin. So I slid back and kept at it. Kept to the middle. Lunging out half-hearted jabs with Yolanda’s tip. Keeping the fuckers honest, alert, at bay.

The other three bore a flail, a gaff, a club. Peasant weapons, maybe, but they’d earned their fair share in all the wars I’d ever fought. Ever heard of. And I was keen on keeping my red off that ledger.

By the time I’d reached the end of the bridge, they were a ragged line of four across, shoulder to shoulder, coming on strong, the blackguard with the gaff, his face a demonic jack o’ lantern leer, stomping toward the forefront, jabbing out, using his reach, flicking, twisting with his wrist, trying to hook my arm, my hand, my blade. Not even to disarm me or injure me per se, but just snag me, stab me, hold me up long enough that his three comrades could descend upon me with impunity.

I surrendered the bridge without fanfare, felt the grit of road crunching beneath my feet, the emptiness of air supplanted by the encroachment of pine. I stutter-stepped to my left, ceding my right flank while I made to scramble down the embankment. Rough ground for me, yeah, but rougher for a squad.

The Gaffer marched on at the forefront, Axe and Flail both sliding out and around to my right.

Lovely.

Where’d the Clubber disappear to? On the bloody bridge still?

No.

From the left, a blur of movement as the Clubber hopped off the parapet and onto the embankment eight feet below, dead eyes sneering up in a mask of perpetual terror. Razorback teeth like a child might draw zigzagged up and down across his flaccid burlap mug.

The Gaffer jabbed and I flinched, losing my footing, and slid down through the grit, using a hand to steady myself as I avalanched towards the Clubber, scrambling fast up.

“Fucker,” the Gaffer spat, slipping, losing his own balance.

Gripping a fistful of dirt, I whipped it at the Gaffer and lunged toward the Clubber, stopping him dead an instant before I overhead chopped him, leaving myself wide open from behind. I might’ve been splitting wood in the backyard for all the grace and guile in my strike. There was none of it. Only pure muscle. Rage. Fear. Desperation.

The Clubber’s eyes bulged wide and white beneath his mask as he raised his weapon in defense. And it might’ve worked, might’ve stopped another blade cold, a lesser blade, but Yolanda wasn’t that. She cut through it and him, splitting his head down to jawbone, teeth flying. I booted him in the chest, back and off and down, and he took a nice close gander at the bottom of the riverbed.

Victory.

Short-lived, though.

“Fuck!” I grunted.

The Gaffer’s hook skewered me under the armpit, its steel prong poking out of my bicep, wrenching me off balance, dragging me off my feet and up the rise. Axe and Flail set upon me, but the ground was steep hardscrabble, and they came in one behind the other.

I rolled and the Gaffer ripped and I screamed as Axe smote down where I just was, flailing, kicking out, hooking his ankle with my foot, him tripping, stumbling, cursing, sliding down the embankment. Flail stutter-stepped behind, trying not to stomp on him and couldn’t make good on a swing.

Gripping the gaff’s haft and stiff-arming it, I surged up the embankment, growling, swearing, drooling, driving the Gaffer back, back, back, lunging and pulling, ripping myself forward and off the hook and whipping out a blind slice. I didn’t see my strike, didn’t aim it, I just slung it out along the gaff’s haft, letting nature guide its course.

“God damn it!” the Gaffer stumbling back, fingers flying like confetti.

Blood streaming down my arm, I ducked and surged forth, the flail whoofing down past my head, the chain ripping past my ankle and tripping me sideways and back to the ground. Flail ripped back, winding up for another go. But that’s the thing about flails. Need a little momentum to get them going from scratch. Can’t lunge. Can’t jab. It was all or nothing and right now? Nothing.

So I wasn’t there when the fucker struck.

I was scrabbling to my feet, and drawing a dagger as he came on strong some five paces behind, me back on the bridge and him following. He adjusted his mask, twisted askew as I hurled my dagger. It struck him low and in the stomach — “Shit!”— bouncing off.

But it captured his attention.

While Yolanda captured his neck.

He didn’t scream. Didn’t make a sound. Just stood there a moment before his knees gave out and he toppled in two. I didn’t see what the other two did. I didn’t care. I hoofed it across the bridge and kept going.




Chapter 28.

My Dearest Pern,

...sentence was carried out as the burgeoning twilight softened the sky into a dusky hue of pink. A soft, warm breeze blew and it was a beautiful day, a dichotomy, like a manuscript illuminated with the most lovingly formed script, but in description of the most awful of humanity’s rites...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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BELLS CHIMED AS I OPENED the door to the cool shadowy respite of the apothecary’s shop. The floral scent of dried flowers and herbs suffused the air. The antiseptic of medicinals. The sharp tang of aromatic spices. A veritable shrubbery of dried herbs and twigs hung amidst charms all dangling from the ceiling, above the window, the shelves, the tables. The store smelled of the forest and field, dale and glen, a clean, dry pine tree scent that put me in mind of Beltane Eve.

“Thank you, my lady,” a man in a blacksmith’s apron said, his arm in a sling and swathe as he shouldered past and out.

I watched him go, trying to count his fingers, wondering if he moonlighted as a masked assassin, then closed the door behind. After the attack, last night at the Three Moons, that old sense of burgeoning paranoia each time the door opened and someone sauntered in. I was looking for wounds. Fingers lost. Hands. Anything. Was trying to do the math, suss out who it was tried to kill me. One of two camps. The gypsies or Sir Bardin’s contingent. And it wasn’t lost on me that the Fletcher Falls Bridge hadn’t been guarded last night.

Or...

Maybe it had.

“Hello...? Might I help you?” The apothecary sat behind the counter, lips pressed together, forearms tensing as she ground some concoction with mortar and pestle. “Oh, Sir Luther. Is everything alright?” Her eyes went wide. “Bi-lacha.”

“What?” I put a hand to the stitches across my forehead. “These?”

“No. Your neck. The stitches,” the apothecary stared at me with green eyes I didn’t mind staring, “the new ones.”

“Yeah. They’re like weeds with me.” I’d stripped off the bandage on my neck cause I couldn’t quit picking at it. Of course, now I was picking at the stitches themselves. “Every time I pull the old ones, new ones crop up.”

“Well,” she frowned, “you should be more careful.”

“I try. Just ain’t good at it.”

“I’ll fix you a poultice.” The apothecary unwrapped a wide leaf and poured brown powder from it into a clean mortar, added a dab of some sort of oil, then ground it together with quick practiced movements.

I licked my lips, nodded. “Could use some for my arm, too.”

“Lord, what happened to your arm?”

“Got caught on a hook.”

“Caught on a...?”

“Fishing accident,” I explained.

“Were you the bait?”

“Yeah, more or less.”

“Here, take this.” The apothecary brushed her dark hair out her face, set a ceramic bottle on her counter. “Dab some on it for a few days. I trust you cleaned it? Did you flush it, too?”

“Yeah.”

“With water?”

“No. With wine.”

“Good, good.” She cocked her head. “Did you make certain there were no debris within? Did you have someone inspect—”

“Yeah. I did. It’s clean.”

“Oh...” She settled back at that, nodded, smiled. “You’re sure you flushed it sufficiently?”

“Yeah. Then I flushed the rest of me.”

“Well, whatever it takes,” she said. “Just make sure you keep it clean. Keep them all clean.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I ducked under a sprig of holly. Or spruce. Or something. It smelled nice.

“I came to see if I could do anything for you. After the shipment was ruined.”

She waved a hand. “What’s done is done.”

“Well, I can head out to Herhoff for more supplies.” Just how I was going to hunt down a killer and deliver medicinals I hadn’t worked out yet. “I was talking with Petra and Hargin Quarry yesterday, and—”

“Dear lord, I heard about Hilda.” She crossed herself, clutching the counter. “Such a bright spirit, such a wonderful young woman. Please, how are they? How is Petra?”

“Not good.” Maybe the understatement of the year.

“Forgive me, of course, I know. She’s suffered so much, and to lose another daughter?” She shook her head. “Life can be so cruel, so unrelenting, so unfair.”

“Yeah. No argument here.” I stretched my neck, feeling the stitches start to pull. It hurt. Felt awful. But it was also, somehow, satisfying stretching it almost to the point where my skin tore. “And she’s pretty rough. Pretty weak. But there’s still iron in her somehow. You can see it. Feel it.”

“Yes, an amazing woman.” The apothecary smoothly ground another poultice. “She’s fought for so long, and then this ... this business with the gypsies? I-I’m told you apprehended the fiend?”

“The Lord-Father and Sir Bardin seem to think so.” I squirmed a bit and left it at that.

“Good, good. It’s something, anyway.” She nodded, wiped her hands, and stood. “Are you headed their way, by any chance? Petra’s, that is?”

“If you have something needs doing? Yeah. Absolutely.”

“Many thanks.” She tapped a finger on her lower lip, scanning her shelves. “Hmm... I have a parcel for them around here somewhere.”

“Not her tea, by any chance?”

“Yes, in fact.” She cocked her head. “How?”

“Oh, nothing.” I shrugged. “Petra said she was almost out. Said you were, too. On account of my shipment being waylaid. She just said the tea helps the most. She said the unguent, well...” I shrugged.

“I see. Well, at least one of them works. Sadly, sometimes nothing I do makes a difference.” She offered a grim smile. “Medicine. Sometimes it helps, sometimes it does nothing, sometimes it makes things worse. And you have to account for folk lying to you, saying something does work when it doesn’t just because they wish to spare your feelings.” She shook her head. “Unfortunately, trial and error are a large part of my work, finding the proper concoction, starting off with small doses, making sure you don’t kill them before the work even gets started. Then slowly building.” She frowned up at her shelves. “It’s right here. Somewhere...”

“I didn’t realize losing the shipment’d affect so many.” I ran a hand through my hair. “But that’s me.”

“You’re too harsh on yourself. Truly, there’s not much you can do about wolves, neh? And the monstrosities around here?” She shrugged. “I was able to make do. I usually am.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s more work, of course. Traipsing through the forest, searching for ingredients. And at my age? Hrmph. A little tough on my lower back and knees. Better to pay someone else, but, the exercise and fresh — ah. There.” She pointed across the room. “Would you be so kind? Top shelf? Second nook from the left. There’s a green parcel about ...  this big.” She measured with her hands.

I strode over, reached up, grabbed it. “This one?”

“Yes. And you’re certain you don’t mind dropping it off?” She stuffed a few twigs and a pinch of dried leaves into the mortar and set back to it with the pestle. “Forgive me. If I’m imposing—”

“No. I’m glad to. Truly.”

“I thank you so much.”

“You are welcome so much.” Her green eyes flashed as she offered a sardonic smirk. I paused at the door. Had a thought. “Pardon. My last intrusion. I swear.”

“Please, it’s no intrusion.” The apothecary smiled again. It was a good smile.

I dug into my pocket and withdrew the wolf idol. Set it on her counter “Ever see anything like this?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What is it?”

“Just a little sculpture of a wolf.” I turned it over in hand. “I mean this rune.” I brushed one of the charms dangling from the ceiling. They were flat rounds of burnished copper, tin, bronze. A symbol had been etched into each one. “It looks similar to these. A similar language maybe. But,” I meandered from one to another, “none of them seems to match.”

“May I?” Her hand hovered just over it.

“Sure.”

“Where...?”

“On the belly.”

She turned it over, held it close, squinted. “Oh. Hmm... Yes.”

“You recognize it?”

“Yes, certainly.” The apothecary nodded. “A single rune, from the mother tongue. It’s a rune of,” she held it up to the light of the window, “a shield, perhaps? Yes. For protection, I should say. And against wolves, I would suppose, given its form. From the old ways, old magic, the times before Christ.”

“Old magic...”

She held it between thumb and forefinger, frowning as though it were a dead rat. “Where did you find it?”

“With Hilda.”

“Dear lord.” She set it down, pushed it back and wiped her hands on her apron.

“A rune of protection...”

“Yes, though,” the apothecary crossed herself, “it didn’t seem to work.”




Chapter 29.

My Dearest Pern,

...may my soul rot in hell for the horror under the aegis of law I have committed...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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“GET ANY SLEEP LAST night?” I asked, trudging into Hargin’s backyard.

“Honestly...?” Hargin hefted the axe to his shoulder and stretched his back. He was pale. Ashen. Green. Or some shade teetering amongst the three. A pile of split wood lay at his feet. A pile of unsplit loomed high and mighty beyond. “I don’t remember. Why do you ask?”

“Cause you look like dredged-up shit.”

Behind him, his house stood dark, desolate, cold.

“While I’m not familiar with the expression,” Hargin ran a hand over his bald pate, “I suppose I do appreciate the candor if not sentiment. Can I help you?”

I brandished the apothecary’s package. “The apothecary was able to cobble together more of that tea. Asked me to hoof it over.”

Hargin hacked the axe into a stump and took the package in two hands, gripping it as though it were a bird he feared might fly away. “Oh, my heart, my word, my song.” He pressed it to his chest. “Many thanks. You’re a prince, a saint, a credit to the institution of knighthood.”

“And on behalf of the institution that accepts only the most affluent of rapists, thieves, and murderers, you’re welcome.”

“No truly.” Hargin laid a big paw on my shoulder. “I thank you. It may not seem like much, but small kindnesses? They are the patchwork that keeps this sinking ship afloat.”

“Sinking? As in ‘the process of?’” I deadpanned. “Didn’t take you for an optimist.”

“A fair point taken.” A wan smile and he nodded. “You look like, er, dreged-up shit as well. Did you have trouble sleeping?”

“No. I slept like a baby. After four blokes tried to assassinate me.” Hargin dropped his axe. “But while I’m here,” I stepped over and picked it up, “mind if I ask you some questions?”

Hargin blinked, seeming to notice my new wounds. “Are you alright, Sir Luther? Your neck? And your arm.”

“I’m here. I’m alive.”

“That’s not a satisfactory answer. Do you know who your assailants were?”

I shrugged. “A butcher, a baker, a candlestick maker...?”

“And the fourth?”

“Sir Bardin...?” I lifted the axe to my shoulder and grabbed a log. “Maybe. It’s just a guess.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“It’s nothing.” I stood the log up on the stump. “I’ll just pretend it’s Sir Bardin’s neck. Or head. Or face. I’m flexible.” I split the wood as cleanly as I’d split the necks of countless outlaws. “You mind me asking a few questions?”

“Of course not.”

“How’s Petra feeling?”

“Hmm... Worse than I look, Sir Luther.” Hargin squinted up at the sun. “She is close, so very, very close. One cannot look upon her and not feel the caul of death creeping up her soul. Every morning when I roll over, I fear...” He pursed his lips. “Forgive me.”

I set up another log. “What’s doing the killing? You said cancer.”

“Aye, cancer, we think, of the stomach.” He hefted the parcel. “The pain seems centered there, but it radiates to her back, her chest, sometimes up her neck or down her legs. We just never know. And she can barely keep anything down. The apothecary’s concoctions help sometimes. Help with the pain, help her to sleep, but sometimes it’s so bad even they cannot touch her.”

“Jesus, I’m sorry.”

“There’s nothing for you to be sorry for,” Hargin said. “Now, what is it you wanted?”

“I don’t know.” Letting out another breath, I split the log and set up another. Started getting into the rhythm. It was satisfying work. Feeling the heft of the blade cleave down to the stump, watching the halves fall to either side. The finality of the thunk. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around what happened to Hilda. The how. The why.”

Hargin straightened. “Forgive me for my outburst. When you brought Hilda’s and ... the gypsy’s relationship to light.” He swallowed. “A good father would have known, would have been aware. A good father should have had some inkling as to what was going on. A good father...”

“You’ve quite a bit on your plate.”

“Do you have children?”

“Yeah.”

“And how did you raise them?”

“Using me as a model for fatherhood’s an insult to the institution. Besides, they’re beyond that now.”

“They grew up.”

“Sure.”

“Well, there is a lot, as you say, on my plate, but Hilda is ... she is my daughter still and always will be. And she was my responsibility, the very reason for my existence, and with what happened...” He glared over at the three graves all neat in a row. “Lord, you let your guard down an instant, merely a blink, and they are gone.”

“The gypsy kid didn’t do it, Hargin. This isn’t on you.”

“I know. You said it, and I ... I believe you, but I simply cannot surmount this feeling, this, this rage that boils up. It’s like a fire in my belly and the only way to purge it is to breathe a gout of flame, of hatred. And I need someone to aim it at. Someone or something. And to have no one? Nothing? I go out to the edge of town some nights when it builds too strong, and I ... I scream. I scream as loud as I can, until I’m shorn of breath, until my throat bleeds, until I can barely stand. Only then do I meander back.”

“Always easier to have someone to hate.”

Hargin set another log on the stump and stepped back. “Aye, hate, a full meal to feast upon that leaves you emptier than before. And it’s always so much easier, so much simpler than the constant battle of understanding. So much easier to smash something than to turn it over, to study it, to understand it. Or perhaps it’s just me and my myriad of failings.”

I shook my head. “I think it’s a human failing. Maybe the greatest.” I leaned on the axe. “Is it possible that someone might have harmed Hilda to get at you? You have any enemies?”

“Enemies?” Hargin chuffed a laugh. “Aye, a lot, I’m afraid. But such is the life of an arbiter. In every sentence, there’s always a winner and always a loser. Folk take umbrage no matter the decision, and often that umbrage is directed at me.”

“How about with your mines?”

Hargin cocked his head. “My mines?”

“You own copper mines, yeah?”

“Aye.” Hargin nodded. “They are what allowed me to climb up, rung by rung, through the ranks. They’re not gold mines, but my house? My station in life? They are mine solely on account of them.”

“Anyone jealous enough to act on it?”

“Of what? Me? My life?” Hargin shook his head. “I suppose before, perhaps, but now? With all I ... I’ve lost, suffered? Nay. I ... I think not.”

“I’m told you decided against a gypsy family. A father and son.”

“Eh...? A father and son?” Hargin winced as he ran a hand over his smooth pate. “Well, yes, of course, I’ve litigated against many gypsies over the years. They spend half the year here, summering down by—”

“The Noose. Yeah. I know.”

“Aye.” His face reddened. “Well, what has that to do with anything?”

“I heard of one family who was caught stealing. A long while back. Some fifteen years or so. I’m told the sentence levied against them both was death.”

“Aye, an unfortunate business.” Hargin nodded reluctantly. “Unfortunate, indeed. The young father and his son were caught stealing a shipment of ore, and a rather sizable one at that.”

“From one of your mines.”

His eyes went dead, “Aye, they were caught, Sir Luther, caught red-handed.”

“Ever consider recusing yourself?”

“Recusing...?”

“You were the aggrieved party and the arbiter.”

“Sir Luther, just what in the hell are you getting at?”

“Easy. I’m just pulling at threads. Frayed ones. Loose ones. Any I can get ahold of. Seeing what unravels.”

“It’s my patience that’s unraveling.”

I waved a hand. “You asked me to find who killed your daughter.”

“Then get out and look!” Hargin sputtered. “Follow those — those tracks. Search the forest for outlaws, highwaymen, murderers, wolves.”

“Yeah. Sure. I’ll look into it. Now tell me about these two gypsies. You remember their names?”

“Hmm... Aye, perhaps. The Dukas, I believe. The father’s name was Juilen and the son ... the son was Vandro, I think. He ... he was, admittedly, very young.” Hargin closed his eyes. “Understand, it was a bad situation, and perhaps I should have recused myself, but I felt I could be objective. As a precaution, I bade the Lord-Father levy the sentence. It was he who sentenced them to death and the First-Blade who carried it out. I merely found them guilty, which they were, I might add. It was my job, my duty, my burden, and no one else’s.” Hargin shrugged. “And death for a cartload of ore? Harsh, perhaps, aye, but again, not unheard of. And during times of such strife? Men have died for less. Many men and for much less.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I shrugged. He wasn’t wrong. “How’d the family take it?”

Hargin glowered. “How would you?”

“They never would have found your body.”

“Well, there you have it, but it wasn’t your kin,” he said through gritted teeth. “Now, if you have nothing better—”

“I ask again, how’d the family take it? Any chance they’re the vendetta type?”

“They’re gypsies, they’re all the vendetta type,” Hargin scoffed. “Is that what this is about? You argued in favor of the gypsies already, and now you accuse me of inciting murder from a judgment over a decade—”

“I argued for Artani.” I cut him off. “Not the gypsies. Now, what of this family? They still around? Still summer by the noose? Any chance they’re serving you a cold dish?”

“It’s been fifteen years, Krait. Fifteen long years.”

“Don’t see how that changes anything.”

“People don’t—”

“They do. All the time. And the smart ones? The savvy ones? The ones who cultivate a poison-tree with all the hatred in their heart? Tending it? Growing it? Fifteen years? It’s nothing.”

Hargin’s eyes narrowed. “And nothing is what you have.”

“You’re not wrong.”

He was breathing heavy.

“Maybe I don’t have much. And, yeah, I’m grasping at straws.” I shouldered the axe. “So I’m pulling at what I do have. Like I said. Threads.”

“What do you have?”

I took out the wolf idol. “The rune on this is a shield. It was for protection.”

“Protection against what?”

“Against wolves, is the guess.”

“A guess...” Hargin scowled. “What else?”

I nodded over at Hilda’s grave.

“What?” Hargin looked like he was going to puke.

“Grave-robbers.”

“I told you we’ve never had that kind of trouble here.”

“Yeah, well, never’s been shot to shit and dragged kicking and screaming across town.”

Hargin crossed his arms.

“Now, the only method I can drudge up that makes any sense is that someone used a post-holer to dig straight down into Hilda’s grave. No mean feat even accounting for the dirt being fresh dug. Loose. And that’s just the start of the problems with my shitty theory.” I licked my lips. “Forgive me, but consider trying to steal a body. Requires some digging, yeah? But you can’t make the hole too narrow. Gotta consider the width of the shoulders.

“Then you’ve got the coffin lid to contend with. Gotta break through it if you don’t uncover it completely. Which is no big deal. An iron bar and gaff’d do the trick, even accounting for the tight quarters. Make quite a bit of noise, though.”

Hargin blanched and sat down.

“You were a miner,” I said. “How do you think it could’ve been done?”

“A ... a post-holer, you say?” Hargin shook his head. “And iron bar?”

“Yeah.”

“The iron bar, aye, I can see it. The post-holer, though...?” Hargin wiped tears from his eye. “Hmm... The fella doing the digging would need grips of iron to manage such a feat. But six feet? Straight down? Nay. It seems ... unlikely for such a narrow hole. Perhaps an auger?”

“A drill?”

“Aye, a type of drill.” Jaw clenched, Hargin nodded. “It could make a hole about that size, that deep, if it were big enough.”

“How many men would it take?”

“For a hole that size? Loose soil? Two. Two at the very least.”

“You have one big enough?”

“Nay, but my copper mine does.”

“Along the East Road?”

“The Bullock Hole. Aye. Only one working north of the road.”

“Alright. Mind if I go ask around? Take a look?” 

Hargin straightened. “Be my guest.”

“Good.” I nodded. “One thing, though.”

“What is it?”

“If you were a grave-robber and you’d dug a hole, stolen a body, why not fill it in afterward? It’d be a fair simple matter to wedge something down there and make the mound seem undisturbed. Relatively, anyway. Why leave evidence of your crime plain as day when you could simply cover it back up and let none be the wiser?”

“I don’t know.” Hargin glared up. “Expedience?”




Chapter 30.

My Dearest Pern,

...cannot sleep, can barely eat, cannot garner a modicum of peace, for whenever I close my eyes, I see the young lad’s face, his eyes full of such desolate sorrow, the moment before the trapdoor opens. I thank the Lord I executed him first...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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I HEARD THE CLASH OF pick and mattock biting into rock long before I saw it. The sharp ring of iron clanging on stone. The chuff of spade piercing raw earth. The Bullock Hole’s entrance was a twenty-foot diameter shaft dug some forty or fifty feet straight down. A block and tackle’d been erected at the shaft’s mouth, a pallet of timbers loaded up, dangling precariously over the abyss. A half-moon of palisade wall stood around its northern perimeter, a work crew levering another timber skyward as the pallet disappeared into the earth.

The rough laughter and colorful curses of the miners echoed from below.

Karl hammered a fist against the gate.

“Oy, there?” a voice called out. Beyond the gate, a squat, bandy-legged bloke emerged from the shack situated on the far side of the pit. “What ye be wanting?” He commenced ambling clockwise round the rim towards us, a pick-axe levered over his shoulder.

“Just want to jaw for a piece is all,” I called over.

The miner muscled his way through some underbrush til he stood before us, sizing us up. He had the look of an underfed badger. “You bring horses?” He eyed past us. “The wagon?”

“Huh? What? No. I don’t think so.” I glanced at Karl. “Did we?”

Karl shook his head, “Nar.”

“Sakes alive.” Badger’s eyes narrowed. “Nothing?”

“No. We hoofed it here ourselves,” I said. “And I’ve a bad back. Wasn’t up to lugging horses. Or wagons.”

“Axe and oath.” He glared over his shoulder at the work being done. “Well then, what’s it you be wanting? I’ve no time for to be wasting.”

Karl just leaned against the gate, arms crossed, and grinned my way, hand out as if to say, Proceed...

“Just want to ask you some questions.”

“Look, mister...”

“Krait. Sir Luther Slythe Krait.” Emphasis on the ‘Sir.’ I let it sink in. Might help, adding the weight of knighthood. In town? Cities? Yeah, sure. Out here, though? Miles from the last ragged vestiges of civilization? Dealing with a bloke who faced avalanche and collapse and being buried alive on a daily if not hourly basis? A gamble at best.

Badger glared me up and down, scowling. “A knight, eh, he says?” He nodded at Karl. “And what are you? His squire?”

“More like nurse-maid,” Karl sneered.

“Nurse-maid?” The miner split a grin. “Like a wet-nurse? Ooo, your teats must ache.”

“Nar.” Karl shook his head. “Toothless fuck ain’t got much bite.”

“Just sorta gums them? Har!” They both commenced slapping thighs and laughing like inbred lunatics.

“That’s an image I’m gonna have trouble getting rid of,” I muttered.

“Oo, he’s a dainty one, ain’t he?” Badger pantomimed sipping tea with his pinky out.

“Odin’s eye,” Karl snarled, “you’ll treat her ladyship with some respect.”

“Jesus. Fucking. Christ. Are you two brothers?”

Badger guffawed, slapping his knee. “Well, yon palisade ain’t going to build itself, but suppose I can lay off the lads for a mite. Back’s aching raw, too, it is, I’ll tell you.”

I glared up at the palisade wall. “Fifteen footer?”

“Aye. More or less. You’ve an eye for wood.” He grinned. “Anyone ever tell you that?”

Now, it was Karl’s turn to slap his knee.

“So why the palisade?” I asked. “Worried someone might steal your hole?”

“Nah.” Badger scratched his arse. I was pleasantly surprised when he didn’t sniff his finger. “Rrrg... Untheim’s been fair good to us. Gypsies come poking around for scraps now and again. Pilfering trifles. Backfill. Being a pain in the balls as they’re wont to be. But there’s twenty of us on a good day, all hard-scrabbling boars sporting iron tusks and we don’t suffer no guff.” He patted his pick-axe. “It’s more to keep out the god-forsaken wolves.”

“Make more sense building the wall afore ye start digging,” Karl said.

“Yep, couldn’t agree more.” Badger nodded. “We’re just starting back up here. Lost a mine last month. And palisades don’t make no money. So we got to do what we got to do.”

“Lost a mine...?” I frowned. “Forget where you put it?”

“Naw, had a collapse, a bad one. And nothing funny about it, Mister.” Badger deadpanned me a glare. Emphasis on the ‘Mister.’ Badger didn’t give a shit about me being a knight. I added him to the list. The long list. “Collapse is nothing. Wouldn’t believe the shite we deal with out here in the wilds.”

“Yeah? What’s worse than a collapse?”

“Worse than collapse? Well, we had a flood once. Mining too close to the river. Hit a swell of groundwater. Bloody underwater lake it was. And lost a mine to a God damn wolf once upon a time. Couple mines up north.”

“A wolf?”

“Yah. I know. Fucker come stalking into camp one night all hackled up, sneering and stalking.” Badger thumbed off toward the pit. “Fucker got down there somehows. How’s beyond me. Eighty-five fucking feet. Timber jacked straight down. Into the mother rock another fifteen, twenty, thirty. Maybe more.

“Tried exterminating the fucker but nothing’d take. Poison. Dropping stones. Crossbow bolts. Sent down a kill squad to ice the fucker. Killed two of my men. Big bastard. Biggest I ever seen. And kept coming. To a couple sites.”

“When was this?”

“When, huh? Long while back. Twelve or thirteen years, or so, I’d guess.”

“Timber...!” someone yelled from across the pit as a tree creaked, shuddered, then fell, crashing off in the green.

“Shite.” Badger glared over his shoulder. “Won’t do to have the foreman lollygagging, so ask yer questions.”

“Hargin owns this mine, yeah?” I asked.

“Hargin? Yep.”

“He treat you fair?”

“What’s this all about?” Badger spat a stream of brown chaw. “Who sent you?”

“Hargin did.” I pulled out Hargin’s writ and showed it to him.

“I can’t read, mister.”

Sir Luther Slythe Krait, a silver touch with the common folk.

“I’m just trying to get a lay of the land.”

“Well, there’s a big fucker of a hole in it.”

“Metaphorically, I meant.”

“Huh?”

Jesus Christ, it was like talking to Karl’s dumber brother. “Does Hargin treat you fair?”

He scowled. “You trying to rile up trouble?”

“Like I said, we’re here on his bloody behalf.”

Badger crossed his arms. “You sure?”

“Yeah.”

He glanced at Karl who nodded.

“Well, alright, then. Fine. It ain’t no secret. Way it’s always been. We do all the work and he gets the dragon-hoard of the profits.” Badger licked his lips and nodded toward the work crew. “But I get paid more than them. Shit rolling downhill and all. And he’s fairer than some bosses I’ve had, most of them, come to think on it.”

I nodded off to the work crew. “Any of them hold any grudges?”

“Them? Sure. Maybe. But miners got grudges about grudges about grudges. And no shortage of pick-axes.”

“I have no idea what the hell that means.”

“Means they’re more like to give each other guff afore anyone else. Means none of us’d go causing no disturbance for the man, either. Bite the hand, and all. Not near as I can tell, anyhow. Now, if you’re done?”

“Hang on. Just a couple more,” I said. “How would you go about digging a hole, about a foot wide, straight down? About six feet?” Figured not starting off accusing him or his brethren of grave-robbing was a winning strategy. But I’d been wrong before.

“Six feet? You asking me how I’d go about grave-robbing?” Jesus. “Or ... are you accusing me of such? Cause you weren’t ‘specially clear on that.”

“You heard?”

“It’s only a few miles to town, give or take. And we work for the bastard.” Badger raised a hand. “Sorry about that. What I call most folk. Term of endearment.”

“I’m familiar with the term.”

“We’re all as sorry as can be for the old bastard. Losing three daughters?” Badger tore his hat off his head and clutched it over his heart. “Yep. Sorry as can be. And his wife? A kinder woman never graced this foul earth. Now, if you ain’t accusing, why you asking?”

“If I was accusing, I’d have brought more men. As such, I’m asking cause I’m better at filling graves than emptying them. Any chance it could be one of these wolves you’re having trouble with?”

“Trouble. Heh. Yah. Anything’s possible. Don’t sound like it, though. You ever seen a dog dig? Flinging shit behind? Wolf’s the same, I’d guess.”

“Yeah. I had the same thoughts. What about a post-holer?”

He sneered. “Heh. Maybe. Seen specialized ones with longer handles. Bear to use, though. And six feet? Straight down?”

“How about an auger?”

“Bit’s got to be a foot in diameter if yer hole is. And for a hole six-foot deep? Gonna want something with a nine-foot bit. Could do with less but your back’d wish you hadn’t. Not when you’re on your knees twisting and pulling. Know how much that’d weigh?”

“A lot?” I ventured.

“Aye. At least. Then you need bastards fit to turn the fucker.”

“What if it’s fresh tilled, loose soil?”

“Fresh tilled? Well, two could get it done, I suppose, fair quick. But moving the fucker? Setting her up? Three’d be better. Four or five best. Be a real treat. Few hundred pounds give or take. Need a wagon or a mule to move her at the very least.”

“You have an auger here?” I asked.

“Sure we do.”

“Mind if I take a look at it?”

“No, don’t mind at all.” Badger crossed his arms and smirked. “But she’s situated down at the bottom of that pit, and she’d ain’t coming up til she’s played out.”

“When’s that?” I asked.

“Could be tomorrow or the day after. Could be never. I’m betting my mortgage on never.”




Chapter 31.

My Dearest Pern,

...fixed me a concoction allowing me to fall into the deepest of slumbers. It is a boon, not staring at the ceiling hour after hour, night after night, hunting after those first rays of dawn. It is a boon to awaken rested, my soul sated...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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THE SUN BLAZED HARD as we left the cool shade of the Old Forest and made the outskirts of Untheim. Farms dotted the landscape, the bleating of sheep peppering the air as we made our way in.

“Jesus Christ,” I said. “A few hundred pounds?”

“Yar.” Karl trudged alongside, ducking a low branch hanging out into the road. “Give or take. Small chance.”

“Of lugging the fucker? Difficult, yeah. But possible.”

“Possible?” Karl growled. “Possible a four or five-man crew lugged that iron leviathan through town? Up that fucker of a hill? And stole into Hargin’s backyard without being seen? Or heard? Then excavated a hole on the sly? All to steal some mangled corpse? Or some worthless trinket?”

“Yeah.” Karl had a point. It made little sense. Or it made perfect sense but we just weren’t seeing how. Or why. But that’s the trick.

“Then they packed her up, auger and all,” Karl snarled, “and headed out without making a bloody sound. And tracks? Weighed down with the auger? After it rained? The ground all mush?”

“Yeah,” was all I had to offer.

As we passed through Untheim’s gates to the pounding of hammer on nail, the rasp of saws cutting timber, and the smell of fresh-cut wood, suffused the air. Folk were hurrying, hustling every which way, working all day and pulling all-nighters, putting final touches on their stands, carts, wares, not to mention the massive scaffold erected piecemeal in the square.

Karl froze abruptly, gripping his axe, and turned. “You feel it?”

Prickles riffled up the back of my neck, down my spine. “Yeah.” We were being watched. Stalked. Hunted, maybe. The question was by whom?

Karl plunked himself down on a fence rail and pulled his boot off, making a show of digging a rock out of it.

“Good idea,” I stood by him casually gazing past, “the smell will drive them away.”

“Fuck yourself.”

“Jesus,” I covered my nose, “it’s overpowering the reek of sheep shit.”

“Yeah, ain’t the rose-petal scent of some dainty princess like you.”

“Jealousy does not become you.”

Head down, beard hanging, Karl wrestled his boot back on. “See ‘em?”

I caught it then. A furtive movement from the road behind.

“Yeah. I think so. I’ll go on ahead. You take the back.”

“Yar.” Karl nodded, stood. “Gonna go hit the cobbler. Know where he is?”

I pointed up Tine Street. “Second last shop on the left.”

Karl nodded and trudged off uphill, walking with a bit of a gimp. He’d double-back as soon as he was out of sight. Or leave me to die. Whichever suited his fancy. I kept on at it, heading down the main thoroughfare, past the scaffold, skeletal timber soaring high. I stepped aside as an empty quarry wagon headed on back down the East Road, driven by some hangdog, half-drunk miner and his sorry mule.

I caught another glimpse from an alley, a flash of black, as I crossed the road.

I hustled onward.

I had a dagger tucked against my forearm, just ambling on like nothing was wrong. Could feel a cold sweat prickling at the back of my neck, beading along my spine.

As I approached the alley, a muffled cry broke out, and I bolted round the corner.

In the shadow of the alley, Karl had someone in a one-armed bear-hug, his other hand clamped across her mouth.

It was Mirella.

“Whoa! Easy.” I held up a hand. “I know her.”

“That supposed to mean something?” Karl growled as Mirella bucked and kicked.

“Well, no. I guess not. But she’s alright. Besides, if she’s set to kill anyone, it’s me.”

“Well, that makes two of us.” Karl didn’t so much as let her go as he ceased crushing the life from her.

“Weapons?” I asked.

“Blade cane,” Karl grunted, toeing her cane lying on the ground. “Other than that...?”

“Blade cane?”

Mirella’s eyes blazed.

“Let her go, Karl.” I picked up the cane and gave the handle a twist, pulling the hidden blade free. “Very nice. I had no idea.” I glanced up. “Let her go. It’s alright. Truly, I know her.”

“Knowing your standing with women, that ain’t much comfort, lad.”

“Yeah, well, shut the hell up.”

But he finally let her go.

Gasping, Mirella nearly crumpled to the ground, but I caught her. “You alright, Elle?”

Mirella fought to catch her breath, looking down, away, gasping, nodding, a line of drool slung between her chin and chest.

“Just give it a moment,” I said. “My ugly misshapen troll friend’s good at crushing things.”

Watching with serious intent, Karl fingered the business end of his thane-axe.

“That I can attest to,” Mirella croaked after the color returned to her face. She was dressed in muted browns and tans, quite unlike the colors of her usual gypsy fare.

I turned the blade-cane over in my hands. “This for me?”

“What? No.” Mirella scowled. “I use it to walk, you fool. And should I find any trouble.”

“Were you looking for trouble?”

“No, I was looking for you.”

“Same difference.”

“I was looking for you because I wanted to speak to you.” She glared at Karl. “Alone.”

“Karl’s my inbred lackey. Anything you can say in front of me, he won’t understand or remember.”

Mirella glared at Karl. “Why do you remain with him?”

“Hoping to be there when he finally bites it.” Karl crossed his arms. “Hoping it’s sometime soon.”

“Alright. Fine. Bi-lacha,” Mirella swore. “There are eyes everywhere, especially now. You know this, neh?”

“Yeah.” I stepped back deeper into the alley as a watchman strolled by. “I suppose you ain’t wrong.”

“And you.” Mirella rubbed her midsection and gave Karl the evil eye. “You would make a good gypsy.”

“Hrrm... I have. A few Danes, too. Jutes. Some Thuringians—”

“Alright, alright, enough.” I held up a hand. “No one wants to hear about your gross exploits.” I turned to Mirella. There was no laughter, no joy in her eye. Not even snide amusement. “What is it you want?” I fixed her a look. “I thought you said you and your folk were striking out? I thought I warned you they’re coming for you. I thought you were smart.”

“I fear for my people. Events conspire against us.” Cursing, Mirella eased herself down on an old crate and stretched out her bad leg, massaging it. “Much like everything else.”

“Conspire? How? You struck camp, yeah? Jesus, tell me you struck—”

“Aye, yes.” Mirella nodded. “We’re off the western road now. A mile shy of the Kriegbad Pass. Near the old waystation.”

“Should’ve kept moving. Should’ve gone through.”

“Aye, yes, we should have. But you’d mentioned some strange tracks, had you not? Oddly proportioned, oddly shaped, you had said. Coming from this gadjkano-girl’s cemetery.” She spat like she had a bad taste in her mouth.

“Her grave, but yeah.”

“Yes, well,” Mirella nodded. “My Uncle Nicu disappeared last night.”

“Alright...?” I frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that. Were you close?”

“No, he is a bad man, he is the worst man.” Mirella left the rest unsaid but what she did say she said matter-of-factly, as though describing the weather. “So no, we were not, as you say, close. We were not anything.” She glared at me. “Which hardly sets him apart, but he is an elder, which does. Which means he has a voice. A voice with weight, neh? And my kumpania would not leave without him.”

“Sounds like the kind of bloke made for cutting ties.”

“One of our young boys has gone missing, too.”

I could feel the blood drain from my face. “He go with Uncle Nicu?”

“For certain?” Mirella spat. “I do not know this.”

“Sounds like a yes.”

Mirella rubbed her wrist. “My kumpania sent out a search party. They thought the fool had gotten drunk, wandered off,” Mirella scowled. “They would never listen to me about him, never believe, or if they did, they did not care. One of the men found their tracks heading off the South Road, toward the Green Wall West. And along with them, he found such tracks as you described before.”

“Shit. You see them?”

“No, but he said they were odd, misshapen, traits of man, traits of ... of ‘beast’ for lack of a better word. He could make neither heads nor tails of them, only that they traveled in the same direction as Nicu and the boy.”

“Before them? Or after?”

“He did not know.”

“He follow them?”

“Yes, six of the men went.”

“And...?”

“Only one has returned, but he is,” she touched a fingertip to her temple, “not there now. Simple, you understand? He won’t speak, won’t eat, won’t do anything but stare off toward the lungo drom.”

“The lungo-what?”

“The lungo-drom, the long-road. She is long and arduous and never-ending, and she calls for us all in good time.”




Chapter 32.

My Dearest Pern,

...awaken at night, the taste of blood in my mouth, hair lodged between my teeth, skin under my nails, and a cacophony of echo and image fragmented like shards of leaded glass maelstroming through my mind...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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“HRMM... LOOKS LIKE the place.” Karl knelt by the wayside, running his hand along the ground. About a mile south of the Hangman’s Noose. Near an old crossroads whose ends had atrophied to nigh on nothing a long while past. That’s where the gypsy blokes’d gone off the road. Into the Old Forest. Sunlight still filtered through the treetops, washing the forest floor in waves of rippling orange.

“Yeah.” The path ahead was so overgrown I’d never have seen it if I hadn’t been looking for it. Alright, if Karl hadn’t been looking for it. And I wasn’t keen on the stroll yonder. What would we find? If we were lucky? Maybe four or five gypsy toughs, my old pals, who’d love seeing my mug. Then act accordingly. Thoughts of the chase along the river and the mummer’s masks flickered through my mind.

“Ground’s still soft.” Karl rose. “Too many tracks to ken sense of. Can’t tell the old man’s from the gypsy’s from the ... whatever the hell it is. But fair easy enough to track. For now.”

“Yeah. Well, here goes everything.” I glanced at his axe. “That thing loaded?”

Karl grinned and trudged onward.

The ground was still soft from last night’s rain, and they’d churned a path through the mud, the mushy dead-fall, hacking branches along the way. They’d been hauling fast, arrogant, and with purpose.

I took to the fore, Yolanda in hand, hacking a path where necessary. An old heater in my right hand, bent and worn, was a cross to bear but gave me a little comfort. Ambush was still, if not front and center on my mind, a major player, and since we still didn’t know what we were getting into, the old steel shield felt like prudence personified.

Ideas flashed through my mind. All bad.

I couldn’t shake the feeling this was a trap. Had Mirella sent me here to die? She’d been the only one who’d outwardly shown any regret at Artani’s death. No. His mother Vivandrel had, too, though she’d tried concealing it. Despite her stiff upper lip, I’d seen the way it’d struck her a blow, rocking her, how she’d fought through it in that instant, gripping onto the side of her wagon cause her knees’d gone sour. How she’d looked around, hoping no one’d seen.

Maybe it was just their way. Maybe they all felt the same. Gypsy mores on intermingling with outsiders was all well and good, but I’d have been willing to bet none of the menfolk would turn down a pretty young gadjkano wench if the moment presented itself.

So had Mirella set me up to stride into a kill-box against a squad of gypsy assassins?

Or was it something else?

Was she trying to help?

Cause she wasn’t the damsel in distress type.

“Watch yer head.” Karl trudged behind, his thane-axe slung over his back, his crossbow in hand. The string was back, set, but the bolt he kept in hand. No sense in me sprouting a fifth limb if Karl so much as stumbled. Or sneezed. Or got sick of my jibes.

“Hrrm...” At a clearing, Karl gripped my shoulder. “Hang on.”

I paused, listening to the wind.

“Quiet,” Karl said.

“Yeah.”

No birds sang. No squirrels chittered. No insects buzzed. Just the thing to soothe frayed nerves. The clearing was beautiful. Old knotted pines rose both crooked and sound. An old stone archway rose in the middle of the clearing, two lengths of wall connected to it. Vine and fern had taken it over in force, the green almost engulfing the grey. A gnarly old oak grew from in its midst.

“Roman make?” I whispered.

“Fuckers never made it this far.”

“Gaulish?”

“Who cares?” Karl stalked forth, loading his crossbow and scanning the ground. The ferns brushed past my hips, cool and green. “They came through here.” He glared up. “Then spread out. In a hurry.”

With Karl’s eyes on the prize, I kept mine on the clearing’s edge, the path behind, the ruins. The stonework was well-made, smooth-jointed, practically seamless even given their age. It looked to be a home whose construction had been halted midway rather than one that’d been destroyed. The inside was mostly clear of underbrush owning to the flagstone floor. Moss covered the rock. The oak tree had sprouted somehow, thrived even, pushing flagstones aside, splitting through one in its bid for survival.

I was always impressed by that. How a tree could fissure stone through only time and pressure. Relentless pressure. There was a lesson there.

“Look at this.” I ducked through the arch and laid a hand on the oak.

A small ‘H’ and ‘A’ had been carved low into the trunk. Not too long ago.

“What’s it say?”

“It says, ‘You’re an asshole.’”

“How’d they know?” Karl glowered and made a pass around the ruin’s perimeter.

“Please, everyone knows.”

“Fucking trees...”

“It’s Hilda and Artani’s initials,” I relented. Not much sport in poking fun at someone who can’t read if they’ve not the good graces to be ashamed of it. A smooth bed of moss blanketed the south corner, out of the sun. “Delia said they met here. The ruins.” I ran a hand over the initials. “Maybe a few times.”

“Har. Well, I got that beat.”

“What?”

Karl pointed. “Take a look.”

Just outside the foundation, hidden beneath the bracken, the still layer of verdant fern, up against the cut stone, lay one of the gypsy toughs, his bright striped pants giving him away. A wavy flamberge lay across him.

“Neck’s broke.” Karl turned in a circle.

“How can you tell?”

“Cause he’s looking west, and the rest of him’s facing east.”

“Well, that’ll do it.”

The smooth bracken underbrush tickled at my waist. It was like wading through water. That disconcerting sense of something hidden beneath. Feeling things brush past your legs. Keeping moving, not overthinking it. Hoping it’s nothing. Praying.

“Hrmm...” Karl was on one knee, only the back of his head and shoulders visible above the ferns, studying the corpse. “Like something flung the fucker. Broke him against the wall.”

“Remind you of anything?”

Karl glanced up.

“Blessed memories.”

“Yar.”

We both looked off toward the Green Wall West, the sun hanging just a finger’s breadth above its soft rolling peaks. We both had the same thing in mind.

“Odin’s eye,” Karl growled.

“Yeah. Time flies. Let’s make this quick.” I ducked under the far arch, into the dying sunlight, and found a second gypsy. “Got another one. Dead as yours. Well, part of him, at least.”

“How’s the rest doing?”

“Only time’ll tell.”

“You bring that charm against wolves?” Karl clambered up the stone wall.

“No.”

“Good thinking.”

“Didn’t seem to help its previous owners.”

“Hrrm... Yar. Fair point.” Karl nodded off toward the west. “Someone went that way. Out the clearing. A couple of someones.”

“Your grasp of the language?” I kissed my fingers. “Astounding.”

“You stalling?”

“Me? About what?”

“About going further on.”

“Yeah. Maybe a little.” I hefted my shield. “It a problem?”

Karl rubbed the back of his neck. “Nar. Not so much.”

“Yeah.” I took a breath, steeled myself, or tried to anyway, and stalked onward.

Being brave’s mostly just about giving no heed to consequences. Forgetting they’re there. Denying it. Denying it hard. It’s almost the exact same as being a witless dolt. Only the outcome’s the determiner.

Karl filed in behind as we abandoned the clearing, wending our way down a game trail. Stones the size of oxen lined the wending path, thin white birch trees sprouting from amongst them.

I paused a moment, holding up a hand. “You hear that?”

“Yar.” Karl cupped a hand to his ear. “Sounded like a whimper. A moan.”

“Yeah.” I stepped to a tree, using it to cover my flank.

Karl put his back to mine.

“There.” I pointed.

An old gypsy bloke was halfway up a tree, arms wrapped around a branch, his eyes closed, whimpering, grimacing.

I hopped up on one of the stones then clambered like a mountain goat to the top. Took a look around. Off to the north, I could see a gypsy tough lying with his back up against a tree and another one splayed out beyond. “Got another couple over here.”

“Dead?”

“At the very least.”

“Odin’s eye,” Karl growled up at the treed gypsy, “how long ye been here?”

The gypsy said nothing. He just clung muttering to his branch, licking his lips, staring with numb eyes out over the forest.

“Don’t think he wants to come down,” Karl grunted.

“You want to go up?” I asked.

Karl just gave me a look.

“Yeah, well, me neither.”

“Is ... is it gone?” The old gypsy blinked, hands still wringing the branch, holding on for dear life. He twitched a glance down. “Is it gone?”

“Is what gone?”

The man wiped drool from his chin, sniffed, swallowed. “I don’t know...”

We were making fine progress.

“What happened?” I asked.

In a fugue, the man licked his lips and glanced down. He was old, too old to be climbing trees, that was plain, but it seemed he’d had motivation.

“Should we put a bowl of milk at the bottom?” Karl growled.

I ignored him. “It’s getting dark, and we ain’t staying,” I called up. “Mirella said there’s seven of you out here. We’ve found four. That leaves one and the kid.”

The gypsy blinked.

“Know where the kid is?” I asked.

His hands trembled on the branch.

“What’s your name?” I asked. “Are you Nicu? Uncle Nicu?”

The man looked down, eyes glazed.

“That your name?”

He managed a nod.

“Mirella’s uncle?”

“I-I don’t...” He stretched out his arm, wincing. “What happened? My niece? Mirella, you say?” His eyes bulged. “S-She sent you?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “You’re Uncle Nicu?”

“Yes, thank the lord—”

Karl’s crossbow bolt lodged in Uncle Nicu’s right eye, punching out the back of his skull, pinning him to the papery bark.

I glared at Karl. “Are you fucking serious?”

“What?” Karl pulled back the string on his crossbow, reloading it. “You weren’t gonna do it?”

“Well, yeah, but I was going to jaw with him. Do some digging. Find out what we’re dealing with. Maybe where the kid went.”

“Kid ain’t here.”

“Yeah. We established that, but—”

Karl glared over his shoulder. “Wherever he is better than here. And them gypsy kids are tough. Smart. Savvy’s the word, yar?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “They are that.”

The sky was dark in the east and getting that way toward the west. I set to lighting the lantern.

“I’d rather we didn’t ken what treed him.” Karl leveled the crossbow. “Just hoof it back. Cause if we wait on him to fall, we’ll definitely find out.”

“Don’t want to clamber up? Snatch your bolt? His folk find him...” I left the last unsaid.

“Nar. Heh.” Karl shook his head. “Look.”

With that, Karl’s bolt dislodged and Uncle Nicu slid off the branch, tumbling headfirst to the ground.

“How’d you do that?” I gasped.

“Magic.” Karl waggled his fingers before setting to work tearing his bolt free. “Grimnir’s spear. Broken.” Karl wiped the broken head on Uncle Nicu’s pant leg then tucked it away in his quiver. He’d fashion another shaft and reuse the head.

“Fall looks like it’ll cover our tracks should it come to it.” I scanned the area. Nothing but tree trunk and boulder as far as the eye could see. Which wasn’t far. “You ready?”

Karl straightened, nodded. “Yar.”

Night had descended en mass by the time we were stomping back through the ruins. A wolf howled somewhere off to the west, toward the Green Wall. I paused. “You feel that?”

Karl froze. “Yar, lad, something...?”

We both sensed it. A shift in the silence. A rustle from beneath the green. Something cold.

Then it hit us.




Chapter 33.

My Dearest Pern,

...I murdered them all. Dear lord, it was their hair, their skin, their teeth, their blood...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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THE CHOKING FUME OF grave earth struck like a bolt from Zeus, the Hammer of Thor, the spear of Grimnir. Garbage, maggots, offal. Magnified. Doubled. Tripled. Karl retched and dropped to a knee. Shaking, covering my mouth and nose, I bore the lantern aloft, but in the cool twilight could see only the ruins, the pliant sea of wavering fern, trees leering above, beyond, outstretched branches claw-like and reaching, groping, all around.

Karl righted, wiped his jaw, leveled his crossbow. “Where...?”

“Don’t know.”

Squinting, trying to slow my breathing, fighting back my urgent need to flee, I searched the darkness. “There—”

Something beneath the bracken was tooling for us hard, the sea of fern a dead-calm but for the current of motion bolting directly at us, a wake behind swaying in vestigial motion.

Karl shot, his bolt zipping, thunking into something but allaying nothing.

I clamped a hand on his shoulder, “Inside,” I growled and dragged his arse through the arch and inside the ruin. Stone walls rose low in a half-square, the oak in our midst, the rest open. A sieve to carry water, but free of the bracken. At least we could see.

And the thing, whatever it was, paused outside. Claws, talons, nails — something — scritched along stone as soft feet padded through dirt.

Without a word, we backed up against the oak.

I hung the lantern on a branch, adjusted my grip on my shield.

Karl squinted up into the branches. “Worked for Uncle Nicu.”

“You first,” I stepped before him, “you’re part ape, anyway.”

Karl grabbed a low-hanging branch and hauled himself up, flinging a boot skyward and clambering up with all the finesse of a dockyard drunkard crawling up his front stairs.

“Here.” I stepped under him, his flailing boot finding my shoulder, using it as a step.

“Rrrg...”

A howl rent the night air, so loud I dropped Yolanda to cover my ears. “Fuck!” Deaf, staggered, reeling, and biting back my own mouthful of puke, I lurched down for her, fingers brushing her hilt, dimly aware of Karl above, him shouting but it coming out muted, opaque, on another plane of existence.

Then something blasted me off my feet.

Pop! Pop! Pop! went the rings of my mail shirt, letting go in quick succession as I was dragged kicking and swearing and thrashing across the flagstone floor, head bouncing off stone, dirt, out into the bracken, fronds lashing my face, watching as the lantern light shrank, dimming with distance, disappearing behind a wave of laced silhouette.

The thing hauled me to a stop.

Ringing silence. I spat dirt. A wavy light of distant halo coalesced from blur to some semblance of sight. I ripped a dagger from my belt, slashed out blind, splitting flesh, notching bone. I hacked, gripped hair, stabbed again and again and again.

The thing didn’t react.

Each punch of the dagger.

Each oath. Each curse. Each scream.

Nothing.

It simply latched onto me, contorted claws worrying in, sharp teeth gripping my mail, steel bending, yielding, squealing in protest as the thing ripped me off the ground, weightless an instant, then slammed me back down.

It was half my size, thrice my strength.

I lost my dagger, my shield, my balance, reached for another blade — couldn’t, so I gripped a fistful of fern stalks, ripping through my palms as it lifted me again and hurled me bouncing, rolling across the soft undergrowth.

I blinked, puked, rubbed my head, drooled. Like some hero of old.

The moon seeped past a cloud and shone above, lighting the sea from a muted blue to a swathe of gleaming chrome. The creature, the thing, the monstrosity, stood in silhouette above me. A malformed amalgam of man and beast. No, woman and beast. But I was addled hard, seeing double, triple, God, all in a skewed cacophony as I lay crumpled in a heap.

Wide cyclopean eyes simmered with cold smolder. Too big for its skull. 

What the hell was it?

Jesus. I could barely more.

Claws reached out, long, thin, jags of translucent razor.

No heat. No life. No pupil. Just hate and void—

Thunk! A crossbow bolt lodged in its right eye, torqueing its head back, blasting matter out the back of its misshapen skull. The thing didn’t so much as twitch. Didn’t so much as whimper. It just stood there, turning its head, watching numbly as Karl pounded through the undergrowth.

Dimly, I was aware of him yelling, him shouting, him tossing Yolanda my way and her slapping me hard across the face. She fell to the ground as Karl leapt forth, thane-axe wrenched back two-handed over his head and struck, knocking the thing rolling through the undergrowth.

“Get up, lad!”

I heard it, understood it, nodded in reply, but did nothing.

The thing crouched down on all fours, bolt piercing its skull, stalking circular, lips peeled back over black gums sprouting long teeth, gleaming, one eye shining unearthly bright. Karl circled, his thane-axe out in the long guard, halberd-style, using the protruding toe-hook to ward it off.

“Lad!” Karl growled. “Get up. Snap out of it, get off yer arse!”

I blinked, nodded, finally reacted.

I scrambled for Yolanda, felt a flurry of movement from behind, heard Karl yell, “Duck—” so I dropped as the thing gnashed at me, and Karl caught it under the chin with a thrust, the haft of his thane-axe bending as it dug in with all fours and drove him back and onto his heels.

“Odin’s eye!”

It didn’t stop driving forward, impaling itself, forcing the toe-hook deeper and deeper into its throat with every step as I shook loose the marbles from my skull, blinked back the blurry doppelgangers and clambered after. Karl stumbled back on his heels, was on his arse as the thing forced him over the low wall. In the moonlight, Karl’s steel bolt gleamed from out the back of its skull.

“Come on, you bastard!” I screamed.

Drool coursing from its maw, the thing turned back as I crashed forth, swinging Yolanda in a white arc, taking its legs off below the knee, dropping it solid. But still it came, scrambling after me all low and crippled and horrid and weird.

Teeth snapped and black tongue lolled.

I hacked at its misshapen lupine head, snapping the bolt as Karl hammered its flank, knocking it prone.

Still, its clawed arms flailed, raking for my face, its severed stumps kicking, flicking ichor.

“Watch it!” Karl yelled.

I batted a claw aside and drove Yolanda through its chest, pinning it to the ground, still flailing, still reaching, just shy of my face. Jaws and teeth gleaming, black tongue slavering, one eye glaring hatred, the other naught but the broken butt of a crossbow bolt tap, tap, tapping against Yolanda’s fouled blade. “Kill the bloody thing!”

Karl raised his axe overhead as I bore my weight down on Yolanda. The thing gnashed, gripping the blade, severing its fingers, trying to force itself free.

“Forget it,” I snapped at Karl, “Rrrrrg... Go get the lantern. Oil. A pyre. We need to burn this fucking thing.”

“What is it?”

I glared down at the horror, the monstrosity, and spat grit from my mouth. “It’s Hilda.”




Chapter 34.

To Edgar,

...was not my child. I bore it for a time and our paths diverged long after. I felt no bond, no kinship, no love. Indeed, it was cursed from the outset and paid in full for the deficiencies of its sires’ lack of...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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I FELL BACK TO MY ARSE, cursing, smearing salt and sweat and blood and tears from my eyes, the bale-fire light christening the coming twilight of early dawn when the dead thing finally stopped living. Or un-living. A charred husk, skin split and cracked, teeth grinning black. Hilda. Part girl. Part demon-wolf. All corpse. All wrong. All so horribly, horribly wrong.

The old oak at my back was the sole thing keeping me upright. I’d puked up what was left in my stomach hours ago. And Karl? He leaned against the ruin wall, chin tucked into his chest, hugging his thane-axe like a baby, all tuckered out, snoring lightly.

She, no, It.

It hadn’t gone easy. Hadn’t gone quiet.

It...

It had the body of a young girl in some aspects, but in others? It were as though something horrid had burst through her skin, contorting her form, her very bones, twisting them, remolding them, deforming them. Some hulking monstrosity had commandeered a leg, an arm, half her face. The other half? Beautiful. Young. Gone. Her spine had contorted, huge and knobby halfway down her neck then again further down. Some of her fingers were short and pink and human. The others? Some parody of hulking claw, talons as long as my fingers.

We’d pinned the thing down, all our weight pressing into Yolanda and Karl’s thane-axe as we dowsed it with oil, trying not to dowse ourselves. Staking it down. Hammering with rock and epithet and oath. Her thrashing, smashing, ripping at the earth all the while, her malformed, axe-hacked head nearly inside out, skin avulsed, bone showing, teeth chattering, broken jaw jabbering as it burned, writhed, howled.

It echoed for miles.

We stood guard over it, watching the ripple of cleansing flame, making sure the work was done. Done for good. Done for bad. Just done.

Jesus...

And when it stopped thrashing, finally, we added the dead gypsies to the pyre for good measure. And a whole hell of a lot of dead-fall, too. It kept me from shivering. From the cold, at least.

I killed the last of my canteen, mouth agape, waiting on that last drip, begging for more, begging to wash away the ash of charred corpse covering my lips, my tongue, scaling the back of my throat.

My ears were buzzing, my mind in a fog.

As such, I barely noticed when they came.

One by one, silent as death’s black caul, they strode up the game trail and into the clearing, the flashing colors of their garb muted by the darkness, but in the rippling glow of firelight, in sharp contrast to the greens and browns and shadows of the Old Forest. Artani’s mother lead the procession. Vivandrel. A dented hat sat crooked atop her head, her pipe clenched between her teeth, a determined look in her eye as she waddled into the clearing.

I kicked Karl in the leg. “Hey, stupid.”

Karl cracked an eye. “Yar...?”

“Company.”

“Mighta been better knowing afore they came.”

“Yeah, well, you can’t have everything.”

“Can’t have nothing’s more like it.”

“You can have all the nothing you can stomach, and then some.” I watched as the entire camp, what was left of it, stalked into the clearing. I nodded at his crossbow. “Let’s hope you don’t need it.”

“Yar.” Karl pushed himself to his feet. “I’m switching sides if we do.”

“Think they’ll take me, too?”

“Ye ain’t getting my vote.”

“Where are our men?” Vivandrel extracted the pipe from her mouth and stood akimbo.

I met her in the middle of the clearing, offering a glance back toward the fire. It was plain what had happened. What was burning. We hadn’t exactly hid the fact. Six men lumped willy-nilly atop a pyre, skulls gleaming horrid through the smoke, the void, the flames.

A gypsy bloke, the blacksmith, stomped to the fore, finger pointed my way, hand on his saber hilt, cursing in Romani.

“Go back, you ingrate.” Vivandrel gnashed her teeth and shoved him back. “Let the gadjkano speak.” She held up a hand. “Let us all hear, every one, only then shall we cast judgment.”

Folk kept filtering in, one by one, old and young. Mirella arrived near last, just before a wizened old crone hobbled in, bent as an old shepherd’s crook. They formed a half-moon around the ruin, rimming the edge of the clearing in grim stares and lantern light.

Karl stood at my back, his loaded crossbow in hand, plain and clear.

“Speak, Krait.” Vivandrel’s gaze flitted to the pyre burning beyond the ruin. “Tell us what this is. Tell us what happened.”

“I was told your men found tracks,” I said. “Strange ones. Ones similar to those I’d found north of here. In Untheim. At the grave of Artani’s ... of a young girl.”

“Who told you?” the blacksmith demanded.

Vivandrel stabbed a stubby finger into his chest. “Shah! Shah!”

The blacksmith sneered but silenced. His hand never left the grip of his sword. I noticed a few other blokes stricken by the same condition. Karl did, too. I could hear him behind, grumbling, taking station at the ruin’s front door. Wasn’t the Krak de Chevaliers, but it’d cover our flanks. Give us a few moments extra of pants-shitting terror before they flanked us and shot us all to holy hell. And that was being optimistic.

“Please, Krait,” Vivandrel took a long pull on her pipe, “continue.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I jabbered on about the hunt. The battle. The aftermath. I left out the part where Karl murdered Uncle Nicu. Figured the better part of valor was crooked diplomacy. Either way, he was as dead as the rest, and we’d added him to the pyre right alongside Hilda. Karl’d smashed his skull for good measure, in the unlikely event someone wanted to get overly curious concerning the probable cause of his death. It seemed unlikely, but stranger things had happened, and fair recent. When I finished my sad, sordid tale, I stood there, hand on Yolanda’s hilt, and waited.

Vivandrel beckoned behind.

A pair of matrons guided a young man limping forward, timid as a mouse, eyes wide, staring, far-seeing, some occult horror playing out in his mind and before his eyes.

“Did you hear this gadjkano’s story?” Vivandrel demanded.

The man just stared, goggle-eyed, wavering.

“Is that what happened to you?” Vivandrel smacked him on the shoulder. “Blink! Wake. Move. Do something!”

Swallowing, the man offered a disjointed nod, like maybe he was afraid his head might fall off. “Yes,” was all he said.

“And where is this monstrosity now?” the blacksmith puffed up his chest. “Neh? Where is it?”

“Mormacar, silence your tongue.” Vivandrel pointed toward the flames “How many of our men are there? Tell me, Krait.”

“All of them.”

A woman scrambled forth from the jury and gripped Vivandrel, hissing in her ear.

“Her son is missing as well, neh?” Vivandrel’s eyes lighted toward the fire. “Is ... Is he there? A boy of ten? His name is Besnick.”

“A boy? No. We didn’t find him.”

The woman collapsed to her knees in relief. Or grief. Or some amalgam of the two.

I caught Mirella’s face, an emotionless mask swathed in rippling firelight.

Mormacar stomped forth. “Again, I say, where is this monstrosity?”

I nodded toward the pyre. “At the bottom.”

“Why should we believe you?” Mormacar demanded.

“Why should I give a fuck if you do or don’t?”

Karl shifted behind.

“I want to see with my own eyes.” Mormacar thrust his chest out. “I demand it.”

I held out a hand. “So get to work.”

Mormacar sucked on his teeth a moment. “Walther! Nuzi!” He turned. “Bring me a stout branch. A long one. Forked. Quick, quick!”

Two of the older children scrambled off into the forest, returning a short while after with a long thick, two-tined branch. Mormacar, shaking his head and muttering to himself, set to trimming the twigs off it with a long knife. He left one side long. A handle. The other he trimmed down to nearly nothing. A hook.

Vivandrel watched on, chewing the stem of her empty pipe while the crowd hunkered forth in wide-eyed silence.

Mormacar set about digging through the fire with the makeshift gaff, embers swarming as he pulled aside immolating corpses, a handkerchief pulled up over his nose and mouth bandit-style.

I was nearly at the point of boredom, practically snoozing on my feet when a collective gasp burst from the crowd. Swearing, Mormacar levered a charred skull free from the bottom of the pile.

Vivandrel made some occult sign as the monstrosity rolled free. Long canine teeth careened down one half of its misshapen jaw. It looked like something part-human, part-animal, and the other part...?

I had no idea.

Mormacar dropped his stick and stumbled away, signing a ward of protection, the crowd fast dispersing, hustling back down the game trail. Only Mirella was left standing before the pyre, flames dancing in her eyes.

“What is it?” I asked.

“That,” Mirella nodded down at Hilda’s charred skull, “is a most sad state of affairs.”

“Feels like a bit of an understatement.”

“Aye, yes.” Mirella nodded. “It seems we have a werewolf on the loose.”




Chapter 35.

To Edgar,

...in my weaker moments, I wonder what life would have been had I chosen otherwise, and I wonder often what name you have given her...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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“A DARK PALL OF MURDER and magic and mayhem hangs once more over the auspices of Untheim, a funerary shroud leeching all the strength, all the air, all the life from its good folk.” Hargin’s voice echoed through the church hall. He pursed his lips, considering the visage of each person gathered in attendance. Hargin’s overall visage? He looked like the personification of a funerary shroud worn through to near translucence. “Sir Luther, if you would please, tell the council what transpired. Tell them what you saw.” Muscles in his jaw flexed, and his voice nearly cracked. “T-Tell them what you told me.”

It was a meeting of the minds inside the Church of the Holy Helper, Our Lady of Lightning, Saint Barbara, patron saint of miners, and all the high hats in town were in attendance, gathered at a table set before the altar. The Lord-Father. Sister Pernicia. Sir Bardin. A fair lot of the lower folk populated the church’s pews. The guild heads of the weavers, the brewers, the masons. Some shop owners. The proprietors of the Three Moons Tavern and the apothecary. The foreman of the mine, Badger — I never did catch his name — was here, too, covered in dust, a couple of his workmen seated nervously by his side. And not a one looked pleased.

“Yeah. Sure.” I rose from the pew, cleared my throat, took a breath. I was no fan of jawing before an audience, but this? It’d be no skin off my nose. The before, though? Sitting down and telling Hargin what had happened? And Petra? Watching their reactions. Seeing their skin blasted off in desiccated flakes til naught was left but gleaming skull? Jesus. Then waiting for them to answer my final question. To tell me if I could go ahead with my plan? My ill-formed, arse-backwards plan? Pouring salt in their open wounds would’ve been a fair comparison.

“Well,” I licked my lips, “it seems Untheim has a werewolf problem.”

A furor burst from the seats, folk launching up, yelling, pointing, cursing.

“We knew this was happening!” a miner shouted.

“Again? God damn—”

“Quiet, please—” the Lord-Father’s voice was lost amid the madness.

“Our neighbor’s son was mauled—”

“The harvest fair will be—”

“Silence!” the Lord-Father pounded the table with his gavel. Sir Bardin rose by his side, he and his guards in full battle regalia a bold bit of punctuation to his decree. “Silence, I say! Sit down and be quiet. Let the man finish. Let the man prove his words.” He fixed me a hard glare. “For they are incendiary words, Sir Luther, make no mistake, and the burden of proof lies heavy upon your brow.”

“A werewolf’s what killed Hilda,” I said.

More furor. More yelling.

“You said it was the gypsy scum!”

“Fuck your bloody—”

“Silence!” The Lord-Father banged his gavel. “Allow the man to speak. Sir Luther, what proof have you to offer?”

“Hilda’s my proof. She ... it, killed six gypsy men.” I glanced at Karl, sitting by my side. Figured the math was close enough. Hargin’s head was in his hands. “Along with three guards, Guillem, Willem, and, uh ... Flint. We tracked the thing south of the Noose. To some ruins west of the road. The Cassorwicke Road. That’s where we found the bodies. The gypsies.” I glanced around, gauging reactions. They didn’t start hurling rocks. So there was that. “That’s where it attacked us.”

I told them what happened, how it happened. Why it happened, though? Well, that was leagues beyond my limited ken.

“Then where’s the one wot killed Hilda?” someone asked.

“Yah, where’s the—?”

“Well, that’s one of the big questions.” I looked around the room, at the blank faces, the slack jaws, the narrow eyes squinting in suspicion. “Where? And who?”

“Sir Luther!” The Lord-Father bolted up and smashed his fist against the table. “As I said, incendiary claims require extraordinary proof, would you not agree? Yet, you bandy about with tales of Hilda’s corpse burrowing from out of the grave-earth?” The Lord-Father stammered. “That — That the corpse of a fifteen-year-old girl revivified itself, that it murdered near a dozen men and, Lord grant me light, to do so before her own sire.”

“Hargin ain’t afraid of truth, my lord,” I said. “Not like some.”

“Why, I’ll have you—”

“My lord,” Hargin raised his head. “Sir Luther and I have spoken. I’ll not claim what he says is not a stake through my heart, my very soul, but what he says is truth. What he says is for the good of all.”

“You’re grief-stricken, old friend.” The Lord-Father took in the room. “No doubt there’s some falling out amongst the gypsy rabble, some murderous internal struggle, a civil war, perhaps, but on a less-grand scale.” His eyes bulged as he laid his gaze upon Sir Bardin. “I thought they were to be taken care of? I thought they were to be ... relocated.”

“They’d already relocated, Lord-Father.” Sir Bardin seethed. “Their encampment had moved by the time we arrived. It seemed a hasty, slapdash affair. Much was left strewn behind. Perhaps,” his little swine eyes found mine, “they garnered word somehow.”

Folk started jabbering again.

“Now, if you are quite done, Sir Luther,” the Lord-Father scowled, “we shall remand your ridiculous claims to the—”

“I have proof,” I called out. “The extraordinary proof for my incendiary claims.”

The hall fell silent.

“And, pray tell, where lies this proof?” the Lord-Father demanded.

“Outside.” I took a breath. “I brought Hilda’s remains. To re-inter her. But, I thought perhaps there might be some disbelief from the council. And the good folk. And rightfully so. So I thought it prudent to bring them here as proof. With Hargin’s permission, of course.”

Hargin raised a flask in his quivering hand and took a swig.

I didn’t blame him.

“They’re — she’s outside. The back of my wagon.” I held a hand toward the front doors. More furor from the gallery. Some bolted from their seats and hustled out in a bid to see the horrid truth. Others prayed. Some cast evil glares. A great many. “And I’d add that the gypsy, Artani, as well as the guards slain, should be cremated as well. Immediately.”

“Sir Bardin,” the Lord-Father blanched, “if you would?”

I sat back down as the council chattered fiercely amongst themselves. Sir Bardin rose from his seat and marched down the aisle and out the front doors.

Hargin took another drink.

“Might want to take a walk,” I told him.

“Nay, I ... I should be here.”

“You should be at home. With your wife. Not watching this shit-show.”

“And what do you know about wives? About family?” Hargin’s eyes blazed. “You who dally with gypsy slatterns.”

“My wife’s dead, Hargin. And my children? The same. Everything I have in this world you see before you.”

“I-I thought you said—”

“Yeah. I say a lot. And sometimes it’s just easier to say a little. Easier than dredging up the past. Old memories. Easier for folk to think what they’re gonna think than relive the past...”

“I ... I, forgive me, I am sorry.” Hargin blinked slowly. “I-I’ll leave when I can take Hilda with me, Sir Luther, and not a moment before. I’ll not abandon her. Not again.”

I laid a hand on his shoulder.

The council froze, and the chamber silenced as the First-Sword of Untheim entered, striding up the aisle. He approached the table, a large sack cradled in his arms, and offered a curt bow to the Lord-Father. They spoke low and at length. A hissed exchange and Sir Bardin placed the sack on the table and held it open, followed by a chorus of horrified gasps.

“S-Sir Luther.” The Lord-Father glared into the bag, then at me, then back into the bag. “I-I stand c-corrected. Yet, forgive me, Hargin, it appears more like some creature of the pit, of Hades, of unlife, rather than a-a werewolf.”

“Yeah. I’ve no idea about any of this shit.” I scratched my beard. “I was told that folk felled by werewolves are doomed to walk the earth, night after night, trying to sate their endless hunger. To wrought death and despair upon the living.”

The Lord-Father licked his lips. “Told by whom?”

“The gypsies.”

“And we’re to believe this from them?” the Lord-Father demanded. “Those who come and steal our goods, who burrow into our lands like ticks on a hound, taking what rightfully is ours?”

The council erupted, folk shouting, screaming, casting jibe and threat.

“Look. I’ve never dealt with a real werewolf before.” I turned to the crowd. “Usually it’s some shit-head murderer who doesn’t like shaving and runs around killing folk. But this? This is the real deal.”

They quieted at that.

“Even so, how are you certain that this ... this,” the Lord-Father crossed himself, “forgive me, Hargin, this abomination of all that is natural and good and warped into something of darkness and hate, is the werewolf?”

“It ain’t. It’s Hilda. And she was killed by a werewolf, yeah? So that?” I nodded toward the sack of charred bones. “She came back as ... as something different. Something restless. Something undead.”

“A revenant,” Hargin groaned.

“Yeah, one of those.”

“Sir Bardin, see that the gypsy, as well as the corpses of Willem, Guillem, and Flint, are cremated. As Sir Luther said.”

“Aye, my lord.” Sir Bardin bowed and strode out, a pair of guards in his wake.

“Ahem, well,” the Lord-Father rose to his feet as others gathered back inside, retaking their seats, “it seems we may, indeed, have an issue.”

Folk rose from their seats, spouting questions, accusations, nonsense.

“Nay, nay! The harvest festival shall certainly continue,” the Lord-Father bellowed. “We-we shall address the issue. I decree that the town’s gates shall be closed and locked and under guard from sundown to sunup from this day forth. I think it prudent that you good folk adjourn now. Go home, be with your loved ones, lock your doors and pray.”




Chapter 36.

To Edgar,

...a bounty has been placed upon your head for the atrocity, the atrocities, you have committed. You must flee, you must run, you must hide...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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IT TOOK A LONG WHILE for the good folk to settle down, ask their questions, and finally filter out, leaving only the high hats at the long table. And me.

“Sister Pernicia,” the Lord-Father turned, “you and the goodly sisters and orphans of Saint Helena’s are, of course, welcome to seek refuge inside the gates of Untheim. We’ll relocate a great many—”

“Pardon?” Sister Pernicia recoiled. “Nay, the convent walls are tall, they are hale, and they are blessed.”

“Sister, there is no time—”

“I assure you, our defenses are intact against such demonic forces.” Sister Pernicia cast a glare down the long table. “Against such worldly matters, though? The infallibilities and foibles of mankind? I’d not dare open our defenses to such things.”

“Now, hear me, Sister—” the Lord-Father smote the table.

“Lord-Father. Good Sister. Please.” Hargin muscled himself up from his chair. “I ... I would speak.”

Both quieted an instant, the air between them sizzling with mutual contempt.

“Something must be done, some action taken, some plan set in motion. This,” Hargin’s trembling hand fell upon the bag full of Hilda’s remains, “cannot be allowed to happen again.”

“Is it not patently clear,” Sister Pernicia nodded, “that this beast must be hunted down and slaughtered?”

“Clear, yeah,” I said. “But clear ain’t tantamount to simple, or easy, or certain.”

“Be that as it may, Sir Luther,” the Lord-Father formed the holy triumvirate of glares bearing down upon me, “I sense we are, in this, all of a similar mind. Asylum. Haeskenburg. We’ve all heard tales of your exploits in such matters.”

“You call them exploits?” I said. “Then you heard it wrong. You heard it all wrong.”

“Aye, we’ve heard,” he plowed on, oblivious, “and now with our own eyes we have seen. Outside the very gates of Saint Helena’s, and as you have said...” His eyes fell to the bag of charred bones. “Aye, indeed. A justiciar, a man who hunts men. A hero, a man who hunts monsters.”

“Hero? Jesus, talk to my wife. My kids. Talk to anyone who’s known me more than a minute.”

“Perhaps not the hero we want, but the hero we need, no?” The Lord-Father stroked his beard. “And who better to stalk that most insidious of old night horrors that hides by day as man and hunts by night as monster?”

“Someone else,” I said. “Anyone else.”

“There is no one else, Sir Luther.”

“What about Sir Bardin?” I kept at it. I’d battle like a rabid bastard to flee. “He’s the First-Sword of Untheim. Shouldn’t the duty and honor fall to him?”

“Sir Bardin shall be consumed with the defense of Untheim Proper.”

“While I’ll be consumed by a bloody werewolf, yeah?”

“Oh, I knew your blood ran thin,” Sister Pernicia laughed, turning to the others. “I knew it. A knight? A hero, you say? Nay. A jape, a joke, a jest, and a paltry one at that. A soulless suit of empty armor. I thank you, Sir Luther, for proving my thoughts just.”

“You’re welcome.”

Sister Pernicia started gathering her things. “You’re nothing more than a coward and a bully and a fraud.”

“Yeah. You’re right,” I said. “Can I go now?”

“Sir Luther, please!” The Lord-Father smote the table. It was a wonder he hadn’t worn a hole through the bloody thing. “Our community needs a skilled hunter, and you and your compatriot fit the bill. Would you turn your back on us in our darkest hour?”

“Weren’t you just getting ready to stretch my neck the other day?” I deadpanned.

“Untheim needs you.” The Lord-Father plowed onward. “We need you. Have we not as a community embraced you? Has Lady Mary not found succor within the walls of Saint Helena’s? Have not the two orphans who traveled with you found succor as well?” His eyes narrowed. “The two orphans whose parents died in ... where was it? Asylum? Haeskenburg? And under what circumstances? Mysterious, at best, I should say. I assume they were given good Christian burials, but no one has ever really spoken about who they were. Who they are. What they were about, their manner, their creed. Nay, no one has delved deeply into such nebulous matters.”

“It was out of your jurisdiction.”

“As a lord?” the Lord-Father nodded. “Aye, yes, you are right. But as a man of God? My jurisdiction knows no bounds. And my zeal for justice?” He leaned forward over the table. “Inexhaustible.”

Jesus. Fuck. Strings pulled like a marionette, I plunked back down. “So you want me to hunt down a bloody fucking werewolf?”

“So it would seem.”

I wiped my mouth, swore beneath my breath, then above it, and glared at Hargin. “You said ‘once more,’ yeah?”

“Eh...?” Hargin stared at the bag of bones. His eyes hadn’t left it. Couldn’t leave it. “What—?”

“You said a pall of murder and magic hang ‘once more’ over Untheim. Meaning this has happened before, yeah? You’ve dealt with werewolves before?”

Sister Pernicia shifted in her chair.

“Aye.” Hargin looked down, away, his hand clutching that bag. “That ... that we have.”

“When?”

Hargin frowned. “It has been some fifteen years, give or take, I should think.”

“And who handled it last time?”

“Handled...?”

“Yeah. Handled. Who hunted the fucker down?”

The Lord-Father cleared his throat. “The First-Sword of—”

I threw up my hands. “If Sir Bardin’s done this before—”

“Nay, nay, it was Sir Edgar, Sir Bardin’s predecessor.”

“And what happened to him?”

The three of them blinked in unison.

“What happened?” I repeated.

“He recanted his knightly vows, his oaths, and became an outlaw.”

“And...?” I could tell there was an ‘and’. I had feeling it was a big one.

“And there were rumors that he became that which he hunted, that he became a werewolf.”

“Are you fucking serious?”

Hargin managed a nod. “There was trouble for a time, but then it ... it passed.”

“Passed?” I said. “That a euphemism for something that means the opposite?”

“Nay, Sir Luther,” the Lord-Father said. “But, there have been rumors, yes, about him for quite some time.”

“What’s that mean? ‘Quite some time?’”

“For years now...”

“Let me guess, nigh on fifteen years?”

The Lord-Father twitched a nod.

“What the hell?” I said. “Why wait til now?”

“Er... It seems Edgar comes and he goes. Folk claim to see him from time to time on the road to Herhoff, yet months, years, pass when none claim seeing him. He’s become something of a legend.”

“Something of a legend...?” I said. “For what? Killing folk?”

“Edgar was a good man,” Hargin said.

“Please,” Sister Pernicia scoffed, “as though there were such an animal, and amongst the chaff to brandish him? Nay.”

The Lord-Father held out a hand. “The good prioress’s opinion on Edgar, and men in general, is not subject to debate. But, please, Sister, proceed. You were of an age with Edgar growing up, were you not? Possibly you were acquaintances? Please, elucidate us.”

Sister Pernicia quivered white with fury then stood. “I never knew the man. I never knew the boy.” She strode down the aisle. “I knew only the wolf.”

I stepped aside.

Sister Pernicia didn’t stop.

The door slammed behind her.

The Lord-Father turned to Hargin. “Has your goodly wife ever mentioned Edgar? Or the two of them?”

“Nay, we’ve never truly spoken on the subject.” Hargin ran a mitt over his bald pate. “I find that a successful marriage entails the skirting of certain subjects from time to time.”

“Like your sister-in-law’s werewolf ex-lover?” I asked.

“Eh...” Hargin blanched. “Of course, I’ve heard the same rumors concerning the two of them we all have, but they are simply that, rumors. And if they had a tryst as a young man and woman? What man and woman have not?”

“You said Edgar was a good man?” I said. “You knew him?”

“Yes,” Hargin said, “I’ve known him since he was a boy.”

The Lord-Father nodded. “A good man, aye. Fastidious, brave, tireless, with a fair sense of judge and justice. I knighted him after the Battle of Prus, a small sordid affair. He had saved my life there, more than once, I admit, and for that, upon a hillock at dawn overlooking the sea, I named him First-Sword of Untheim.”

“Very rousing,” I deadpanned. “What were his duties?”

“The same as are Sir Bardin’s. Defense of the town was his main purview, of course. And, if the Emperor were conducting warfare, Edgar, Sir Edgar, would levy the men, the supplies, and often lead the sortie in my stead.”

“How’d he gain the moniker ‘the Cruel?’”

The Lord-Father pressed his lips together. “It was some fifteen years past, not long after you took office, was it not, Hargin?”

“Yes, my lord, mere months. He had come back from campaigning in the south and revisited his duties here, but the man I had come to know was changing. A black temper had taken him over, possessed him, consumed him. It happened so quickly.”

“What happened next?”

“He rescinded his position as First-Sword.”

“He say why?”

Hargin and the Lord-Father glanced at one another.

“Ahem...” Hargin cleared his throat. “Edgar’s family was murdered, his wife, his children, and it was widely believed him to be culprit.”




Chapter 37.

My Dearest Pern,

...our child was a girl and she was wonderful. I named her Suzi after your blessed mother.

Please, in your lighter moments, of which I ken there are few, say a prayer for her and wish some modicum of solace...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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“PACK YOUR SHIT,” I barked, strolling over the knoll, past the target, “we’re blowing town.”

Lady Mary’s back bent as she gripped the crossbow string and set a pulley over the string. A quick breath and she straightened, keeping her foot on the stirrup, using her legs and back and spanning-belt to lever the string back, and when it was, she clicked it into place.

“Now wasn’t that easier?” I said.

Lady Mary ignored me pointedly as she set a bolt in the groove. “Who told you?”

“Huh?” I raised an eyebrow. “Who told me what?”

Lady Mary grimaced. “That Sister Pernicia demanded I vacate the premises. I have until sundown.”

“Oh...?” My stomach fell. Seemed my comment to the good sister concerning Lady Mary’s loose lips might’ve hit a bullseye. “She say why?”

“She alluded to me ‘sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong.’” She sighed. “I presume she got wind of my questions regarding her and this Edgar fellow.”

“I’m sorry.” I swallowed. “I never should’ve asked you to—”

“No, Sir Luther, it was in the name of a good cause.” She shook her head, scowling up at the sky. “Were that I had been more adroit, softer spoken, in my efforts.”

“Look, I know you were ready to hang your hat here,” I said. “We’ll find another place. A better place.”

“Yes well, the devil you know, though, as they say.” She licked her lips and bit back a curse. “You’re here early.”

“Yeah. My wagon’s packed and ready. Got a decent horse, too.”

“And what about the children?” Lady Mary asked.

“What? They’ll come with us. I mean, would the good sister even allow them to stay?”

“I asked her the same question.”

“Why?”

“Because I felt I should. Because I felt I should act in their best interests in all things. And to answer your question, Sister Pernicia said my transgressions should not affect their future. She said she would leave the decision to them.”

“Fuck that.”

“In this, I believe Sister Pernicia is correct. I think we should put it to them, allow them some ability to shape their own futures, their own destinies.”

“They’re kids.”

“But they are not yours, and they are not mine. No, wait.” She held up a hand. “I care for them, yes. Judas Priest, I care for them a great deal, perhaps even as if they were my very own, but ... I am not their mother. I am not their kin. I have not the right to mold their futures.”

“They respect you. They love you. You’re all they’ve got.”

“And what if they should wish to stay?”

“Without you?” I shook my head. “Joshua never would.”

“He would if Sarah agreed.”

“And you think she would?”

“I don’t know. That’s why we need to ask.”

“Screw that. We’ll tell them we’re going to find their kin.”

“If that’s true, you should have a plan, something to explain to them, something that has a future for them. Something that is not the endless road.”

“The lungo drom.”

“The what?”

“Nothing.” I grimaced. “I just said it though, yeah? The plan. We’ll head to Marienburg. North. Along the River Innerste. They have an uncle there. Benjamin, yeah?”

“Marienburg? Marienburg is at the heart of the plague and the Teutonic Knights and their endless warfare. Would that be a proper place for children? Even if their uncle yet draws breath? And we don’t know that he does. And we don’t even know him. I recall Abraham speaking of him, but it had been as though in a fever dream. And Ruth...? She said it had been years since she’d even heard from Benjamin.”

“Jesus.” She had a point. Even if their Uncle Benjamin was still alive. Would he want to raise the kids? Would he have the money? The will? The ability? And Marienburg... It was a long way off. North through Haeskenburg and Turoc. Through countless leagues and endless backwaters of the empire. “You talk to them about conversion?”

“We spoke, yes, and at length, and neither believes it to be what Abraham or Ruth — God rest their souls — would have desired.”

“And what do they want?”

“Now you concern yourself with what they desire?”

“If it sways my argument? Then yeah, absolutely.”

“Of course.” Lady Mary frowned. “All I know is they wish to honor their parents in all things that they do.”

“Well, good luck on that one.”

“Yes, terrible, I know,” she deadpanned. “They’re both intelligent, kind, and thoughtful. Their parents raised them well and would have wished them to not only survive but also flourish.”

“Flourish...?” I stared off to the east, the direction we’d been heading since we’d left Asylum. Away from the big cities. The Empire. Towards the steppes and the Golden Horde and Horse-Lords of Asia. Towards nothing but more land. More travel. More nothing. “Who the hell flourishes, nowadays?”

“There is a fine school here.” Slowing her breath, Lady Mary took aim at the target. “They’re both continuing their studies, both growing, both excelling. Abraham and Ruth would have wanted them continuing their educations, broadening their minds, learning the classics.” She squeezed the trigger and the bolt jumped, burying itself a hand’s breadth from center.

“Christian classics or Jewish?”

“New Testament...? Old? I see no reason they cannot learn both. Obviously, here, they’ll be tutored in the Christian side of things, but when they are of age? What’s to prevent them from steeping themselves in the tenets of Jewish tradition?”

“I don’t like Sister Pernicia,” I said. “And I don’t trust her.”

Lady Mary trudged forth toward the target. “And I believe the feeling is mutual, at the very least.”

“What do you know about her? Even if it were an option, would you trust them with her?”

Lady Mary threw a foot up on the bottom of the target, bowed her back, and wiggled a bolt free. “I would. She’s a hard woman, a cold one, too, perhaps, but she is one by necessity, and she has a code. Yes, I believe she would do right by them.”

I licked my lips. “Alright.”

“I must gather my things.” Lady Mary inserted the bolt into her quiver at her hip. “Sadly, it shan’t take long.”

“Where are you staying?”

“I don’t know. The Three Moons is full and—”

“You can sleep in my room.”

Lady Mary scowled. “Sir Luther, your incessant—”

“Relax. I’ll double up with Karl. He likes to spoon.”

“Oh...” She fingered her hook hand. “Well, in that case, I thank you, Sir Luther.”

I waved her off. “Got any money?”

Lady Mary nodded. “A few of the sisters pitched in with monies they’ve squirreled away over the years. I vowed to pay it all back. Somehow. I shall miss it here.” Wincing, Lady Mary yanked on another bolt. It wouldn’t budge. “Would you mind?”

“Sure.” I pulled on the bolt, wiggling it free.

“I thank you.”

“Yeah, well, there are worse places, I suppose.”

“Sir Luther...” Lady Mary swallowed. “A black fear grips the populace. The fear of jinx and curse and what comes crawling in the cold lonely night. I know you see it, and I know something in you has changed. I have seen it. Even now. Perhaps, you may not. Perhaps, you may not want to. Perhaps, you fight against seeing it, but it is your brother, Stephan. Even from afar, he drives you to be a better man. His voice, the echo of a whisper.”

“Yeah? So what do you want me to do?”

“You know what to do. Knowing what’s right has never been your problem. It’s the doing.”

“Yeah...” I stared off toward Untheim, across the river in the distance. “I’m leaving, I’m—”

“Listen to him. Listen to your brother. What is he saying?”

“Get on a horse and ride,” I lied.

“No.” Lady Mary cut me off with a chop of her hand. “He’s telling you to help these people. And don’t tell me that they’re all awful, that they’re all terrible. Yes, some, assuredly, are. And others? Yes, assuredly worse. But don’t tell me there aren’t children here bereft of sin, mothers whose lives are brutality and hardship incarnate, and men who toil endlessly under the thumb of egregious lords with nary a care. Do it for them if for no one else.”

“Some of them are shits, too,” I said weakly.

“Yes. Undoubtedly. And some undoubtedly are not.”

“You should’ve been at the meeting.”

“I was busy being evicted,” she said. “But I garnered word of it, and they have a point. No one has more experience with such monstrosities, or luck, than you.”

“The good kind or the bad?”

“You still draw breath, do you not?”

And just like that, I folded over like a two-penny whore.




Chapter 38.

My Dearest Pern,

...hunted through the wilds like an animal, like a beast, like a monster...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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THE NOT KNOWING... That’s the toughest part of any hunt. A bitch and a bastard and a sour thing to swallow, that’s for certain. But the tough part was done. For the now. Finding a target. The target. Being able to take aim with both eyes open. Cause firing blind? Trudging off and pulling what loose threads happen to come to hand? Even if they’re the wrong ones, they’ll still come loose. Still unravel. Still waste your time, your energy, and all while a killer’s on the loose.

But that was gone, or, at least, I hoped it so.

Cause I knew my target. My quarry. And now it was all about the old-school hunt.

Edgar. Edgar the Cruel. Edgar the Wolf. Edgar the First-Sword. The bastard, the butcher, the baker or bloody candlestick maker. Depending on who you asked he was Roland or Vortigern. Sinner or saint. Angel or devil. The only thing folk seemed to agree on? He was a tough bloke to find, to flush out, to nail down, but I had my work gloves on and hammer in hand.

It hadn’t gone well at first.

You come to expect it after a while.

So I stuck with it, did the work, thought about that oak splitting through flagstones back at the ruins. Constant pressure. Never letting up. Unflagging determination.

I trudged all over Untheim. Chasing rumors and gossip. Knocking on doors. Bothering laborers. Farmers. Shopkeepers. Dredging up bad memories. Causing more than a flagon full of tears. But that’s what you do. You keep digging. Keep poking. Keep hoofing it day in and day out, panning til you find that glitter, that sparkle, that promise of more.

A few folk claimed seeing Edgar off the East Road. Years past. Months past. One just a few weeks past. Nothing more recent, though. The blacksmith claimed a year past Edgar had snuck into town and stole a fine dagger from amongst his wares. An old crone subsisting on the fringes claimed he’d left her a brace of rabbits outside her door, though how she kenned it was him was fuzzy. And the apothecary claimed seeing him on the south road to Cassorwicke while she was gathering ingredients. But that was back in spring, months by the wayside.

It was like chasing a ghost.

Karl and I harried leads from Untheim out along the roads. East. West. South. We hiked it along the river, down past the abandoned gypsy camp. For a while, nothing. But days later, over dinner at the Three Moons, word wended my way of a recent sighting by the miners down at the Bullock Hole. So we headed down the East Road.

The Old Forest was just starting its change from green to gold and every color of autumnal flame in between. The days were warm and the nights a delicious cool. And if it weren’t for the werewolf gripping Untheim in the horrid jaws of imminent terror, it would’ve been a splendid stroll.

“Yah, we seen Edgar from time to time.” Badger scratched at his bedraggled beard. He looked like he hadn’t slept since the town meeting. Or washed. “And I asked around. Seems to come and go with the seasons. No one sees him here come winter through spring.”

“So maybe he winters somewhere else?”

“Yah. Maybe. He’s a strange fella, that one.”

“Yeah? Strange how?”

“Strange how, he says? Axe and oath, it’s...” Badger’s face screwed up into a knot. “It’s like he’s two different men. Sometimes he’s this glad-handed fella all smiles and song. But other times? Reminds me of my old Uncle Poli when he was running shy of drink. All pale and withdrawn. Nasty and mean. Serious mean, I’ll tell you.”

“He ever hurt any of you? Attack anyone?”

“Nah.” Badger shook his head. “Just threats and all. A lot of sneering, scathing, fist shaking. Warning us to stay out of his way. Steer clear. Warning us ... well, just warning us. Reminded me of a wounded animal.”

“Yeah? How so?”

“Didn’t want no one getting within arm’s reach of him,” Badger said. “Baring his teeth and such. Begging us off. Looked to be he was in some pain, considerable pain, I’ll tell you.”

“You’ve heard about him, yeah?”

“The wolf, and such?”

“The werewolf. Yeah.”

“Yah. We heard.”

“Know what time of day it was? The times he was serious mean?”

“Mmmm...” Badger scratched at the fleas infesting his beard. “Thinking it was near sundown or approaching so, most times, come to think on it.”

“Know where he bunks down?”

“Nah. But he do always seem to be coming or going from the north of here, of the mine, the road.”

“What’s north of the road?”

“More forest. Leagues of it. Then the Green Wall.”

“Where’s this mine you were driven off from?”

“Eh? Oh. It’s up there, too, I suppose. The old Kull-Drake. A few others, too, up yonder, all played out years past.” Badger glared over at their palisade wall, nigh on complete. “But not the Kull-Drake. Gets my goat. She hadn’t. Was still earning plenty, earning hard. A lot left to give, my gut was telling. And we pulled eighty feet of shaft on her. Eighty down to the mother-rock and beyond. Into the damned bed-stone.”

“Yeah? What happened?”

“What happened, he says. I told you. A wolf started killing my men.” Badger kissed his hand and patted the palisade. “Night after night he come back. Howling hard. Howling mad. We set watches, but the men couldn’t get no sleep and it wore on ‘em. Those wot survived.” He made a half-assed sign of the cross over his prominent chest. “The stress. The worry. And without sleep, they weren’t getting no work done. We hired a hunter, set the bugger on its trail.”

“No dice?”

“No nothing.” Badger shook his head. “Bloke just up and disappeared one night. Never saw him again. Never heard from him. Yah, we all figured the wolf turned the tables. Tried hiring others, tried volunteers, tried forcing folk. None would take. And we was bleeding coin daily, nightly.

“Couldn’t maintain, so’s we had to move on. Couldn’t afford to lose no more men, too, I’ll tell you. Couldn’t afford to have them slogging around, half-asleep, half awake. Mine’s an awful dangerous place with your own two feet planted firmly on the ground. You start missing sleep? Walking with your feet in mud and head in the clouds? Worse than drink.” He shook his head. “Mother of mercy, you’re lucky if you only kill yourself.”

“You sure it was just a wolf?”

“Just a wolf, he says?” Badger scoffed. “You seen the fuckers round here?”

“Yeah,” I said, “up close. Personal.”

“Then you know. Run down a bleeding horse no sweat, let alone a man.”

“How do you know it wasn’t a werewolf?”

“Werewolf?” The fore-man’s eyes bulged. “Knew I wasn’t gonna up and ask him the fucking difference. We miner’s got stones, but they ain’t rolling around in our heads, if you ken my meaning?”

“Yeah. Sure. These attacks. They happen during the full moon?”

Badger scratched his beard. “I’d have to check the log, but ... I don’t know.”

“Well, could you do it?”

“Why sure, I’ll call my astrologer in to check the records.”

Karl chuckled.

I didn’t but got the point.

I thought back on all the werewolf lore I’d heard. Every culture had its own. Some claimed you could suss a werewolf from a true wolf cause a werewolf had no tail. Others claimed they bled black witch’s blood when struck with a weapon. Some were cursed. Others were sorcerers donning magic shirts in the dead of night. And what did it all come down to...?

Smoke. Shadows. Mirrors. A magician’s trick to muddy the waters. Cause, in the end, it never was a werewolf killing folk.

It was some farmer who’d been brained by a horse and came to with senses addled, thinking he was a wolf, spouting gibberish and slavering mad. Killing folk and being an asshole. An asshole who can’t take responsibility for his actions. Has to conjure up shit so in his own mind he can convince himself he’s not bad. He’s not evil.

Or it was some fringe-living gypsy squatting on a piece of land some rich bastard wanted.

Or maybe it was just what it looked like. A wolf. Maybe it was old. Maybe lame. Maybe a little too hobbled to run down a deer. But us two-legged game? Soft and pink and oh so slow? Easy as pie.

“How far’s the Kull-Drake?” I asked.

Badger pointed off north. “Up yonder, about a league or two. There’s a road, an old scraggly fucker, takes you right there. Just watch yer arse and don’t fall in.”

***
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THE YEARS HAD TOILED away, consuming, eroding the maw of the Kull-Drake Mine. Its rim was oblong and conical as it penetrated the earth, overgrown with weeds and long grasses round its rim, obliterating the hand of man. On the far side, an old miners’ shack stood, dilapidated and coarse and frail, creaking in the wind, the undergrowth of the forest consuming it in greens and reds and browns.

“Hate to come upon this fucker in the dead of night.” Karl parted the scrub growing and leaned out over the side. He whistled. “How long he say it took ‘em to dig this fucker?”

“Six and a half years, give or take.”

“Rough work.”

“Yeah. Gives me a sore back just thinking of it,” I said. “How the hell do you find a werewolf anyway?”

“Same way you find anything.” Karl trudged off counterclockwise around the rim. “I’ll take a gander.”

“Yeah.” I glanced up at the blue sky, listening to the wind blowing over the pit’s maw, making a long, low moan. Disconcerting. Karl came trudging back from the other side, hacking aside saplings and underbrush.

“Anything?” I asked.

Karl nodded across the abyss. “Path on the far side leads north. Someone uses it. Goes down to the maw’s edge. It’s there, but it’s faint.”

“How often?”

“Not sure, but it’s a man not a wolf.”

I squinted up at the sky. “What’s the moon like tonight?”

“Working towards full.”

“How long?”

“Another week. Give or take.”

“Hmm... Still some time. Moon’s what does it, yeah? Full moon? Causes the change. At least in all the stories.”

“Hrrm... Don’t know.” Karl hocked a lunger into the pit. “Know in the old days my folk had bastard-killers called bear-sarks. Old magic. Tossed a bear-skin over ‘em afore battle and changed into bears. Fuckers couldn’t be hurt, couldn’t be stopped, couldn’t be killed.”

“Yeah,” I considered, “but your people are fucking idiots.”

Karl chuffed a laugh. “Yar, well, a fair many of ‘em.”

“A curse, maybe?”

“Hrrm...” Karl glared up. “Gypsy, you thinking?”

“Don’t know. They are known for curses, though.” I smoothed down my hair. “And it’d give me a reason to hunt down Mirella, have a chat.”

“Chat...?”

“Well, yeah, amongst other things. Wouldn’t do to just barge in casting aspersions against her folk without smoothing things over first. I am a gentleman, after all.”

“Yer half-right.” Karl scowled. “Gentle? Yar like a soft little baby. The ‘man’ part, though?”

“Well, someday, maybe.”

“Hrmm...” Karl hocked up another lunger and spat it into the abyss. “Long way down.”

“We could stay here and have you keep hocking? Drown the fucker. And you’ve got some in your beard.”

“Fine plan.” Karl wiped his chin with his forearm. “Don’t seem like finding yer werewolf’s gonna be the tough part.”

“Yeah?”

“Yar. Sure. Just hang out here one night, hang a pork-chop around yer neck.”

“That might be simultaneously the smartest and dumbest thing you’ve ever said.”

“Blow me.”

Karl was right, though. Maybe we could just hang here. Lure the fucker in. Set a trap. “Alright.” I clapped my hands together, the sharp crack echoing onward, downward. “We need a pork-chop.” I paused, wincing. “We never did talk about the tough part, did we?”

“Naw.” Karl shouldered his axe as he squinted up at the sky, just starting to darken. “Best we get moving.”

“Yeah.”

The tough part was knowing what to do once we found the bloody bastard.




Chapter 39.

To Edgar,

...even entombed away here in the heart of God, word of the Lucifer’s work reaches me, slithering in through the cracks in the gates, the walls, the very souls of mankind...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex
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I GLANCED OVER MY SHOULDER at the rest of the camp. Dark. Desolate. Silent. The caravan circle and protection it offered was gone. No fire. No guards. No rhyme or reason. A slapdash affair, each wagon off on its own path, its own track, hidden amongst the low foliage, cut saplings and branches further augmenting the Old Forest’s natural camouflage.

The caravan wagon’s door opened a crack, and only darkness lay beyond. “Krait...?” came Mirella’s voice.

“Yeah.”

A moment’s indecision, then she opened the door and hobbled aside. I caught the glint of steel in her hand.

“Worried about Sir Bardin?”

“What makes you think it’s not for you?”

I considered a moment. “Fair enough,” I said. “You’re still here. Cause he’s still looking for you.”

Mirella offered a quick glare out the door, this way and that. “Inside. Quickly.”

Half expecting a shank in the gut, I stepped inside.

She closed the door behind.

“We are on the move again come the morrow.” Mirella hobbled over to the bed and plunked down, whisking her long black hair from her face. She took a sip of wine then offered it to me. “Thirsty?”

“Yeah.” I took it. Took a sip.

“Always on the move.” Mirella ran her fingers through her hair. “Always making camp, striking camp, trudging onward. It is growing tiresome. This constant moving, running, hiding. This life.”

“Better than being dead.” I peeked out the shades of the caravan. “Where is everyone? There aren’t even guards.”

“Are you spying for them?”

“For who? Sir Bardin? Jesus. I’m the one who warned you.”

“You are also the one who started all this.”

“Me? No. I had a hand.” I caught the look in her eye. “Alright, more than a hand. But it was only a matter of time before folk showed up with pitchforks and torches.”

“Yes. You merely hastened it, neh? Fuel to the fire?”

“Yeah. That’s me. Keeping everyone warm at night.” I straightened. “And I’m sorry about Artani. But Hilda was dead, anyway. And someone would’ve found her. Someone always does. And guess where all eyes would’ve ended? And you and your folk wouldn’t have heard of it til Sir Bardin came kicking in your door in the middle of the night.”

Mirella took a sip of wine, her eyes black and shiny in the gloom. “Fine. Mormacar left for Kriegbad.”

“Mormacar?”

“The blacksmith, the baro shero, the big head. Head of the elders. The kumpania. He took the fighting men with him.”

“He just left?”

“Yes.”

“How long ago?”

“Four or five days.”

I did my mental sums. Shit. “He’s gathering more men.”

“Yes, more fighting men, and he may kill you if he finds you here.”

“Only may? I’m moving up in the world.” I smoothed out my shirt. Great. Mormacar was planning on moving on Untheim. In some capacity. The smart move was to turn tail.

“You make jokes about danger, death. Even your own.”

“What else can you do?”

“Something useful perhaps?”

“Useful?” I raised an eyebrow. “Not really my style. Besides,” I patted Yolanda, within easy reach, “that’s why I keep her close. And expectations low. And anyway,” I winked and offered my most disarming smile, “you’re worth it.”

“That is a lie, a bald-faced one, but a good one, too.” She frowned. “And yet, there is more to this visit, neh? I can feel its reek upon you.” Mirella leaned forward, her shoulder brushing against mine. “The bated breath, the unasked question, the pause between inhale and exhale.” She crossed her arms. “Come, come, you were never so shy before.”

I hesitated. To my mind, asking a gypsy about her relationship to curses was maybe akin to questioning a Catholic priest about his relationship to little boys.

“You fear you may offend me?” Mirella’s eyes flashed as she sipped her wine. “Ooo, good, good, these are the juiciest questions, the ripest, the most satisfying. These are questions one may sink their teeth into.” Her teeth gleamed white. “Deep.”

“First,” I pointed, “more wine.”

“Done.” She took a sip.

I brandished my empty cup. “I meant for me.”

“Oh. Very well.” She filled my cup, catching the look on my face, her eyebrow arching. “What is it?”

“It’s just you don’t seem utterly repulsed to see me.”

“You were expecting it so?”

“Yeah. More or less.”

Her eyes glimmered. “Strange, yes, I know.”

“Any particular reason?”

“Perhaps the reason is fled, and I wish not to speak of it again.”

Thoughts of Uncle Nicu flashed through my mind, him up in that tree, fingernails digging into bark, him begging for his life, his eyes wide, pleading, right before Karl dotted his eye and crossed his ‘T.’ But I played my hand close.

“Ask your questions, Krait.”

“Alright.” I took a pull, wiped my mouth. “You ever hear of the Dukas family?”

“Nearly half of my kumpania are Dukas, why?”

“Was an incident a few years back, round fifteen or so. A father and his son were executed.”

Mirella nodded slowly. “Juilen and Vandro, father and son, yes, I remember.”

“Any of your kumpania hold grudges about it?”

“Grudges...?” She idly swirled her wine.

“Ill will. Hard feelings.”

“Like a vendetta, you mean?”

“Yeah. Sure. Anyone you know of?”

“Aye, yes, every single one.”

I fixed her a look. “That include you?”

“For Juilen? No. He was a poor sort of man, a poorer sort of father, an even worse sort of thief. Everyone knew what he was doing. He got what he deserved. Poor Vandro, though? What does a boy do when his father commands him? What can he do?”

“He obeys.”

“Aye, yes. There was no necessity for executing Vandro.” Frowning, Mirella shook her head. “But why this? Why now? This was a long time ago, neh? Why pick scabs off old wounds?”

“It coincides with some other events,” I said. “You think anyone in your kumpania might hold feelings strong enough to act on them?”

“If I did, I would certainly not tell.”

“What about his wife?”

“What about her?”

“What was her name?”

“Violca. Violca Dukas.”

“She still live with you? Still travel?”

“No, Krait, she disappeared soon after the executions. I’ve not seen her since.”

I studied her face, but she was unreadable. “Alright, then. What do you know about curses?”

Mirella looked up from carefully untying the laces on her leg brace, a scowl contorting those perfect lips. But it didn’t reach her glittering eyes. “You think we gypsies are all — what is the word? Witches? Furies...? To consort with the devil and cast our veil of black magic over you?”

“Yeah. Sure. Exactly.”

Mirella relented, the scowl fading as she leaned back, smirking that wicked smirk. “Curses, neh? Yes, it is true, we have them, my people. Part and parcel, as your folk say.”

“Don’t know anyone who says that.”

She ignored me. “They are last acts of desperation. They are premeditated acts of vengeance. They are done for the good of all and the evil of one.” She waggled her fingers like some parlor magician. “They topple mountains, and they season bland dishes. They rot true love from its core and keep mice free from the larder. They build and they break, they mend and they tear, they are antidote and venom. They are everywhere and everything in between.”

“Well, shit, that really narrows it down.”

“Vivandrel would know more. We all dip a toe now and then, but she? She swims.”

“Yeah?”

“But come now, your own folk have their own curses, too, neh? Your priests and your saints, your God and your savior?” Mirella patted the mattress by her side. “Sit, neh? Make yourself comfortable.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I took a seat by her side, thinking back to Haeskenburg, to King Eckhardt and his cursed forebears and progeny, his broken line, his toppled kingdom. I thought of the Book of Job and Exodus. Of God and the Devil and Moses in ancient Egypt. “Yeah. I suppose we do.” I scratched my beard, gave her a hard look.

“What?”

“Just wondering if you’re still holding that knife.”

She pulled a dagger from her waistband and stabbed it into the table by the bed.

“Only one?”

With a smile, she withdrew another.

“Knew I liked you for a reason.”

“Now,” Mirella started carefully trimming her nails with the knife, “you wish to know about a specific curse, neh? You wish to know about the curse of the beast and the moon. About binding a man’s soul to its passage through the night sky. And about binding it to a wolf.” Mirella leaned across me, her breasts brushing lightly across my chest as she reached for the wine. “What—?” She paused.

“Nothing.” I swallowed.

“Men.” She waved a hand. “Your weakness is so profound in so many ways.”

“Yeah, well, weakness has always been my greatest strength.” I brushed her hair from my face. “You and your folk ever have problems before the other night? With werewolves?”

“In years past, my people? Aye, yes,” Mirella said. “I have heard of these troubles in many lands. But the Black River Valley stands out. It is known to for such troubles. It has always been so. But myself? Me? No, I’ve not dealt with such creatures, such beasts, such monstrosities.” She took a sip. Swallowed. “And I thank the one above for it.”

“You ever hear of a man named Edgar? The Wolf? The Cruel? Used to be the First-Sword for the Lord-Father of Untheim.”

“Him? The hound and executioner? Oh, yes.” Her eyes narrowed. “I saw him walking through purgatory along the lungo drom.”

“You say you’ve seen him?”

“Me? Merely once. But my kumpania has seen him from time to time, though we try to avoid him. Why?”

“Word in Untheim is he’s a werewolf.”

“This Edgar...?”

“Yeah. Know anything about him?”

“As I said, we try to avoid him, but he’s seen on the East Road. Always the East. Into Herhoff.” That jived with the lion’s share of reports. The East Road and north of it. The Kull-Drake and other abandoned mines.

“You ever see him in the winter up here?”

Mirella ran a hand through her hair, weaving the long strands mindlessly into a braid. “We ourselves only come here in the warmer months, late spring to mid-autumn. And I think this is the last of it.”

“Know much about him?”

“I know he is very handsome.”

“As handsome as me?”

“Oh no.” Her eyes smiled. “There is no comparison.”

“A cryptic and wholly unsatisfying answer.”

“I’ve never spoken with the man.”

“You say you’ve seen him. Your people’ve seen him. And as we’ve established, there’s still a grudge. Any reason why none of them have ever ended him? For the Dukas?”

“Aye, yes. Edgar is dangerous, very dangerous.”

“Yeah?”

“Black moods, madness, perhaps it in accordance with the moon, the curse, as you say. Who knows?”

“Or maybe he’s just an asshole.”

“At any rate, he is to be avoided.”

“Any chance Vivandrel would talk to me? Without anyone feeling an overwhelming urge to shove a dagger in my guts?”

“One can never know for certain.”

“Ah, the mysteries of life...”

“Though, it ... it may be possible. You may have tipped the scales in some of my folks’ minds.” Her eyes sparkled in the half-light. “Vivandrel, though? Hers? Artani’s mother? I know not. I will do what I can to arrange it. Come back later. If a black scarf is tied to my caravan door, then leave and never come back. If not...?” Mirella drained the last of her cup and reached over me again. “I will see it arranged. But later.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why not now?”

“Now?” Mirella’s fingertips stippled a tingling trail down my chest. “Now we have other matters to attend to. More urgent.” She leaned in. “More pressing...”




Chapter 40.

To Edgar,

...damned wolves plague the Black River Valley. I hear their howling night after night nearly as soon as the sun sets. The goodly Sister Theodora, the bursar, has come to dread her monthly trek into Untheim for resupply...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex
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“SO, APPRISE ME AGAIN, Sir Luther.” The Lord-Father’s face screwed into a frown, aimed with deadly accuracy directly at me. “In short, you have failed. You have failed me, and you have failed Untheim. The inaugural day of the harvest festival looms, and this monstrosity yet roams free.”

The Lord-Father’s voice echoed, reverberating through the church long after he’d finished. Statues of Jesus and Saint Barbara stared down from on high in mute disapproval. Which was unfair. I didn’t know shit about Saint Barbara, but I’d never heard of Jesus ripping any miracles out of his arse with regards to werewolves. “My good folk are afraid to walk the streets.”

“Yeah. And I don’t blame them,” I said. “So am I. And with respect,” with very, very little respect, “from what I hear, it’s been nigh on a fifteen years, and you’ve done shit about addressing the fucker til now.” I fidgeted on the hard oak pew. “So, in the grand scheme of things, two weeks doesn’t seem so long.”

“And three more folk have been killed in that time,” Sir Bardin said.

“Oh? You’re finally keeping a tally? That’s progress, I suppose.”

The Lord-Father drew himself up. “I’ll not have a hedge-knight bandy words with me or my First—”

“Oh? Now I’m just a hedge knight?” I rose from the pew. “Before, though? When you needed me? Needed something done? I was a vaunted justiciar.”

“Sit the fuck down,” Sir Bardin hissed.

“Blow me.” I remained standing. “And if you trully want to catch this fuck, I’m gonna need a bigger dragnet than just me and Karl.” I shook my head. “This valley’s huge. I don’t know it like he does. And finding one man? One man who’s lived in the wild for fifteen years? One man who doesn’t want to be found?”

“Excuses.”

“It’s a tall-fucking order.”

“I offered you clemency.”

“Clemency?” I grimaced. “Clemency for what?”

“Clemency, aye!” The Lord-Father wiped spittle from his chin. “And in return you offer excuses. Ungrateful. Yes, sit down, God damn you, sit! And I have not the men to spare, Sir Luther. You know this. I need my men here, securing the walls, guarding the populace.”

“For what little good it’s doing.”

“They need to know it’s safe.”

“They know it ain’t.”

“What’s that?” Sir Bardin took a step forward.

“You heard me.”

“I’ve had enough of—”

“Err...” Hargin stepped in between us, hands raised. “Easy, gentlemen.”

“Fuck your easy, and get your hand off of me, you dirt-wallowing peasant,” Sir Bardin snarled. “Just because you got lucky digging holes don’t mean I won’t put you in one next to your—”

“Enough!” The Lord-Father bellowed. “This isn’t Kulm, it isn’t Krakow, it isn’t Haeskenburg. We are a civilized town, a town of order and law, a town where men are held accountable for the things they do.” His eyes shimmered. “And for the things they say.”

“You certain it’s even Edgar doing the killing?” I spat.

“Eh? What...?” The Lord-Father stuttered to a halt.

“You heard me. I’ve been asking around. Talking with folk. Doing what I can. It seems Edgar comes and goes with the wind. The seasons, in actuality. And folk’ve been dying fair regularly. Year-round for a long while.”

The Lord-Father stood from his chair. “What is it you are insinuating?”

“Insinuate? Me? Nothing. I’m saying it plainly. Folk were dying. Jesus. Folk are dying. And you’re more concerned with looking like you’re doing something rather than actually doing it. One of the hallmarks of a great leader.”

“Sir Luther, I don’t expect you to understand.” The Lord-Father clenched his hands together. “Our harvest fair brings folk in for miles, leagues. It generates income, gives folk one last bastion of goodwill before the doldrums of winter set their hooks in, and without it, my people will starve.”

“Understand? What’s to understand? You need money.”

“Everyone needs money.”

“Yeah?” I cast a hand out encompassing all the luxurious trappings of the church. The gold sconces. The leaded windows. The marble busts and statues. The brass candelabras gleaming by firelight. “Some need it more. And it seems it’s always the ones need it more that have to do with less.”

“From the lips of the son of a lord,” Sir Bardin hissed.

“Fuck yourself.”

“Sir Luther—” Hargin warned.

The Lord-Father’s eyes flashed and Sir Bardin asked a question without asking. The question was, “Has he gone too far?” His hand white-knuckled his sword hilt. The guards stood ready as coiled springs.

“Look. How many folk’ve been killed?” I demanded. “Total? Just this past year?”

The Lord-Father glanced to Sir Bardin. Neither was suddenly forthcoming with a whirlwind of information.

“You don’t know. And you don’t know because you haven’t asked. Because you didn’t want to ask. Because you didn’t want to know, yeah? As long as you don’t know, you’re not beholden to act. Care to hazard a guess, even?”

“This is not a game—”

“It’s fifteen,” I cut him off. “In the past year. That’s counting the three most recent Sir Bardin was so generous to point out. Fifteen we know died, yeah? Fifteen we know cause we found bodies, corpses, or parts of corpses.” I met the Lord-Father’s glare. “So I ask again, is Edgar the culprit? The deaths are centered round Untheim. And with the exception of Hilda, it’s been folk living down the bottom of the hill.” In squalor, I didn’t say. But it was implied. Heavily. “And like I said, the deaths’ve been year-round. And Edgar’s only here during summer and autumn.”

“You think there may be more than one beast?”

“Like I said, I’m thinking it may not be Edgar.”

“The man disappears and—”

“Oh? So we’re talking the disappeared, too, now?” I tallied on my fingers. “Cause beyond the corpses, seems everyone knows someone gone missing, too. Someone snatched off the road. Or a field. Collecting dead-fall in the forest. Gone like a whisper in the wind.” I let it sink in. “And that puts the number closer to thirty. Just this past year.”

That silenced them. Hard.

“You didn’t know.” It wasn’t a question. It was an accusation.

“S-Sir Bardin?” the Lord-Father’s eyes twitched.

“I ... I was unaware of the total, my lord.”

“Here.” I pushed a sheet across the table. “A list of names. I put a mark next to those found or went missing on the East Road. That’s where Edgar’s been seen mostly.”

“Hmm...” Hargin adjusted his glasses. “That’s not even a quarter.”

“Not even an eighth. Most happened in town or around it. And more than a few down the old Cassorwicke Road. South. And only one person’s seen Edgar down that way. Seems he mostly stays between here and Herhoff. In the Old Forest. The Green Wall East. Around the old mines. Or the peat bogs on the far side. But it seems the forest’d be better grounds for hiding. For hunting.”

“I would concur,” Hargin said.

“Could a werewolf not range across the entirety of the valley?” the Lord-Father asked.

“The bridge is guarded, noon and night, yeah...?” I turned to Sir Bardin. “Most nights I’m not crossing it alone, anyway.” He eked out a wooden nod. “And they know Edgar, yeah? They’d tell you if they saw him cross. Or giant wolves? So unless this werewolf’s adept at swimming...?”

“There’s Gideon’s Ford,” Sir Bardin blurted. “South of the noose.”

“Five miles, give or take,” I said.

“The gypsies hold the ford.” The Lord-Father’s eyes narrowed. “Have you questioned them?”

Sir Bardin’s eyes glittered like cold jewels, his head turning my way.

“Yeah, I did,” I said, “just before they struck camp.”

“You know where they scurried off to?” Sir Bardin gripped his sword pommel.

“South. To Cassorwicke,” I lied. “But I wouldn’t bet against a few of them coming back to visit real soon.”




Chapter 41.

My Dearest Pern,

...used to be it happened once each month, at the forte of the moon’s rise, yet its grip has strengthened. Now, it matters not whether the moon shows, for it is the fall of the sun that acts as catalyst...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick
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“YOU WERE MOST BRAVE to return.” Vivandrel studied me through one eye, hefted her pipe, and took a long slow pull, holding it, her smile cold, her cherub cheeks full and round, then knocked a smoke ring crashing into my face. “Most brave or most foolish.” She glanced over at Mirella. “You’ve not been thinking with your head, girl, neh?”

Mirella shrugged. “Until now, no one has given a fig about what I think or what I do or who I do it with, and I much prefer it that way.”

“Foolish girl.” Vivandrel locked eyes on Mirella’s. “Women bear the brunt, we always bear the brunt. You know this. How can you not?”

Mirella met Vivandrel’s glare, measure for measure. “I am like dust fallen through the cracks.”

“Your men back?” I took a sip of wine.

“The men, the boys, the children...” Vivandrel sneered, showing her brown teeth. “And no, they are not, not all of them. They trickle in like an old man’s piss, slow and ineffective and at inopportune times. But there are a few strong arms still about if need be, neh? A few less so that savvy how to string a bow, take aim, shoot, but wield weapons nonetheless. You are a fool, Sir Krait, only to fear steel and iron.”

“Oh no, I’m afraid of all sorts of things.”

Vivandrel’s caravan was heaped with sacks.

“Good.” Her eyes lit upon my cup of wine. “Oh, is it empty? Have some more.” She poured another measure. “Have all you want. Have your fill. Drink, drink, drink...”

My mouth went dry. “I’m good, thanks.”

It was suddenly warm in Vivandrel’s wagon. Very warm. She brushed one of the legion of herb sprigs dangling from the ceiling.

“You understand my point, neh?” Vivandrel’s eyes sparkled with delight, with malice, with some potent concoction poised between the two. “You understand that you and your kind live only by our say. It is we who cook your food, fetch your water, heal your wounds. It is we who raise your children and impress upon them their first prejudices. And it is you who sleep helpless by our side night after night.” Her eyes blazed. “You who arrest our sons, cage them like animals, torment them before the slaughter.”

All the air was sucked from the room.

“I’m sorry for what happened,” I said. “I know that’s shit. But I am.”

“It is less than shit scraped off an old boot fished from the bottom of the Black.”

“Yeah.” I licked my lips. “I suppose it is.”

“And even so, you come here, to me, his mother, and you ask me about protection?” Her eyes narrowed. “About things, hidden things, secret things, things privy to only our people. Things no gadjkano can know.”

“Yeah, I do,” I said. “Might help your folk, too. What I’m doing or trying to do. You’ve lost some, too, from what I hear.”

“Don’t talk to me about loss.”

“It’s salt in a wound, I know, jawing on it. So don’t. Just tell me. Is there something you can use to protect yourself from a werebeast? Maybe something like this?” I drew out Hilda’s idol and set it on the table. “There’s a rune on its belly.”

Mirella glanced my way, a strange look on her face.

“Fah! Protection? From a werebeast?” Vivandrel clapped her hands together. “No, Sir Krait. There is no protection, no panacea, no cure.” She brushed the idol aside. “There is no trinket, no ward, no spell, there is only kill or be killed.”

Vivandrel’s thick fingers worked through bunches of dried herbs, separating them, binding them with cord, stuffing them into burlap sacks.

“Weapons then?” I asked. “Is it true about silver?”

“Silver...?” Vivandrel chewed her pipe and frowned. “Yes, silver now, that is something. This I know.”

“You know?” I leaned forward. “Or you believe?”

Vivandrel blew another smoke ring crashing into my face. “I know it for a certainty.”

“What about that thing the other night?” I snatched the idol off the floor. “The thing that used to be Hilda? The thing me and Karl killed? What about it?”

Vivandrel glared at Mirella and spoke too fast for me to grab.

“She says that thing you killed was not a werebeast,” Mirella said. “It was a ... a—”

“A lost soul.” Vivandrel chopped with a hand. “A husk. A damned thing marked with undeath, doomed to wander the earth with an insatiable hunger. It is what happens to those killed by a werebeast, killed and left whole.”

Her definition of whole didn’t match mine, not even close, but it did explain why there wasn’t a swarm of these monstrosities roaming the countryside. What was left was usually just parts.

“And silver will do the trick?”

“Like a full-blooded werebeast?” Vivandrel asked. “To my knowledge? Yes.”

“Yet, we killed it.”

“Yes, this is true, yet you released it with fire and, hmm...” She pointed the stem of her pipe at Yolanda. “May I?”

“Yeah. Sure.” I handed her over.

Vivandrel’s plump fingers worked over her. “A finely wrought blade. Finely wrought, indeed. The hilt, though?” She clucked her tongue at the pitted brass. “What would you want for her?”

“How’d you know it’s a ‘her?’”

“A thing of such potent use paired with such stunning beauty?” Vivandrel smiled. “It could not help but be a ‘her.’”

“Well, she ain’t for sale.”

Vivandrel peered close at the blade. “Hmm... Like steel of Damascus but also different...” She felt Yolanda’s heft. “Something about her? She sings in the hand, does she not? Was she blessed by a holy man? A true holy man?”

“She was forged from one of the nails of the true cross.”

“One of the nails, neh?” Vivandrel grinned evilly. “Not the fourth, I trust?”

“My understanding was there were only three.”

“Three? Heh. Your understanding could sit upon the head of a pin.” She waggled a finger. “You are a liar, Krait.”

“And in spades, but I’d hazard the same could be said of most.”

“Mmm... perhaps.” She handed Yolanda back. “Perhaps there are traces of silver? Or perhaps some other puissant force guides her shining light? Your god? Or ... something meaner, something darker, something entwined with the Dawnstar’s falling.”

“What’s puissant mean?”

Vivandrel ignored me, rising from her chair, rubbing her lower back. “Uhg... Don’t get old, Krait.”

“Somehow, I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”

Vivandrel chuffed a cold laugh as she hobbled over to a shelf and peered at a collection of stoppered bottles. “Let me see, let me see.” She stroked her chin. “Ah, yes.” On tiptoe, she withdrew a stoppered ceramic bottle covered in a thick layer of dust. Holding it to her ear, she gave it a little shake. “Your blade. Lay her across the table.” She withdrew a pair of bowls from her cabinet and hunkered back in her chair.

I cast a wary eye as I laid Yolanda flat. “What is it?”

“Shush.” Vivandrel set the bowls down side by side then unstopped the bottle. “Here. Look. Listen.” With a hand as steady as stone, she poured a single drop of thick, dark liquid into each bowl.

I blinked at Mirella.

She shrugged.

The drop on the left began to fizz, hiss, sizzle, sending a curl of steam twirling up. The drop on the right? Nothing. Vivandrel nodded to herself.

I eyeballed the steam hissing from the left. “What is it?”

“This bowl is silver.” She held out her left hand.

“And this one?”

“Iron.”

The dot of liquid in the silver bowl kept steaming, hissing, jumping as though the bowl were red hot.

“Now your blade.” Vivandrel slid the bowls aside. “Here, hold it so, just so.”

“What is that stuff?”

Vivandrel slapped the table. “Just lay her bare.”

“Easy.” Despite my better judgment, I did as she bade.

“Yes.” Vivandrel poured a single drop on Yolanda’s blade. “Now, we shall see...”

We leaned in as one, squinting in the dim lantern light.

A sizzle of steam began to twirl.

“Ah, yes.” Vivandrel sat back, chewing her pipe. “As I suspected. Infused with silver, or blessed, or both.”

I snatched Yolanda back, wiped her down, polished her, fussed over her til she was gleaming hard. “What is that stuff?”

“Heh...” Vivandrel stoppered the bottle. “You are some detective, neh?” She smirked at Mirella. “It is the blood of a man, a man slain long, long ago. A man who was an accursed werewolf. And now you are going to hunt one, neh?”

“Going to? No. I already am.” I gave Yolanda one last go over before I sheathed her. “Just doing a piss-poor job of it is all.”




Chapter 42.

My Dearest Pern,

...I cannot bind the creature, nor can I flee to remote enough a place. I had hoped that in the far reaches of the Old Forest the monster might prey solely upon wild beasts. I was mistaken...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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ME AND KARL SPENT THE next five days trekking through the Old Forest, north of the East Road, between the Herhoff Pass and outskirts of Untheim, hemmed in by the all-encompassing, ever-present Green Wall. We followed roads and scurried down game trails. Bushwhacked through the undergrowth. Hit a series of blinds. Staked out the Kull-Drake every night come sundown.

Waiting.

Watching.

Hunting.

On the sixth day, we headed back south and hit the Bullock Hole Mine, jawed along with Badger again for the eighth or ninth time. Enough I could tell he was sick us. Or me, at least. I didn’t blame him. Man’s trying to roll onward, forge a living, and here I am shoving a stick in his spokes. But the Lord-Father’d stymied my call for more men, more eyes, more everything. So choice was out the window and flat on its back, so I was trying to multiply our eyes every which way I could. Using folk. Reliable folk, anyway. You get to understanding who is and who ain’t over time. And sometimes you’re still wrong.

And the last time paid off, finally, as it always does.

Long as you keep at it. Never let up. Like the oak through stone.

Ain’t much of a trick, but it’s the best I know.

One of Badger’s miners, a spry young fella with gimpy leg and sunken eye, all excitable, claimed seeing Edgar headed north a day past. North off the Herhoff Road, nigh on the foothills of the Green Wall.

So we split and headed back, passing the Kull-Drake Mine not long after dawn the next day, sitting there yawning like an underworld portal dropped right in the middle of the forest. Just trees as far as the eye can see then an abrupt nothing for sixty feet. A drop into the abyss. Into Hell. Then more trees. Mountains misted in the distance.

We’d checked it as part of our routine half a dozen times, but this time something was different. I couldn’t quantify it. A shift in the wind? A noise? Some scent my lizard brain was reeling in but the rest of me couldn’t quite fathom. Who knows? Karl found some tracks couldn’t have been more than a day or two old. Tracks down the same path we’d took.

“Impressive that we missed him,” I said.

“It’s what yer best at,” Karl spat.

“A natural talent honed to a razor’s edge by long hours of practiced cowardice.”

Karl shook his head. “Why’s it there’re no songs sung about you?”

We headed north, the boot prints fading once we hit the packed grit of the trail.

We followed it through the Old Forest, cutting our way where need dictated, wending along a path that was old before Tyr sacrificed his hand to Fenrir. The god-wolf. Got a fair-good peek at the round tops of the Green Wall North before striking camp by a nameless mine further on. We staked it out for the night, saw nothing, and headed back south come dawn.

We trudged for miles hangdog back towards the Kull-Drake. Our backs bent and creaking from sleeping on the hard ground. Eating cold meals. Warm ale. Now me? I didn’t notice anything peculiar.

But Karl? He paused, stopped, dropped to a knee in the rising shadow of a massive boulder. Held up a hand. Stop.

Shit. I stuttered to a halt, nodded, squeezed off the main path under an overhang of gnarly roots dripping in slithers. I stuffed my bedroll aside.

The morning sun was rising. We were about a quarter-mile north of the Kull-Drake, not far shy of where the road just faded off into foothill and stone. It didn’t end. Didn’t die. It just sort of flattened out, its bowl-shaped walls widening to level with the rest of the forest floor and dissipating.

We waited.

I still couldn’t suss what Karl’d caught but felt confident it was something. Karl was like that. The forest continued its sounds. Birds chirping. The susurrus of leaves rippling in the cool wind. A squirrel chittering off somewhere, playing, carousing, chasing.

But I heard it after not too long.

The soft rhythmic crunch.

Footsteps coming on.

From the north.

I caught Karl’s eye from across the way. Nodded. Infinitesimally. He couldn’t see shit for the boulder, but I could, peering through the mess and meander of roots hanging off the side of the wash. Wincing, I wedged myself back, deeper into the overhanging cavern of grasping root, cursing myself as I nigh on teetered over.

I caught a glimpse of movement through the brush and froze.

It was him.

Edgar.

Tall. Slender. A shock of white hair on a square-jawed face some cross-eyed drunk gypsy wench with low standards might call handsome. At distance. In dim light. He strode long and tall like a man with purpose, head up, eyes bright, marching forward, onward, a brace of rabbits swinging off his belt, a stout walking staff gripped in his fist. Thunk... Thunk... Thunk...

“Your name Edgar?” I stepped out from under the overhang.

He froze, eyes wide, pupils tight, a sheen of sweat glistening instantly on his tan face. His hands were up, open. “I want no trouble this day.” He squinted past me, toward the indigo of dawn dying strong. “Nor do you, sir.”

“Trouble’s all I got.”

“I’ve nothing to rob.” I patted the dangling rabbits. “You’re welcome to these.”

“We ain’t robbing you.”

“We...?” Edgar grimaced over as Karl rose from behind his rock. “As I said—”

“And as I said. We ain’t robbing you. We’re arresting you for the murder of Hilda Quarry. Not to mention a shit-ton of others. All under the aegis of the Lord-Father of Untheim, Bertram Dernyreka.”

“Old Bertram, eh?”

I withdrew a pair of manacles from behind my back, rattled them for show, tossed them in the dirt at his feet. “If you’d be so kind...?”

“By the bloody beast,” Edgar pursed his lips, nodded, hands opening, closing, “I suppose it’s about time...”

“Put them on.”

“You fellas might not want to be around me come nightfall. Manacles or no.”

“You’re not hearing me.”

Karl leveled his thane-axe.

“We’re on the Lord-Father’s business,” I said, using my big-boy voice.

“I’m no citizen of Untheim. Not any longer.” Edgar’s eyes twitched. “I don’t cede to his law anymore. Don’t cede to anyone’s.”

“Yeah, well, killing folk breaks the boundaries. Makes them null. Void. And such.” I had Yolanda in the high guard at my shoulder. Only meant one thing. Clear as day. “One last time. Put them on.”

“Killing...?” Edgar fingered his lower lip. “But, I don’t recall...”

“Ain’t bolstering your case.”

“No. I ... I suppose it’s not.” Edgar held up a hand. “Please, I’ll do as you say. Just give me a moment—”

It happened too fast — Edgar’s staff tipped forth from his open hand, falling, but he must’ve set its butt-end atop his foot cause next I knew it shot like a ballista straight for my face.

“Shit—”

I dodged, cocking my head aside as it ripped past my ear.

As Edgar turned to bolt, Karl lunged forth, jabbing hard, stabbing clean with the toe-hook of his thane-axe, catching him in the breast and bulling him back. But Edgar spun, somehow, knocking Karl off balance, and tore off sprinting down the way. I gave chase, snatching a stone and side-arming it off my first step. It thudded into his flank and he cursed, “Damnation!” gripping his side, contorting over as he loped along.

Karl was hounding his heels, too, short legs pumping, but ceding ground with every step.

The Kull-Drake pit lay ahead like the round maw of some great subterranean worm.

“Bloody stop!” I yelled.

But Edgar didn’t listen, didn’t slow, didn’t stop, he tore on full bore towards the pit, every fiber of his being yearning for release as he made to launch into the abyss.

But I horse-collared him back at the last moment, clothes-lining him down, ripping him off his feet, slamming him to the ground. He twisted, whirled, grabbing for my blade, fingers latching on. Baring my teeth, I gripped his wrist, shovel-hooked him, bap, bap bap, in the liver. Eyes wide with madness, again, he lunged for the pit, and it was all I could do to wrestle him back, latching onto his ankle and digging my toes in as he hopped on one foot toward oblivion.

“Rrg... Let... Me... Go!”

“Fuck you!” I levered my shoulder into his leg and grabbed his other foot, hugging them together, toppling him over.

Edgar’s fingertips touched the pit-side, fumbling on rock, gripping tufts of grass, root, gaining purchase. Growling, he ripped a foot free and kicked back savagely, catching me across the jaw, knocking me senseless an instant as Karl arrived and swatted him across the side of his head with the haft of his axe.

Just a dull thud, the toll of some distant bell, and senseless as a dead ferret, Edgar slid forth headfirst into the abyss.

Almost—

Diving forth, spitting grit and swearing, I caught him by the ankle and held him, my whole body shivering, my arm near dislocating as he dangled limp over eternity




Chapter 43.

To Edgar,

...blessed sisters dwell in constant fear, yet not I, for the walls of Saint Helena’s are tall and strong and sound and consecrated against the incursions of His dark forces...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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WOLF PELTS FESTOONED the gates of Untheim, where a crowd had gathered to watch us come strolling in. Funny how word travels. We’re out in the wilds for days. Nigh on a week without contact. No word. But here they were, waiting. Watching. The catcalling hadn’t started, but I could feel it coming like thunder just over a dark horizon.

“Here comes the bloody gypsy-lover!” someone barked.

“Fuck off, gypsy-fucker!” another yelled.

“Ah, there it goes,” I said.

Edgar was manacled and marching before me, chains clinking with every stuttered shuffle. “This could get ugly.”

“Could...?” I shoved him stumbling onward.

Karl stomped along at my side, his eyes on the crowd. “Gonna start raining rocks.”

“Your short friend is smarter than he looks.”

“He’d have to be.” I deadpanned. “And the market for rocks is booming. Best time to get them.”

Karl grumbled something derogatory and readied his crossbow.

A tanner in a slick leather apron emerged at the head of the crowd, a squad of local toughs phalanxed at his back.

I gripped Edgar by the back of the neck, yanking him to a halt.

“You could just say, ‘Stop,’” he said.

“My way’s more fun.”

“Who’s it you’ve got there, gypsy lover?” The tanner fingered a long knife in his fist. Those at his back were all armed. Knives. Hammers. Mattocks. Something about him reminded me of one of the mummers on the bridge. His stance, his posture, his long lanky arms... Maybe Sir Bardin was in the clear after all.

“You know who it is,” I barked. “The man of the hour. Edgar. Edgar the Cruel. Edgar the Bastard. Most importantly,” I offered a tepid flourish, “Edgar the Wolf.”

The mob quieted. Folk emerged from alleyways, shop keep doors and windows, peering up from behind wagons and over the wall. The blacksmith was there. The apothecary. A wide-eyed tax collector I’d seen at the Three Moons, his ledger still in hand. A couple of Saint Helena’s nuns taking a surreptitious sabbatical offered signs of the cross and hushed benedictions.

“He the one been stirring up all the shite?” The tanner yelled. “The one been waylaying our folk? Stalking them? Hunting them? Killing them?”

“Don’t know.” I eyeballed Edgar.

“Well, what’s he got to say?”

“Best we keep moving,” I said.

“I’m in full agreement.” Edgar nodded. “Where to, gentlemen?”

The crowd huddled forth, glutting the gates full of bodies and ill intent.

“What’s he got to say fer hisself?”

“My ma had her throat tore out!” someone said. “Found her down by the river!”

The tanner brandished that curved knife and marched forth, his toughs fanning out behind like wings. “He the one, you say? He the one killed my wife?”

“How the hell should I know?” I yanked Edgar behind me. “He’s the one the Lord-Father swore the writ out on. He’s the one matches the description. So he’s the one I’m bringing in to stand trial. Back off and let us through. Don’t make this worse than it already is.”

“Sorry friend,” the tanner crossed his arms, “worse it all we got.”

“Ain’t your friend,” I shouldered Yolanda, “and you’d best move if you have a strong proclivity for living.”

“We’re center stage at the big show,” the tanner said. “And I ain’t moving.”

“How...” Edgar licked his lips, swallowed, squinted up at the overcast sky. “How long til nightfall?”

“Shut your trap.”

“He’s the werewolf, you say?” The tanner’s eyes narrowed.

The mob hunkered forth behind.

“That’s what they say,” I said.

“They...?” the tanner sneered.

“Don’t know. Just they.” I hissed. “You a werewolf, Edgar?”

“Please, you must release me and soon.” Edgar clasped his manacled hand together. “Please, I beg of you, all of you, for your own good, for the good of all!”

“Are you a werewolf?” I raised my voice.

“Yes, damn you, and you’re all in danger. Once the sun sets...” Edgar ran his fingers through his hair. “Once it sets... I must return to the — gah!” A rock glanced off the side of his head, dropping him. I stepped in front of him, shielding him, but we were surrounded.

Another rock sparked off Yolanda.

“Hold! For the moment, hold!” The tanner stomped his foot, and the mob settled. Barely. “How do we know you ain’t lying? How do we know he ain’t? That’s all we’ve heard for months! Years!” The mob shouted in agreement. “How do we know he ain’t some patsy-prick set up by the Lord-Father? How do we know he’s the one?”

“You don’t,” I said. “That’s what a trial’s for.”

“Hah! Trial, he says.” The tanner thumbed over his shoulder. “They’ll cut on him til he confesses. Only trial will be whether he lives through it.”

I paused, straightened, nodded. “You’re not wrong.” I drew Vivandrel’s silver bowl from my pack. “And I have this.”

The tanner’s eyes narrowed. “What the fuck is that?”

“It’s a bowl. A silver bowl.”

“So the fuck what?!”

“If this is some trick...” The tanner raised his blade.

“Please, you must,” Edgar struggled to his knees, “you must release me...”

“Shut your gob,” the tanner growled.

I snatched Edgar’s manacles and dragged him half-upright. Blood coursed down his chin.

The mob coalesced around us, contracting inward, stealing all the air.

“This ain’t good,” Karl growled low.

“Yeah, no shit.” I held the bowl up high, raising my voice. “I can’t prove whether he’s killed your folk. But I can prove whether he’s a werewolf or not. You all have a right to know. We all have a right. Now back off. Back the fuck off!”

“Look!” A runnel of red slid down Edgar’s bloody chin, and I caught it in Vivandrel’s silver bowl.

As his blood spattered into the bowl, it began to hiss and sizzle and spit, curls of steam rising. The mob stared on stunned, wide-eyed, unblinking.

“What’s it bloody mean?” the Tanner demanded.

“The bowl’s silver, like I said.” I brandished the bowl, holding it out to all directions. “You all see? We all know about silver and werewolves. Normal folk’s blood doesn’t steam when it touches silver, yeah?”

They all looked, saw, understood. And they all exploded. Folk screamed, hollered, pointed. Weapons jabbed at the sky. Bodies pressed in, grasping, kicking, punching, swearing.

“Back off! Back the fuck off!” I whipped Yolanda out  in an arc high over my head. Folk got the gist quick. “We’re doing this right. You’re all doing this right. For once.”

The mob seethed back, fuckers on all corners following suit, stopping just shy of Yolanda’s reach. A rock sailed past. I stood over Edgar, his face cracked with dried blood, Karl at my back, no doubt wondering what the fuck I was doing. Why I was doing it. Standing over a stranger. A murderer. A monstrosity. And protecting his life with my own. Beyond the mob, I caught a glimpse of Sir Bardin leading a sortie down Archer Row. Still an awful long way away.

“Please...” Edgar groaned.

“Give him to us.” A slender tough with a ragged scar across his face tested the heft of his mattock. “Come now.”

“I lost a son!” someone yelled.

“My wife was taken from me!”

“He killed my boy!”

“Give him to us,” Scarface beckoned.

“Do it,” the tanner said.

Edgar raised his manacled hands. “Please no...”

Sir Bardin and his guards double-timed it into the square, weapons at the ready, but I wasn’t convinced he wouldn’t prove fuel to the fire.

“Get out of the way.” The tanner stood just out of reach, aiming that blade my way. “Give him here.” He edged forward. “There’s a damn site more of us than you.”

I stepped forth, aiming Yolanda out at arm’s length, a foot shy of his throat. “You’re right. There are. And you can take us down. No question. But the bravest of you yellow bastards are coming along for the ride. And you first, yeah?”

The tanner swallowed, licked his lips, edged back.

“You say he’s a fiend.” Scarface drew a length of rope from one of his brethren, his hands working it into a noose. “You say he’s a killer. You say he’s a werewolf. Then let us have him. Why not?”

Why not, indeed?

“Man has a point,” Karl rumbled at my back.

“Move!” Sir Bardin reached the outer limits of the mob. An arm of his men dispersed round the square. “Move, I say!”

No one moved.

“By order of the Lord-Father, I command you to move!” Sir Bardin hurled a fellow aside like a sack of grain then pommeled another, dropping him to his knees, shattering the fella’s skull before barreling on in, the remainder of his guards punching through at his back, weapons drawn, folk downed, screaming in their wake. “By God, you’ll move!”

The mob dispersed like mist evaporating under the harsh eye of morning sun, harried across the square, sneering back piecemeal, teeth bared, a pack of jackals scattered from charging lions but hanging back just far enough to watch, lick their chops, wait for scraps.

“I demand justice!” Scarface shook a fist. “We demand justice!”

“Shut your trap, Tolliver.” Sir Bardin met my eye. “Krait. Drag his arse to the gaol and lock him up.”

“Stop, you! Krait! Stop.” The tanner leveled his blade. He had some fifty men at his back. I had Karl, and Sir Bardin had a fraction of that number. “You owe us. You owe my wife. You owe all of us!”

“Maybe. But I’m strapped today.” I gripped Edgar by a fistful of hair. “On your feet, sunshine.”

Sir Bardin turned to face the mob, his men spreading out to flank him. Then I saw the crossbows. The guards hanging back. Ten of them. Lined up like an execution squad. Which was what they were. A wayward ray of sunshine struck off the steel head of a crossbow bolt, a quick glint, as I dragged Edgar off.

“We’ll be seeing you soon, Krait,” Scarface sneered as his mob melted away behind him.

“Your funeral or mine?” I spat back, wondering truly whose it’d be.




Chapter 44.

To Edgar,

...folk disparage the Lord-Father with impunity. Their trust in his ability to protect them has withered like grapes on the vine, and the new First-Sword of Untheim, it is said, is more a monster even than his predecessor...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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THE GAOL WAS THICK with acrid smoke and the sweat and stink of humanity. Or lack thereof. Edgar sat slumped against the wall. Blood trickled from the cut on his head. He looked bad and was fixing to look worse.

“They’re gonna torture you come hell or high water,” I said cause it was true.

Edgar adjusted himself on the floor, wincing, offering me a wide-eyed scowl. He was covered with burns. “What more can they do?”

“Know what true wisdom is?”

“It escapes me at present. Perhaps the head wound? The burns? Or perhaps it’s the blood loss?” Edgar licked his lips. “Enlighten me.”

“Knowing the bastards can always make it worse.”

“Please...” Edgar gripped the cell bars, his fists clenched white. The same cell Artani’d died in. Same floor he’d spilled across. They’d repaired the door and mucked out the cell, but a wide brown swathe still stained the floor. “Please, you must release me. You must let me go.”

“Must, huh...?” I glanced over at Sir Bardin, humming to himself, heating up a pair of tongs inside the coal stove. At one of his guards straddling a bench, digging chunks from the crevices of his flanged mace. At the other guards, all looking haggard and worn but still eager to pull the flesh from Edgar’s bones. “Gotta be honest, Ed, I don’t think that’s gonna happen.”

“Listen, Krait,” he whispered close, “I didn’t kill that girl.”

“Oh, you’re innocent?”

“Aye, for the love of God, I am.”

“Well then, by all means, we’ll let you go. Let me see.” I patted myself down. “Where’d I put that key?”

Edgar scowled.

“You expect me to believe you didn’t kill Hilda?” I said. “You two are connected. She was your old boss’s daughter. Or is that just a coincidence?”

“It was a long time ago.”

“So what?”

“So, I hold no grudge against the arbiter.”

“Oh? Seems you’re the only one.”

“As I said, I’m innocent.”

“Then why bolt?”

“Why?” Edgar shook his head. “By the bloody beast, you attacked me. You ambushed me. You and that-that half-feral beast.”

“Only half, huh?” I grinned over at Karl, nursing his thane-axe, keeping one eye on Sir Bardin and others. He wasn’t quite convinced we wouldn’t end up alongside Edgar. Neither was I. “That’s extremely Christian of you.”

“You don’t understand. I ran because if I didn’t, I would be a murderer. I would be what you fear me to be.”

“And what’s that?”

Edgar bared his teeth. “Must I say it?”

“You’ve gotta know.”

“I’ve got to know what?”

“That this is what it’s all about.”

“Huh?”

“A confession. Hell, yes, you have to say it. You have to say a lot. You have to say whatever it is they tell you to say. And you have to say it loud and in front of all of Untheim. Get it?”

“I was a justiciar.”

I glanced over at Sir Bardin, stoking the fire. “And he was your protégé, yeah?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way.”

“Successor, then?”

“Successor, usurper, interloper. Take your pick.”

“You’re a werewolf, yeah?”

Edgar closed his eyes, pursed his lips.

“I saw your blood.” I pointed at Karl. “We saw your blood. The whole damn town saw it. Steaming, jumping, sizzling in the bowl. The silver. You see it?”

Eyes clamped shut, he twitched a nod.

“Now, if there’s some other explanation...?”

“Aye, the silver.” Edgar limped away from the bars. “I know, most clever.”

“What I’m famous for.”

“Where’s that?” Karl asked.

“Up north. Way up, past Iceland.” I chucked him the finger. “And fuck off.”

“Aye.” Edgar nodded savagely. “I am what you claim, a beast, a horror, a monstrosity, a ... an accursed werewolf. A blight on the community. A blight on the world.”

“Well, as long as we’re all in agreement...”

His eyes narrowed, and he was back at the bars, teeth bared.

“How’d it happen?” I asked.

“How did what happen?”

“How’d you become a werewolf? What changed you? Were you attacked? Savaged? Bitten?”

“No, I...” Edgar rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know. If only I’d been, I’d have had some inkling, some sense, some warning. No, Sir Luther, as it were, it ... it just happened. I didn’t even realize it at first. If I had, perhaps I could have...”

“Alright.” I scratched my chin. “When’d it start?”

“Truly, I don’t remember. Fourteen ... fifteen years ago. What year is it?”

I told him.

“Fifteen, then. It was autumn, October, on the cusp of All Hallows Eve.”

“Well, that’s fitting. Remember anything stands out?”

“Like what? Are you asking if I spurned any witches or was cursed by some dread warlock?”

“Yeah. Sure. Something like that. Anything.”

“No, as I said, there’s nothing I recall, nothing out of the ordinary, at the least. Just the usual business, I suppose. Mostly dealing with folk who’d drunk too much, locking them up in the stocks. The pillories. I caught a poacher that fall. Deer. I treated him fair which was long-sighted as that was the end of the long road I was walking. I simply didn’t ken it at the time.”

“We never do. Anything else serious? Likely to bring ire. Strong ire.”

Edgar screwed his eyes shut. “Was a father and his lad, gypsies, working one of the mines. I ... I forget which. They were accused of stealing. Accused? Nay. They were caught red-handed sitting in the cart, full of ore, heading east for the Herhoff Pass.”

“Those the ones got hanged?”

“Aye.” Edgar bit his upper lip, baring his bottom teeth. “Was a mark on my soul, that one. Don’t mistake me, the father deserved it. You steal a little, you lose a hand. You steal a lot...” He shook his head. “Well, it’s always been that way. Executing the lad, though? That never did sit square with me. I pushed for merely branding him.” He looked over at Sir Bardin, poking the embers. “Not an inconsequential sentence I realize, given hindsight.”

“Yeah...” I glanced over. “You argue for him?”

“As much as I could. I couldn’t do it in trial, but behind the scenes? Aye. I spoke with the arbiter, I told him of my fears, my insights, my feelings. I told him to imagine himself at the lad’s age, to imagine his father ordering him to do something he knew was wrong, something that’d break the law. And what child has any sense of the law? But every child has a sense of his father’s belt, his fist, the back of his hand.” Edgar ran a blood-crusted hand through his hair. “The lad couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven.”

“What’d Hargin say?”

Edgar’s head snapped up. “He said it was beyond my purview. He said I was justiciar, and he was arbiter, and we both had a job to see done. He said mine ended where his began. He said together we must balance the scales of justice. I remember him mentioning the blindfold that lady of justice wears.”

“Yeah?”

“Aye, and I recall thinking that in some instances it might better if she tore the God-damned thing off.”

“I’ve had that same notion from time to time. And what happened after that?”

“How so?”

“With the gypsies? They retaliate? Them? The family?”

“No.” Edgar shrugged. “There was no response. They pulled up stakes and hurried on. And what could they do? They were both in the wrong, legally speaking.”

“Legally?” I scoffed. “Whatever fool ideas pop into a lord’s skull is considered legal.”

“Well, there is that. Despite them stealing, I fought for the boy. I swear it on my soul.” He held up his hands. “I’m not looking for accolades or medals or recognition.”

“Well then, I’ve got some good news for you...”

“It was more than most would’ve done is all I’m saying.”

“Yeah. Still not the highest hurdle.”

“Aye.” Edgar looked down. Away. “I suppose it’s not. I suppose I could’ve released him, could’ve gone against the Lord-Father’s will, Hargin’s sentence. Become an outlaw, an outcast, a fugitive.” Edgar grimaced. “You ever wonder if all paths lead to the same place?”

“No,” I said, “cause they do.”

“Aye.” Edgar smiled mirthlessly. “But, perhaps I’d have been able to sleep come nightfall instead of...”

“Becoming a monster.”

Grimacing, he offered a curt nod. “Aye, maybe, something like that.”

“But you still claim innocence?”

“Innocence? No.” He shook his silver-maned head. “No one is. A justiciar you were, eh? Then you ken that.” He pursed his lips. “Not since the old days could anyone accuse me of that.”

“Gotta tell you, Ed, that’s not overly reassuring.”

“No.” Edgar paced back and forth in the cramped confines of his cage. “I suppose it’s not, but I suppose it wasn’t meant to be, either.”

“Then tell me about the old days.”

“What can I tell you that you don’t already know? You’re a knight. Have you never done things you’d wished you’d not? Things your lord and master bade you do? Raiding cities, towns, burning farms and homes? Things that went against every grain in your being? Every fiber of your faith? Your being? Things that made it impossible to close your eyes at night. To sleep? To find some mote of succor against the horrors of...”

“Yeah. I’ve been there. Done that. And in spades.”

On the fields of Crecy, after the battle. The slaughter. Upon that hedge-grown hilltop, at the maw of the funnel, surrounded by a sea of dead French. Dying French. Wounded French. A patchwork tapestry of interwoven arms and legs encased in iron and steel. The cold rain drizzling down. Everything grey. Everything rust. Everything except the blood. A flock of arrows all pointed feathers up towards the sky. Stalking from man to man. At first, checking to see if they were alive. Later, though? Praying they weren’t.

No, no, NO—!

Taking a dagger, sliding it in through the slit in the visor, a quick, firm jab all the way to the hilt, feeling the blade punch through thin orbital bone, then a split second of nothing til it thunked into the back of the skull.

Making certain that the dead were dead. That the dying were dead. That the wounded were dead. The low man’s job. The no one. The nobody. I stopped checking cause if I did it quick, if I did it certain, if I did it without thinking, without looking, maybe I could convince myself they were already dead. And that’d be one less soul weighing down on mine.

But like most bullshit trickery it didn’t work.

Cause I could still hear their pleas echoing in my mind, those empty voices, sounding so far away, so lost, and the begging, the pleading for me to stop, to hold my blade, to just move on past, turn a blind eye.

Broken whispers...

Please, I have a wife...

I have children...

I have this...

I have that...

“You have nothing.”

Please, no. Please, no — Please!

I shook it away, pushed it back, pushed it down, swallowed the bile rising at the back of my throat. “You can do what your king commands and lie awake at night, staring at their faces. Hearing their voices. Smelling their blood, their bile. Or you can refuse, and sleep soundly in the dirt til Judgement Day.”

“And Judgment Day’s coming.” Edgar glared up. “Rapture, Ragnarok, the end of days, the end of yours. I promise you that, unless you set me free.”

“That a threat?”

“No, it’s simple fact, the natural order, the setting of the sun, the rising of the moon, the changing of the tides. The beast has your scent and will come for you.”

“I’ve heard it all before.”

“You can’t have it both ways,” Edgar said. “Either I’m a werewolf and must be killed forthwith, or I’m not, and I’m innocent. In which case, you must release me.”

“You already admitted you’re a werewolf.”

“But part of you thinks I’m mad. Part thinks me a liar. Part of you doesn’t believe, can’t believe, because you’ve not seen it with your own eyes.”

“Jesus. I’ll tell you what I saw. I saw your fucking blood boil. Can you explain that? And what part of you doesn’t get that it doesn’t matter what I think? Me? I’m no one. And here? Untheim? Less than no one. I’m the one they tell to take out the trash just before they shank him in the back and add him to the pile. And hazard a guess as to your role in my shitty analogy.”

“You underestimate yourself.”

“No. I’m right on the money.”

“You have a soul. A conscience.”

“Yeah. A tiny little one beat to shit and past its prime. Too small to grasp, too brittle to gain leverage.”

Edgar’s hands trembled on the bars.

“What were you doing when we found you?” I asked.

“You haven’t believed anything I’ve said so far.”

“I don’t know. I’m stupid. Try me.”

“You saw. I-I had returned from checking my snares. I’d caught a few rabbits, sad, half-grown, paltry little things, but enough perhaps to assuage the hunger...” Edgar pressed his face against the bars. “There isn’t much time, Krait. I can feel it. I can feel the pull of the moon.”

I glanced at Karl. He didn’t look thrilled.

“I didn’t kill Hilda,” Edgar hissed.

“What are you holding back?”

“I’ll tell you everything if you’ll release me.”

“Again, not my call and not going to happen.”

“These?” Edgar gripped the bars, squeezed, all the blood flowing from his fingers. “Chaff, tin, dried twigs come twilight.”

“Tell me how.”

“Let me go. Or execute me. But do it.” He glanced up at the window. “And do it soon.”

I swallowed. I’d seen what Hilda’d done to these very bars. How she’d torn them asunder. Tossed them aside. Bent them into pretzeled lead. And what she’d done to Artani. To the gypsies in the Old Forest...

“You see it now?” Edgar said. “You understand?”

“No. Not even a little.” I followed his gaze to Sir Bardin. “He won’t let you go. They won’t let you go. They want a confession. A show. A grand one. The biggest this town’s ever seen. And you’re the bloody lead.”




Chapter 45.

My Dearest Pern,

...I seek now only to slay it. To any who should come upon this cache, please convey them forthwith to Saint Helena’s Convent and the Prioress Clad-Iron Hex therein, and know only that they chronicle the last years of a cursed man’s existence...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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SIR BARDIN EMERGED from the cell-room of the gaol, covered in sweat, patting a towel across his forehead. “Been good seeing you, boss,” he sneered back into the cell-room. “Gonna take spell. The boys’ll see to your needs.” He closed the door.

Edgar commenced screaming. Again. They’d been at it for hours and the day was wearing thin. I sat with my head down, hanging like the knot at the end of a flaccid rope, dangling, numb, trying not to hear it. Trying not to listen. Trying not to think about all the shit I’d done in my life. And was still doing.

“It must be made public. It must be done in public.” The Lord-Father’s eyes gleamed with a cold light. “The folk must hear him say the words. They must know. They must believe.” He glared at Sir Bardin. “You’ve not touched his face?”

Sir Bardin shook his head. “Still pretty as a picture.”

I winced as Edgar screamed again. It was like Artani, all over again. I thought my teeth might crack. “What makes you think he’ll say them in public if he won’t say them here?”

The Lord-Father answered with three words. “He will break.”

The three magic words he wanted spouted to the public? I am guilty. The venue? Untheim town square. Right up on the stage they’d built for the Harvest Festival. And the show? They were going to torture the shit out of Edgar til he confessed to Hilda’s murder. Til he confessed to terrorizing Untheim and the whole Black River Valley for nigh on a fifteen years and change.

With a soiled rag, Sir Bardin meticulously wiped blood off his fingers, one by one.

“It is but a matter of time and pressure,” the Lord-Father said.

“We don’t have time,” I said.

The Lord-Father stiffened.

“Have you not grasped it?” I said. “What happens when the sun sets? And the moon rises? We know he’s a bloody werewolf.”

“It’s not a full moon for days.”

“Edgar says it won’t matter.”

“Of course he would say that,” the Lord Father said. “The folk must understand that the threat is past. It is of paramount importance. They must see the threat is over. They must feel safe.”

“Feel safe?” I asked. “Or actually be safe?”

Sir Bardin scowled up from his bloody fingers.

A sobering moment.

“You have something to say, Sir Luther?” The Lord-Father turned from his much-vaunted audience of Sir Bardin, a quartet of his guards, and a crucifix bearing our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, looking more than a little guilty by association. “Some droll comment? Some barbed witticism gone, forgotten as soon as said? Why not say it in plain-speak?”

“He hasn’t confessed.”

“Fear not. He will.” Sir Bardin tossed the bloody rag aside. “He’ll beg.”

“Just cause you force a man to confess doesn’t mean he’s guilty.”

Sir Bardin straightened, his eyes twitching to the guards at the door.

The Lord-Father forced a smile. “I think, Sir Luther, I can hear the great bells of Saint’ Agnes’s Cathedral in Herhoff tolling from far across the Green Wall. Have you ever seen them? Heard their awesome peal, a clarion call across the whole of the town? They echo for miles. I admit as Lord of Untheim to not an insignificant amount of jealousy that our own church bells pale in comparison.”

“What’s your point?”

“My point, Sir Luther?” The Lord-Father said. “My point is you should go and see them, hear them for yourself. Head east, head west, go somewhere that is not here. My point is that should you stay you might learn to temper your tongue with wisdom lest you find yourself screaming in concert alongside our dear own Edgar.”

I gripped my blade.

“I wonder just whose side you’re on, Sir Luther.” Sir Bardin leaned back against the wall, crossing his arms. “Where your loyalties lie.”

“You wouldn’t have anything if it weren’t for me.”

“So? You have no problem affording yourself accolades for conquest whilst nearly in the same breath spouting the innocence of these men. These monstrosities.”

“I brought them in. And I warned you about the bloody gypsies.”

“Aye, but you were noticeably vague on the specifics.”

“Alright. Mormacar’s going to sneak into Untheim and stab some bastards and slit some throats. He’ll use sharp-pointy objects, and you top the list. Right next to me. I wish I could mark it on the calendar, but the exact date and time’ve slipped my mind.”

Frowning, Sir Bardin leaned in and whispered something in the Lord-Father’s ear. The Lord-Father shook his head and frowned, whispering back as he withdrew a folded piece of parchment from inside his mantle. “I have one last task for you, Sir Luther.”




Chapter 46.

My Dearest Pern,

...this one was tipped with silver. An old wive’s tale, I had thought, yet it proved different for I felt its power as I fell upon it, nature’s will thrusting it through my chest, piercing my heart, my very soul.

Yet, even though it was daylight, it awoke within me the beast who allayed the proceedings...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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“KRAIT? WHAT IS IT?” Hargin’s eyes bulged wide as he slid into the kitchen, an ashen masque of panic plastered across his haggard mug. His eyes were rheumy, runny, red. “I am... Petra is... It’s a very bad day.”

In the next room, Petra shifted in bed, moaning softly.

“Sorry,” I said. “I let myself in.”

Groaning, Hargin reached up and pulled a stack of teacups off a shelf. “What is it you want?”

“The Lord-Father sent me.”

“Did ... Did you find him?” The teacups rattled. “The killer? For I had heard Hilda’s...”

“Karl and I tracked down Edgar and brought him in.”

I left it at that.

“Edgar? Edgar Godrick? You did? Oh. Oh my.” Hargin’s visage darkened, a shroud of sorrow lifting and another one, a lead one of burgeoning anger taking its place. I wondered which was the heavier burden. “And he has confessed?”

“He confessed to being a werewolf, but...” I shook my head at the words coming from my mouth. A werewolf. A bloody-fucking werewolf. And innocent? Jesus. “He denies killing Hilda.”

“Oh my oath, my heart, my song.” Hargin staggered as though struck a blow and fumbled the teacups, dropping them shattering across the floor. “Oh lord.” He stared down at the jagged mess. “Three daughters gone and now... and now... this.”

I snatched a broom, started sweeping the shards into a pile, the only thing useful I’d done in a while. Maybe years.

“Please, I can do that.” Hargin reached for the broom. “That isn’t—”

“I’ve got it. Move. Sit.” I batted at his feet with the broom. “Only thing I’m qualified for.”

Hargin plunked into a chair as I gathered the pile.

“Yet,” Hargin pinched the bridge of his nose, “you say that Edgar is ... is not the monster?”

“No, I said he didn’t confess to killing Hilda. Yet.” I nodded up. “Dustpan?”

“O-Over there. Hanging.” He pointed. “And you believe him?”

“Yeah. Again.” I licked my lips, took a breath, snatched the dustpan. “He’s holding back something. Not sure what. But about Hilda? About her murder...? I don’t know.”

“What is there to know?”

I gathered the last of the pile. “Maybe it’s just another gut feeling.”

“Another... Gut... Feeling...” Acid boiled with each syllable.

“Forgive me. Jesus.” I stood. “I’ll go.”

“How...?” Hargin’s shoulders bobbed. “How much can one man suffer? Have I offended thee, Lord? Or ... or am I merely a Job, suffering the consequence of some meaningless, deific wager, some pointless academic practice, some celestial pissing contest?” Tears rolled down his face, and he swiped them away. “Lord, my wife, my love, lies dying, set to join dear Hilda, and here I blather on about myself, me, my travails, my sufferings. Wallowing. Lord, if I could only switch places.”

“Yeah...” I muttered. Eloquently.

“Eh?” Hargin rubbed his brow. “How is it you’re certain he’s a werewolf?”

“He admitted it.”

“But a man’s word is worth what? And yet, you say you’re certain?” Hargin’s eyes narrowed. “For in my day, I have seen many a lunatic—”

“I did a blood test.”

“A ... a blood test?”

“Yeah. For lack of a better phrase,” I said. “Werewolf blood doesn’t like silver.”

“Eh?”

“Yeah. Sorry. I’m no alchemist. But it, ah, hisses and bubbles and ... reacts to it, you could say, when they come in contact. Gives off steam. Roils around. Cooks, I guess.”

“How is it you came by this knowledge?”

“By accident. Purely. A gypsy woman showed me. Artani’s mother, in point of fact.”

“Artani’s mother.” Hargin scowled. “A gypsy witch burdened with grief, vengeance, malice, all festering in her heart? Coupled with dark gypsy magic? Oh, Krait, this bodes ill.”

“Tell me something that doesn’t. And a witch?” I shook my head. “I don’t know. Ain’t qualified to say. But I don’t think so. I think she’s just an old broken-hearted mother trying to do something right. Trying to rid the world of a monster. And trying to clear her son’s name in the process.”

“Have any of those vagabonds ever done anything right?”

Thoughts of Mirella warm and willing and writhing against me, doing plenty right, more than plenty, came to mind, but I figured now wasn’t the time. “She has as much reason to want an end to this as anyone. As much reason for vengeance. For justice. And I think you’ve a blind spot with regards to them.”

“Perhaps...” Hargin offered. “And you’re certain this test, this blood test works?”

“I tried it with my own. And Karl’s. A lot of Karl’s. Neither had the same reaction.”

“Hmm... Silver, you say?” Hargin peered out the window. “What time is it?”

“Almost three. Not a lot.”

“Oh. Yes. Yes, of course.” Hargin rubbed his forehead. “Forgive me. My mind’s clouded, addled. Lord, thinking has been ... difficult as of late.”

“When’s the last time you slept?”

“Sleep...?” he said as though it were some mythic beast.

“Then you should drink more.”

“I don’t think it shall help.”

“It can’t hurt.”

He rubbed his red eyes. “Why is it you’ve come?”

“A few things. To keep you in the loop. And cause the Lord-Father’s going to have Sir Bardin torture Edgar in the town square. Make him confess. Publicly. Whether he’s guilty or innocent.”

“And...?”

“He wants you there. In attendance. As a show of fidelity, solidarity. All the ropes of his lordship’s authority pulling in one direction.”

Petra groaned in the next room.

“I...” Hargin glared at the door. “Does he not understand?”

“I’m sure he understands,” I said. “He just doesn’t give a shit.”

“I ... I have to brew her tea.” Hargin hobbled over to the hearth, lifting a steam kettle. “I’ll gather my things. Lord. Krait, could you bring that here?” He pointed at a wrapped parcel on the counter.

“Yeah. Sure.” I brought it to the table, set it down, opened it.

Hargin stroked his chin as he selected a packet from within and upended it into the kettle.

“Would you do me another favor, Krait?”

“Name it.”

“Petra has been asking, in her more lucid moments, for her sister.” Hargin glanced back at the bedroom door. “Pernicia. She and my love had a falling out, you could say. It was many years past and has festered long and slow and deep. I know that Petra regrets it. She wishes she had patched things long ago. She has tried over the years, many times, but Pernicia is...”

“A clad-iron bitch?”

“I was going to say recalcitrant.”

“Well, that’s more generous.”

Hargin laid a hand on my shoulder. I could feel his whole body tensing, trembling through his hand. “And I ... I fear she hasn’t long. I know it in my bones. If there were some way to convince Pernicia to come here, to see Petra one last time. Please, Sir Luther, would you go to her and convey the message?”

“You know she despises me, yeah? At the very least.”

“Aye, I do, and I fear I hold that same distinction.”

“And I’ve a prior engagement we’re both painfully aware of.”

“Aye, I know. I would go myself, yet...” Hargin’s head bent like a wilted sunflower over the table.

“Wait. Yeah. Sure.” I looked outside at the fading light and stood. Best get moving and fast. “Consider it done.”

“You said ‘a few.’” Hargin caught the look in my eye. “What was the last thing you came for?”

“Here.” I pulled a folded writ from inside my pocket, set it on the table, pushed it toward him. “I need you to sign it. Seal it.”

Hargin winced as he picked it up, unfolded it, adjusted his glasses. “What is it?”

“Writ of execution. For Edgar. For today.”

“A writ of...” Hargin murmured, his lips moving as he read. “But he has yet to even be tried.”

I chuffed a laugh. “When the hell’s that ever mattered?”




Chapter 47.

My Dearest Pern,

...could not kill the damned thing. Nor would it suffer any cage, for it was most adroit at the severing and sundering of bond and bar. Yet, I have come lately upon a gloriously simple method of outwitting the beast...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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THE STINK OF BURNT hair and human flesh seared my nostrils before I even stepped inside the gaol, but I was getting used to it. Always a good sign. The writ was moist and crumpled in my fist. The guards waved me through with a grunt.

“Sir Luther.”

I stuttered to a halt.

The Lord-Father glared up from the front desk, Sir Bardin perched at his shoulder, a look of consternation plastered across both their faces. “Just the man I wanted to see.”

“Oh?” I slapped the writ on the desk. “What is it, my lord?”

“It’s Edgar.” The Lord-Father glanced over the writ. “Excellent, excellent, and Hargin will be prepared?”

“To abandon his wife in her last hours of grief and desperation all to bolster your ego?” I asked. “Yeah. Absolutely.”

“Sir Luther, need I belabor the show of solidarity I require from him?”

“That’s exactly what he’s doing.”

The Lord-Father straightened in his seat.

“Petra is dying,” I said. “His wife, the last vestiges of his family. And you want him on hand to bolster your fucking harvest festival?”

“Damnably hot in here, damnably.” The Lord-Father fanned himself with the writ. “You walk a fine line, Sir Luther.”

“I have fair good balance.”

“Is that so? I wonder if it’s as good as you think it is. Sometimes we fall without the realization it’s happened. We’re lulled, you see? Lulled by the rush of wind, the euphoria of the fall, and only the crash against the ground has the wherewithal to awaken us, however so briefly.”

“What about Edgar?”

“Oh, er, you two seem to have a rapport. More so than Sir Bardin, admittedly, but of course those two have a history of, shall we say, an argumentative nature.” The Lord-Father nodded toward the cell-room door. “He wished to speak to you. He stated that he would be more willing to cede to my demands were such arrangements made. I think it might be mutually beneficial to both of you should he be persuaded to do so.”

I glanced over at the door to the cell-room. I half-figured a fistful of guards waited on the other side to ambush me, clap me in irons, toss me in alongside Edgar. And that was the optimistic half.

“Alright.”

“Sir Luther,” Sir Bardin crossed his arms, “leave your weapons in here.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I slid my baldrick up over my head, set Yolanda against the wall, along with my daggers. Most of them.

“Sir Luther,” the Lord-Father grasped my shoulder as I strode past, “tell him to confess. Convince him to confess. Tell him it’s all for the best, the best for him, the best for Untheim, the best for everyone. Tell him it can all stop as soon as he says. Tell him the power lies within him.”

“Well, I’m sure he’ll be relieved.”

“You ought watch your tongue.” Sir Bardin clenched his fists.

The Lord-Father lowered the writ. “You doubt my word?”

“No, my lord,” I lied, turning toward cell-room door, “I’ll tell him.”

Edgar’s long white hair hung down over his face as he sat there, shoulders rising and falling in uneven stutters as he stared at his hands, clenching and unclenching. Torture etched in burns marked his chest and shoulders, his neck and legs. The ghost of Artani sat next to him, a shade in my mind, casting me a glare and a lone middle finger I’d damn sure more than earned.

“Edgar...?”

He didn’t look up. It was possible he couldn’t. “Krait.”

“You, uh,” I swallowed, “you wanted to talk?”

“Aye.” His voice was soft, distant, sibilant.

“What is it?”

He wiped at blood dripping from his nose. “Tell them I’ll confess.”

“Alright.” I turned to call over my shoulder, “He’ll sign and confess,” but Edgar reached through the bars and gripped my shoulder. “Hold—” 

I eyeballed his hand, clutching my shoulder, worked my way up his arm to his wide eyes. “You’re gonna want to let go.”

He released instantly. “Forgive me.”

“It’s alright.” I glanced back at the door. “Just a little jumpy.”

“I understand,” Edgar said. “Wait just a moment, please.”

“Alright. You’ll confess? No games?”

Edgar nodded as though his head were made of lead, as though it might fall off, as though all his vertebrae were made of fissured glass. “No games.”

“So say it to me, then. I want to hear it.”

Edgar stared at his hands, red burn marks slashed wide across each palm.

“Say you murdered Hilda.”

“Alright. I did it. I killed her. I killed the others. I killed them all.”

“Alright...” I crossed my arms, took a breath, glanced over my shoulder. “Why didn’t you just tell them yourself? How come you let them keep going? Jesus...”

“I didn’t ‘let them’ do anything,” Edgar sneered. “And because fuck them, that’s how come.”

“Lower your voice.” I leaned against the bars. “And fair enough. Signing a writ won’t be enough, though. You ken that, yeah? They want a full confession. A full confession in front of all of Untheim. The whole story. A big bloody show. And if you don’t? Even bloodier.”

“A scapegoat’s what they desire.”

“Folk do so love a good scapegoat,” I said. “But you’re guilty, so you’re not even that.”

“Nay, I am not.”

I almost turned to leave but didn’t. For some reason. “What changed?”

Edgar ground his teeth together, looking down, away.

“What the hell’s it all mean?”

“It means I want it all to end,” Edgar spat. “I’m tired, Krait, tired of running, tired of living, tired of fighting. Fighting them. Fighting this thing inside me, keeping it down, back, barred.

“There was a time, soon after I became afflicted, before I understood what it was, what I was, and even after that, when I knew.” His eyes went wide. “A time I murdered without fail, without care, without mercy.”

“How many?”

“How many? Too many, far too many, that’s all I know.” He licked his cracked lips. “And who...?” Edgar ran a hand through his white hair, dyed crimson with blood. “Besides my wife? Lord. Ethelia...” He bit his knuckles, shaking. “Did I tell you I slaughtered my wife? As she lay sleeping, and she was but the first. Waking in the morn with the taste of her blood in my mouth? Scattered sheets and slaughter. And my children, dear lord...” His shoulders slumped as he wept.

I said nothing.

What the hell was there to say?

“I disgust you, don’t I? Please. I beg this of you.” Edgar eased down onto his knees, wincing, his hands clasped together, trembling. “Know that I tried to end it. I tried to kill myself so many times. So many more than I could count, more than I could remember, more than I could ever forget.” His burned hands opened and closed. “I’ve slit my wrists, my belly, my throat. I’ve leapt from cliffs, drowned at sea, pierced myself with the sharpest of spears, and always, without fail, the next morning, I awakened fresh and raw and ravenous.” Edgar rubbed his wrist. “You saw at the pit.”

“What about it? You tried to kill yourself again and failed.”

“Kill myself? No. That was before, long before, when I had not yet abandoned all hope. Before you came along, my savior, my guide, my glory.” Edgar fingered his lip, gripping it, pulling it down. “Giving me back all that I’d lost.”

“You tried to jump in. Headfirst.”

“Aye, I tried, I’ll not deny it, but I did it to save you.”

“What—?” I scoffed.

“Never you mind. Go. Tell them I ... I’ll sign and I’ll confess, but I have terms.”

“Alright, then, name them.”

“It’s just one thing.”

“I’m all ears.”

“I want you as my executioner.”

“Jesus.” I straightened. “Me...?”

“Aye. Yes. You.”

“Why the hell me?”

Edgar gripped the bars. “They want my confession and execution public.”

“Yeah. No shit.”

“And what is it you want?”

“Me?” I scratched my beard. “Why the hell do you give a shit about me?”

“What do you want?” he repeated.

“Fine,” I said. “I want what they want.”

“Nay, you want it done. You want it over, and you don’t want to do it. I can see it in your eyes. You’re tired of death, worn out from killing, wasted from all of the horrors this world has to offer. And they, the Lord-Father, Sir Bardin...” Edgar shook his head then looked up. “Do you hate me, Krait?”

“Hate you?” I considered. “No, I don’t know you well enough.”

“Yes, and justice means something to you,” he muttered. “You shielded me from the mob. Saved them from me.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

“Do it, Krait, please, say you will, you must.” Edgar nodded. “You’re a good man.”

“Jesus, have you got me figured wrong.”

“You may not see it, you may not ken it, and be that as it may, I’d rather be executed by a stranger than that lot. Someone who’ll take no pleasure in the act. Someone with some shred of decency. And maybe it’s all a matter of scales, and if that be the case, simply consider this.” Edgar held up his palm. It was burned across in a wide, blistered swathe.

“So?” I hissed. “They burned on you plenty. Where didn’t they burn on you?”

“That they did, that they did...” Edgar winced as he clenched his hand. “But this? No. This was done by you.”

“Huh?” I peered close. “Torture ain’t my—”

“Your blade,” Edgar said. “By the pit, on the ground, the edge of the abyss, grappling. I got my hands on it, and it ... it burned me. My flesh. Your blade. I can still feel its sear, a white-hot flame. Salvation lies within that flame, that pain, my salvation, and so, I ... I think it shall work. I think it shall serve to end this ... this nightmare. You must cut off my head. Yet,” he fingered his split lips, “even that may not prove enough.”

“No? Cause it usually does the trick.”

“It must be you. It must be your sword. Will you do it?”

I swore beneath my breath. Nodded. Swore again. “Yeah, sure.”

“Good. I thank you, Krait,” Edgar said. “Go then, and tell the Lord-Father. Tell him I shall confess before all of Untheim if it is you who executes me. Tell him you must do so before the old night falls for by then it will prove too late.”

“Alright.” I paused at the door and looked back. “You remember anything from when you’re the wolf?”

“Nay, not much.” Closing his eyes, Edgar leaned his forehead against the bars. “Though, I recall glimpses, impressions, recollections of faces, of homes, of places. But ... the screams, Krait, I do remember those. I remember those most of all...”




Chapter 48.

To Edgar,

...the wolf no longer howls outside the convent, and the land has come to know some peace. I pray to the Almighty only that it lasts...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex
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I WAS BREATHING HARD and sweat poured down my face, stinging my eyes as I strode into Saint Helena’s stables. Horses whickered in the dark stalls. Sister Pernicia stood by one of the gates, gently stroking a horse’s head, long and smooth, as she spoke soft and low. Joshua and Sarah both paused, looked up, a saddle slung between the two of them.

“Hi, Sir Luther,” Sarah grunted.

“My lady.” I bowed. “And, my lord.”

Joshua maintained focus on their shared burden.

“Children,” Sister Pernicia glared my way, “please bring Onyx out into the yard and saddle him there.”

The children changed direction and scrabbled past and out into the light.

Sister Pernicia took Onyx by the reins, opened the gate and led him out.

I stepped aside. “Fine-looking horse.”

“He serves his purpose, which is more than I can say for most,” Sister Pernicia said. “And please, enough with the platitudes. I am in something of a hurry. What is it you desire?”

“Your brother-in-law sent me,” I said.

Sister Pernicia froze in the slash of sunlight, her face half-hidden by shadow. “And what does the pig want of me?”

“The what?” I said.

Sarah ambled back inside.

“Thank you, Young Sarah. Please, have him ready when I emerge.” Sister Pernicia handed the reins off to Sarah and closed the door behind, enveloping us in darkness. “Hargin. What is it he wants?”

“Him? Nothing. It’s what your sister wants. Petra. Or what he thinks she wants.”

“And that is?”

“She wants to see you before she dies. To talk to you. To bury the hatchet.”

“An interesting turn of phrase.”

“Hargin doesn’t think she has much longer.”

“Yes, I had heard.” Sister Pernicia swallowed. “Most unfortunate.”

“You hit the nail on the head. Jesus. You alright? Please. Try to hold it together.” I headed toward the door. “You coming?”

“I’m told you apprehended Hilda’s killer,” Sister Pernicia said. “The most recent one. Strange, how your first blunder cost a man his life yet everyone simply looks past it. It’s as though it never occurred.”

“Guess I’m just lucky. And yeah, I brought in Edgar. Well, Karl and me.”

“The wolf...”

“That’s what they call him.”

“And is he ... is he still alive?”

“For the time being? Yeah.” I nodded. “He’s in the gaol.”

“And are they...?” Sister Pernicia faltered.

“Are they what? Preparing him filet and port?”

“Hound and hare,” Sister Pernicia drew a sharp breath, “are they torturing him?”

“Torture? Yeah. Sure. Of course. And then some,” I said. “I’ve heard there’s history between you two.”

“Oh?” Sister Pernicia selected a bridle off a rack and ran her fingers over the leather. “Good history, Sir Luther, or bad?”

“Honestly? I don’t know. Knowing men and women, probably a bit of both. Or a lot. I just know you ought to settle things if you’ve a mind to. Cause he ain’t gonna last much longer than your sister. If at all.”

“It’s a race then, it would seem.” Sister Pernicia’s lips split, revealing gleaming teeth in a mirthless smile. “A race neither wishes to run. A race neither wishes to win.”

“Yeah. Something like that.”

“Do you know who is to perform the execution?”

“You’re looking at him.”

“Of all the luck...”

“I am the luckiest,” I admitted.

Tall and slender and stately, Sister Pernicia sauntered toward me through the dark, naught but the white light glowing through the slatted crack and jamb lighting the way. Her voice was husky. “I know we are not friends, not allies, you and I. Yet,” she clutched a purse at her hip, “I bid you do something for me. I implore you, in fact.” She hefted the bag, jingling to that age-old tune impossible to ignore.

“Silver?”

“Nay. Gold.”

“Shit. Yeah.” I licked my lips. “What is it you want?”

“This is what I want.” And she told me in no uncertain terms exactly what it was she wanted and how she wanted it done. Then she offered the coins. It was more than I made in a decade. In a lifetime. A shitty one, maybe, but still.

I raised a hand. “Ain’t interested.”

“What—?” Her eyes blazed. “You seemed to me a man consumed by worldly matters. I had thought gold would prove more than sufficient.”

“To buy me?” I said. “Maybe I don’t come so cheap.”

“Another surprise.”

“When I walked in, you asked me what it was I desired.”

Sister Pernicia’s eyes narrowed to slits.

Then I told her in no uncertain terms exactly what it was that I desired. And exactly how I wanted it done.




Chapter 49.

To Edgar,

...with the nearly two years of peace devoid of strife, of dread, of murder. Two years where orphans might run through the grasses and orchard without fear of doom. Yet, it seems that three proved too much to hope...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex
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THE EAST ROAD WAS WIDE and flat where it met Untheim’s town square. Edgar winced, grunted, drooled, as he lurched onward before me, leg sloughing along, chains clinking, dragging behind. As a piece de resistance, Sir Bardin had shattered his right ankle with a hammer. As a precaution against any roadside japes, he’d smirked. 

Edgar’d been in a bad way when last I’d seen him.

His way now was worse.

A shroud of silence suffocated the square but for the banners flapping in the slow, cool autumn breeze. Market stalls had been erected and set up along the road, peopled with folk from Untheim, Cassorwicke, Herhoff, and beyond.

I frowned beneath my executioner’s hood. Watched as Edgar sighed at the stairs leading up to the scaffold. As he struggled, step by bloody step. As he tripped and fell, grunting to his knees and lay there, glaring up at the top. Might as well have been the moon.

All wide eyes and silence, the town-folk stood still, a murder of scarecrows watching with bated breath, morals blowing with the wind, watching in horror, fascination, in ragged anticipation, watching as this fella who’d killed their kin for nigh on a decade struggle up the stairs like a clubfooted toddler.

“Forgive me, Krait.” Edgar wiped pink drool from his chin.

“For what?” I hissed. “Jesus. Your foot’s pointed the wrong-fucking way.”

The crowd started booing, hurling garbage, curses, aspersions.

“Aye...” Edgar winced, nodded, grimaced. “There is that.”

The Lord-Father watched from a makeshift bench, flanked by Sir Bardin and his guards and the other high-hats of Untheim. Chin raised, Sister Pernicia watched from off to the side, her arms crossed, a look of nihilistic disdain carved across her cold, marble face.

“C’mon. Before they start with rocks again.” I held out a hand. “Here.”

Drool hung from his lip. “The crowd might not appreciate it.”

“The crowd can go fuck its face.”

Edgar offered a haggard grin. “It ... it would be appreciated.”

“Make him bloody crawl!” someone screamed.

“Kill him there!”

“No funny business,” I warned.

“What...?” Edgar said. “Kill you, my one true savior, then hobble off into the arms of my sea of adoring fans?”

“Fair enough.” I took his hand and knelt, ducking under his arm. “You ready?”

“Just shove it right through him!”

“Rip his guts out!”

A deep breath...

“Aye.”

“One... Two... THREE—” I stood, taking his weight, hauling him bodily to his feet. “Rrrg... What’d they feed you in there?”

“Please, don’t talk of food.”

The scaffold creaked and swayed. So did Edgar. I ripped a quick prayer to the God of carpenters, whoever he might be. “Can you make it?”

“I ... I thank you.” Edgar winced, balancing on one foot. “Aye.”

“Rrrg...” I settled his weight, rooted, balanced. “You ready?”

“Aye.” Edgar eyeballed Yolanda, slung across my back. “Pray tell me you sharpened her?”

“Nope.” I grimaced, half-dragging him up another step.

“You jest...”

“Don’t worry, she never needs it.”

“And, Lord,” he blanched, “you have done this before?”

“You’re asking this now?”

“Forgive me. An oversight. A grave one.” Edgar winced up a step. “Please, say ‘yes.’”

“Yeah. Sure. Once or twice. Been a stretch, though.”

“Again. Not overly reassuring.”

“Don’t worry,” I grunted. “I’ll get the hang of it by the third or fourth swing.”

Edgar paused, casting me a glare.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m an asshole.”

“You’ll get no arguments here.”

We reached the top in excruciating disorder. Mostly his. Partly mine. I half-dragged, half-carried him across the scaffold to collapse across the chopping block. It was an ugly thing. A misshapen jag of monolithic oak standing like the lone tooth in the under bite of some inbred ogre. The sun’s dying light shone upon it in broken blades through the clouds, as though illuminated by God.

The executioner’s axe leaned against a support.

I shifted from foot to foot.

The sun was falling between twin peaks in the Green Wall.

“Please,” Edgar hobbled forth. “Hurry.”

He gripped the edge of the chopping block like a man drowning, the chains of his manacles clinking. He stared down at the Lord-Father, Sir Bardin, the rest of the townsfolk all hunkered together like family at a will-reading. “The light’s fading. Rrrg... Help me, Sir Luther. My foot.” He gasped. “I can’t...”

“Easy.” I took his leg, eased it out, helped him kneel.

“Rrrrg!” He hissed as his foot torqued funny. Or not so.

“Jesus. Fuck. Apologies.”

“Rrrg—” Edgar waved a hand. “I-It is nothing. Or will be. Soon enough. God willing.”

I looked down at the Lord-Father, seated there in his high mitre, crozier-staff in hand, lips pressed firmly together. He looked less than happy.

“You set to confess?” I asked.

Edgar smiled as the dying sunlight washed over his face, naught but a sliver left above the Green Wall.

“What is it?” I said.

“Forgive me, Krait. I fear you’ve been laboring under a misapprehension.”

“Yeah...?” I raised an eyebrow. “Ain’t gonna like what I’m about to hear, am I?”

Edgar laid his head across the chopping block. I could see the veins on his neck standing out, pulsing strong. “Are you a masochist?”

“Lately? Sure seems like it.”

“Listen then.” Edgar’s pupils dilated. “I believe I’m not guilty of killing Hargin’s daughter. I believe I’m not guilty of any of the recent deaths.”

“Yeah...?”

“Fucking end him, already!”

“It means I lied to you, Krait. It means I’m not going to confess. It means I’ve put you in a difficult position, and for that? I am truly sorry.”

“Difficult position...? Me?” I straightened. “They’re going to slit open your belly and tear out your insides. While you’re still fucking breathing. Then probably start on me.”

“Listen. I killed, aye, but that was years past, my family, my friends, all the others, all gone.”

I glared down at Sir Bardin, fingering the hilt of his blade, at his men standing at attention behind.

“Crowd’s getting antsy. I told them you’d confess. You told them you’d confess.”

“And yet, here we are.” Edgar closed his eyes as though nodding off to sleep upon the softest of pillows. “If you refuse to kill me, one of them will step forth and take up the axe and strike me down. I’ll stop moving. Aye, I’ll look as though I’m dead, but on the morrow, blood shall stain my hands.” He cracked an eyelid. His eyes were yellow. “And yours.”

“Alright...” I leaned in. “Jesus. You believe you’re not guilty? Or you know?”

“I can’t know it, not for certain. There’s no way—” His eyes went wide, far-seeing. His teeth were sharp, long, and fixing to get longer. “Unless the beast has learned. It is a base creature but not without its guile.”

“Jesus. Learned what?”

“No. It ... it’s impossible. It’s too deep, too steep. But no.” Edgar grimaced. “Someone must go, someone must check, someone must verify.”

“Verify what?”

“That the beast cannot escape.”

“You’re losing me, Ed.” I hissed. “What the hell are we jawing about?”

“Where the beast sleeps. Nay. Where the beast wakes each night, every night, for the past fifteen years.” The hair on his neck, his face, his arms was growing longer. “I lied to you before. I was a monster. I was a killer, but that was long ago, long past, and I have not killed since then.” He rapped his forehead with his knuckles. “I believe. I hope. I pray.”

“What the hell are you saying?”

Below, the crowd started booing, and the Lord-Father pulled Sir Bardin close, started whispering in his ear. I saw that smile widen across Sir Bardin’s face.

“Listen, there’s no time.” Edgar doubled over. “Rrrrg... I’m talking about the abyss, the pits, the mines. Check the Kull-Drake. It’s the deepest. I would go there most, climb to the bottom, for it was safe. The beast could not escape. But still, you must check it. Aye. Climb to the bottom, delve, see for yourself. See if there’s a way out. Some tunnel. Some means of escape. See if the beast has learned. See if I’m wrong.”

“What?” I snarled. “I’m supposed to risk my neck climbing down into that bloody monstrosity? For what?”

“It can only be scaled with rope, a long stout rope.” Edgar licked his lips. “And because a wolf, a werewolf cannot climb free, and if a werewolf cannot climb free, and there is no other method of escape, then even after I am gone...”

“We still have a killer on our hands.”

“Aye.”

Below, the Lord-Father sensed something wrong and stood, pointed, was shouting words I couldn’t hear for the catcalls of the crowd. Sir Bardin drew his sword and strode forth.

“Sir Luther, this was a bastard of a fool’s gambit, I admit. A gambit you’d strike me down before they reach me, before they savage me, before I savage them in return. Before I savage everybody.”

“Fuck,” I grunted. Unequivocally.

“Aye. And if it means anything, I apologize for casting you in the fire.”

“Yeah, well, the frying pan wasn’t much better.” I drew Yolanda ringing free.

“Ah, yes, there she is!” Edgar smiled. “And her beautiful song.”

“Any last words?” I set my feet, fixed my grip.

The Lord-Father shouted about confessions, or lack thereof. Sir Bardin stomped up the stairs, his men following, everyone shouting, cursing, crying.

“Aye.” He took in a deep breath, a long breath, a last breath.

“What is it?”

“Promise you’ll do what I ask.”

“Yeah, sure,” I raised Yolanda overhead, “consider it done.”

“And one last thing.”

“What?”

“Do not miss.”




Chapter 50.

My Dearest Pern,

...after my long climb every morning, I check my snares and traps, my stomach growling, my head groggy with fatigue, for I do not sleep and know I must find sustenance. I eat now for two...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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A RAUCOUS CHEER EXPLODED from the gathered mob, fists pumping up and down, mouths open, spittle coursing, curse and invective flying as I tore the executioner’s hood from my face and gasped. Edgar’s blood slid in runnels off Yolanda’s blade. She’d done her work. A single stroke with nary a hitch. I used the hood to clean her off as the sunlight died over my shoulder.

I looked into the basket. “Just made it.”

Edgar did not reply.

“Apologies.” I reached down and closed his eyes. “You deserved better.”

The scaffold creaked and shuddered as Sir Bardin pounded up the stairs, sword drawn, his men at his back coming on strong with a fair gleam of murder in the sum total of their collective eye.

I straightened, cleaning my hands of Edgar’s blood.

“He was supposed to confess before the masses,” Sir Bardin hissed. “You were supposed to make him.”

“What? You didn’t hear him?” I raised an eyebrow. “Was clear as day.”

Sir Bardin edged forward a step, gripping his blade, his voice low. “Don’t fuck with me, Krait.”

“Don’t worry, you ain’t my type.”

At that instant, Edgar’s body unceremoniously slid off the block, contorting limp in a pile at our feet, blood dripping through the joints. The crowd cheered louder, hands slapping the carts, the benches, feet stomping the ground.

“Would you listen to that?” I barked over the din. “You think they give a fuck about words? Guilt...? Innocence...? They just saw a monster get the chop. It Christmas-Fucking-Morn, and you and your boss are Saint Nick, get it? They’re satisfied. More than. So why the hell aren’t you?”

Stalwart prick that Sir Bardin was, he did not waver.

“What?” I gripped Yolanda’s hilt and slid in close. Wasn’t much room atop the scaffold and I just gobbled up the last of it. “You looking for an encore?”

It was a tough spot for a fucker like him. Up on high, front and center to everyone, four men at his back but stuck on the stairs. If we threw down, it was just Sir Bardin and me til one of us fell.

Sir Bardin glanced down at the Lord-Father, standing below, gripping his crozier amidst his cadre of bodyguards, his lips pursed together in a granite fissure.

At that moment, I slide-stepped forward and slid my arm behind Sir Bardin’s neck and gripped his shoulder, raising Yolanda overhead and barking to the crowd, “For the Lord-Father!”

The mob responded with a massive cheer blaring past me in a concussive wave.

“Now, how can you argue with that?” I asked.

Sir Bardin stiffened but said nothing as the crowd continued to roar.

Below the scaffold, on the road, behind the Lord-Father and his retinue, amidst the swirl of dancing and merriment, still as a stone statue of the blessed mother, Sister Pernicia stood glaring up at me, her motionless form in stark contrast to the chaos swirling around her.




Chapter 51.

To Edgar,

...a wonder folk continue to settle here, placing themselves under the thumb of the Lord-Father Dernryeka. It seems the old fool has become adroit at secreting those facts from the newcomers. It seems he has learned from his previous follies. It seems he has had much practice...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
[image: image]


HARGIN WAS BLIND-STINKING drunk. At the very least. He sat slumped forward at his kitchen table, head propped up by his meaty palm, nursing a flagon of some hearty brew stronger than a mule kick to the temple. He didn’t look up, didn’t acknowledge me, was barely breathing. “It’s done, then...?”

I eased the door shut behind. “Yeah.”

He took another pull, nodded, frowned. “He confessed?”

“He signed the confession, a big ostentatious ‘X,’” I lied. Someone had signed the confession. Post mortem. “Very legal.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“No, it wasn’t. And no, he didn’t confess. Not even as I raised my blade.”

“No...?”

“Said only one thing.”

“Oh? And what was that?”

I told him what Edgar’d said about the pit, the Kull-Drake Mine.

Hargin scowled and took a pull, spittle flying as he spoke, “The bloody coward...”

“Yeah, exactly, only,” I scratched my neck, “he didn’t seem it. And I should know cause I’m considered an expert in the field. He seemed more like the other kind.”

“What other kind?”

“The kind you hardly ever see. Kind you only hear about in stories. Myths. Fables. The brave kind. The hero kind.”

Hargin scowled into his flagon.

“Petra...?” I asked, fearing the answer.

“Oh? Eh? Aye.” Hargin pointed off toward the room. “She’s resting, sleeping. Her tea took effect, pulling its weight, finally, thank the blessed Lord. It’s been a stretch. Can’t touch her some days. Others, though? She sleeps sound as a baby.”

“Yeah. Good.” I tiptoed past Petra’s door, could hear her snoring softly inside, and took a seat at his table. “Mind if I...?” I nodded at a pitcher of ale.

Hargin held his hands up, “Proceed, good sir.”

I did. And then some. “What can you tell me about Edgar?”

“Him...?” Hargin frowned.

“Yeah, before all this. Before the curse. Before the murders. And what about Pernicia? About his wife? His family? What was he like as First-Sword? Did Sir Bardin learn being a prick by aping him?”

“Hmmm. Pains me to say it, but you sized him up well. He was a staunch fellow once upon a time. The staunchest. He loved his family, his wife, Ethelia, was very proud of both of his lads and daughter. I ... I forget their names.” He raised his wavering flagon. “In his profession? As First-Sword? You could count on him to do what he said he was going to do and do it fair well most of the time. Which is more than I can say for most.”

“Yeah.” I took a pull. “He ever tell you how he became afflicted?”

“Afflicted...? Nay.” Hargin waved a hand. “I always took it for flights of fancy, gossip, rumor, for the longest time. Truly, it’d be best if you asked him...” He shook his head, rubbed his eyes. “I suppose that ship has sailed.”

“Yeah. Right to the bottom.”

“He came to me before I learned about his wife, his family,” Hargin said. “He was in a state, a manic state. It was so unlike him. He wasn’t making any sense, blathering on mad about beasts and murder and facets of the moon. I remember thinking maybe he’d fallen, hit his head, or maybe one of his old war wounds had come creeping back, its hooks in so light he forgot they were there, forgot he’d been carrying them for all those years.”

“What’d you do?”

“Do? I placated him. I told him to hole up at my house. I begged him to. Then I told him I’d go talk to Ethelia, and I ... I left him with Petra and ... and the girls.”

“And...?”

“So I did, or I went to, anyway, but you know what happened. My lord, what he’d done. He didn’t believe it himself, couldn’t believe it, and neither could I. By the time I’d returned, he was gone, fled into the wilds.” Hargin waved a hand. “I never saw him again.”

“And when was that?”

“Oh, years ago.”

“Fifteen sound about right?”

“Fifteen...” Hargin ran a hand through his beard. “Aye, that sounds about right. The year Hildy was born, the year this whole town went to shit on a shingle. Though, this steel trap,” he rapped his knuckles against his head, “has seen better days. Lord, fifteen years already?” Hargin’s gaze laid upon Petra’s door. “Fifteen long, hard years.

“So, I didn’t see him after he left, after Sir Bardin took his place, but I’d known him all my life. We grew up together, more or less. He was a couple years older, one or two, of different social strata, but you know how children are.”

“Anything stand out about him? He piss anyone off as First-Sword?” A justiciar could count on one thing in life: not having many friends. “More than usual?”

“More than usual...” Hargin shook his head. “Edgar ran the straight and narrow as near as I could tell. He wasn’t the type to poke the bear, you understand? He took no pleasure in performing his duties, but he wouldn’t shy from them, either. He wasn’t the sort to revel in the downfall of another man.”

I nodded. He’d seemed like that type to me in what small interactions we’d had. But I’d hoped maybe he’d been a prick in his younger years. A hot-headed bastard who’d mellowed with age. But that didn’t mean there still wasn’t bad blood.

“You remember the case with a gypsy kid and his father? The Dukas?” I filled his flagon. “We jawed on it. Stealing ore? Got the chop?”

“Stealing ore...” Hargin’s eyes went flat, emotionless. “Aye, I remember.”

“Edgar said it happened after that. Soon after. His curse. His affliction. His change.”

“That so, eh? Two plus two is five?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know what I mean. I’m drunk off my arse.” Hargin took another drink and stood. “Gotta get back in there, sit with Petra. She’s dying...”

“Yeah.” I pounded back my last and stood. “I’ve something needs doing, too.”




Chapter 52.

To Edgar,

...at young Hilda’s birthing. Petra was in pain and fading fast, unable to proceed through the usual method. She looked so gaunt, so haunted, so haggard, but when she saw me and her face lit up with joy, with hope, with faith? It was the greatest moment of my life...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex
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I STARED OUT OVER THE abyss, the yawning maw of the Kull-Drake Mine sitting like a matte black tarn before us, the darkness so thick I almost felt I could step out onto it, walk across it. Karl leaned out over the rim and whistled softly, the song of the abyss echoing slowly back as detritus tumbled into nothing.

“Odin’s eye,” Karl growled. “Fucker climbed down this?”

“Dusk.” I nodded. “Dusk at the latest. Every night. For near twelve or thirteen years he said.”

“You believe him?”

“Unfortunately.”

Karl scratched his beard. “Sure you wanna do this?”

“I’m sure I don’t.”

“Then fuck it. Let’s scram.”

“Yeah. I know. But,” I straightened, scratched my beard, “I promised him.”

“The fucker’s dead. Don’t think he’ll give a hang.”

“A fair point.” I pulled the coil of rope off my shoulder and plopped it to the ground. “And one I’ve fair wrestled with myself since Edgar’s head dropped in the basket. But he said he was trying to save us. With his dying breath. You and me. And more beyond.”

“By jumping?”

“Yeah.” I shook my head. Standing next to great heights, I always felt some ephemeral pull tugging at me, my mind, my soul, like a soft wind, whispering, calling, a siren song. “He did it so he wouldn’t change. So he wouldn’t kill us.”

“Didn’t play out that way.” Karl dropped his rope then started wrapping it around a stout tree.

“No, it didn’t. But sometimes it’s the thought that counts.”

“And ye figure we owe him?”

“Don’t know.” I shrugged. “Don’t know a lot. But yeah. Probably.”

“A recurring problem with you.”

“Yeah. Ignorance. Idiocy. Intrigue. I’m rife with the stuff.” I tossed a rock into the pit, listened for it to hit and it did. But it took a fair long while. “Hell. Maybe it was him did the killing. Maybe there’s some way up and out of this god-forsaken hellhole. The others, too. Some crack or path. A back door. Maybe the wolf clambered up and out that night and savaged that poor girl. All the others, too.”

Karl chuffed a laugh.

I glanced over at him. “Too easy...?”

“Yar.”

“My thoughts, too. And he’d have had to have crossed the river to get to Hilda. Had to have gone through town. Maybe the fucker could hop the wall. But a guard at the bridge would’ve seen him. Raised an alarm. Done something. Would’ve remembered a wolf the size of a horse blasting past.”

“There’s the ford.” Karl wrapped my rope around another tree.

“Gideon’s. Yeah. Fifteen miles give or take, though, from here. Then another mile or two north, back to where Hilda was killed. A fair long jaunt. And the gypsies didn’t see him, either. And they watch that bloody ford.”

Karl hocked a lunger out into the pit. “Yar.”

“And if Edgar wasn’t lying, and he wasn’t a shit, and there is another werewolf out here...” I gave my rope a tug.

“Don’t trust me?” Karl snarled.

“Not even a little.”

“Har. What if it was just one of them dire-wolves done the killing? How do ye tell the difference?”

“I don’t know.”

“What the hell are you supposed to do?” Karl asked. “Odin’s Eye. Ye can’t save the world.”

“Fuck the world. I told Hargin and Petra I’d find who killed Hilda. And it ain’t played out as such.”

Karl gripped the haft of that axe. “Yet...”

“Yeah. Fair enough.” I nodded. “Yet.”

“So that’s that.” Karl blew out a gust. “Can’t break yer word to the dead? Can’t break it to the living? What the fuck good are ye?”

“Not much it would seem.”

“No shit. Was one of yer rat-oracle questions.”

“Huh...?” I raised an eyebrow then smirked. “You know, it alarms me how bloody-fucking uneducated you are.” I shook my head, said “Fuck it,” and flung my coil of rope off into the darkness then just stood there staring at it, watching it unravel, long sinuous strands flowing out in geometric waves til they were swallowed by the distance, by the dark.

“Something’s gnawing at yer craw, lad.”

“Yeah. Don’t know.” I stuffed my folded cloak under the cliff’s edge, padding the ropes. “Just this feeling. Something about what Hargin said back when he was in his cups. Drunk off his arse. Mourning his dying wife. Something about him being a Job.”

“A what?”

“Job. A bloke from the bible. Old rich bastard. Well off to start with. Got the sharp end of a deal he had no stakes in. Well, that ain’t so, actually. He was the stakes. Ended up broke and with boils and his wife...” I shook my head. “Forget it. I just can’t shake the feeling maybe there’s something more to all this. Something missing. Something I’m not seeing.”

“Hrmm... Think he had a hand in all this? Hargin? Killing his own daughter?” Karl tied a lanyard round his thane-axe and slung it over his shoulder. “Don’t seem the type.”

“Yeah. I don’t get that sense, either. But I’ve been wrong before.”

Wolves howled off in the mountains to the east.

“Hrmm...” Karl craned his neck. “Best get moving.”

I didn’t argue.

“Age before beauty.” I held out a hand.

“Nar, ladies, first.”

“Fine. Don’t want you leering up my skirt, anyways.” I scowled, cursed, stepped over the rope, wrapped it up over my shoulder then bearded the edge. Took a good long breath. A sad fact of life that my greatest acts of faith involved ropes rather than sacraments. “Just do me a favor. Wait til I’m halfway down then cut it.”

“What? And waste a good rope? When I could just drop a rock on yer squash?”

“Good point.” I backed down over the edge, ripping a quick prayer to anyone might be listening, but mostly to the rope. “Just make sure it’s a big one.”

***
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THE LIGHT OF DAY STILL reached us, halfway down the craggy throat of the leviathan’s maw, dangling like bait on fishhooks in the subterranean dark, our feet touching the sides as we sat back into our ropes, digging, biting, burning into our backs, our shoulders and crotches, as we rappelled down piecemeal.

“So it seems, from my memory—” I winced as I slid down the rope, around some burst cribbing, and paused, looking for the best path forward. Or downward, rather.

“And yer memory’s for shit.” Karl’s voice echoed hollow from above.

“Yeah. Admittedly. At best.” I adjusted the lantern hanging from my belt. “From my for-shit memory, it seems there are two types of werewolves.”

Karl grunted noncommittally from above.

“Seems there’s those that choose to be.”

“Choose?”

“Yeah. Deals with the devil and such. Rrrg...” I negotiated a boulder jutting from the side and eased myself back, forcefully not thinking about how thin the rope was, how long, and how just a knick against the wrong rock might end my day dramatically. “Busting back potions. Painting themselves with animal blood. Your kin wearing animal skins. That sort of shit.”

“Bear-sarks.”

“Yeah. Berserkers. Exactly.” My right leg was getting numb from the rope passed through my crotch. “Jesus Christ...” I adjusted the rope.

“Ye alright?”

“Yeah. Just my balls. They both just dropped off.”

“And the other kind?”

“Huh? The other kind, what?”

“Odin’s eye. The other kind o’ werewolf?”

“Oh, yeah.” Taking a breath, I kicked off the wall and into the void, lowering my trailing hand, feeling the rope slide rough across my gloved palm, adjusting the height, the friction, controlling my descent as I arced back towards the wall, my booted feet planting square. “That’d be someone who’s one against their will. Or maybe someone who didn’t know they were one.”

“Hrrm...” Karl got hung up on something above.

I halted my descent. “You alright?”

“Hrmm. Damn. Yar. Almost...”

“Good.” I glared up. “Cause I ain’t climbing the hell back up.”

“Never?”

“No.”

“Just gonna live down here?”

“Sure. If it’s dry and there’s no bloody fucking werewolf.”

“Got it.” Karl kicked himself free and started back down. “Yer talking cursed, then.”

“Yeah.”

“But how could ya not know? Can only wake up, out in the woods, naked, covered in blood once or twice afore you kenned it.”

“I’ve had a few nights weren’t far off.”

“Hrrm. Yar. Me too.”

“Hey,” I paused, “think maybe we’re werewolves?”

Karl patted his dagger, shining by lantern light. “Could just cut the ropes?”

“End everyone’s misery?”

“Yar. Something like that.”

“Though, we’d essentially be buried together. Side by side.” I glared up at Karl’s backside, dangling directly above. “Or me with my head lodged up your arse.”

“Hrmm.” Karl considered. “It’s usually stuffed up your own arse.”

“I am a contortionist by trade.”

“Might muck up my reputation, too.”

“But not much.”

“Hrmm, well, can’t argue.”

I landed on tiptoe on a shelf of rotted timber jutting out, soft and mushy beneath my feet, then worked my way to its edge, playing out rope slowly, smoothly, as I leaned back into darkness. “So, what type was Edgar, then?”

“Musta knew he was one.”

“Yeah.” I shrugged, adjusting the rope biting across my shoulder. “But not at first, not til he caught on. He said he tried doing something about it. Tried running. Tried fighting. Finally tried killing himself. But it just wouldn’t take.”

“Damn shame.”

“Yeah.”

“So maybe he was bit?”

“I asked him. He denied it.” Images of the dire-wolf from Saint Helena’s shot through my mind. “And it seems the sort of thing one might remember. Vividly. Too vividly, in fact.”

“Yar. Think he was lying?”

“Can’t see why. He knew he was gonna die. Wanted to. Was grateful, even. Like I was taking some great weight off his shoulders. And not just his head. He just closed his eyes and ... and he looked relieved. So why lie about that? He admitted he was a werewolf. Admitted he’d killed folk. Admitted he killed his whole bloody family. Jesus.”

“But not the girl.”

“No. Not the girl. And not the others this past twelve or thirteen years.” I could finally see the bottom, inching up, my lantern casting a pale circle on the uneven floor. “Hang on.” I raised the trailing rope and halted, setting my feet against the wall, gripping in, finding purchase, looking down and back and over my shoulder, and just hung there listening. “Just in case.”

“Just in case o’ what?”

The dire-wolf’s howls echoed in my mind, teeth gnashing, tearing chain mail like rotten cheesecloth. “Just in case there’s something down there that doesn’t want us to be.”

“Thought that’s why you’re going first.”

“Like a canary?”

“Yar. Except ye can’t sing. And yer ugly. And useless.”

Karl dangled from above. I could feel him grinning, but he had that dagger close at hand, his thane-axe over his shoulder.

“Just wait a sec,” I said. “Letting my eyes adjust.”

“Can see four tunnels yonder. Hear anything?”

“Can’t hear anything with you jawing down my neck.” I adjusted a bit. “I can hear water dripping somewhere. That’s it.” I drew in a deep breath. “Can smell something, though. Animal. Maybe wolf. Dog. Something.”

I could hear Karl gritting his teeth.

“Got that crossbow handy?”

“Yar. I’ll just shoot the bolts out of my arse.”

“Knew I kept you around for something.”

For how long we dangled there in the dark I don’t know, hearing nothing but the pounding of blood in our ears, the creaking strain on our ropes, the tingling in our numb extremities. Finally, I adjusted my baldrick, Yolanda snug and sound and ready, and started back down, straining my ears for any sign foretelling our doom.

“But why not come clean on how it happened? How he was cursed?”

“Don’t know. Folks’ ideas are rum-soaked and scattershot. Like blind squirrels scurrying drunk through trees.”

“Yeah, just like that.” My toes touched firmament as the weight and worry of tumbling to my death subsided. Now I was only concerned with being torn apart by a werewolf. “I’m down.”

“Yar.” Karl’s hobnail boots came dangling past. “Watch yer squash.”

“Thanks.” I ducked aside, batting Karl’s foot, sending him into a spin.

“Arsehole,” Karl muttered as he touched ground, hopping on one foot to a stop his spin.

“I just don’t get it.” I extricated myself from the rope. “Just seems like nothing compared to what came later.”

“Hrrm...” Karl disentangled himself. “Maybe he was ashamed? Dealing with yer devil and such?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Just doesn’t seem the type.”

“Well, what type was he?”

“The type of bloke you want being a First-Sword.” I wandered the floor. “Or bailiff. Or whatever. Seemed an honorable fella, near as I can tell. Lord-Father wouldn’t countermand it. And Hargin was drunk off his arse and still admitted it.”

“Over here.” Karl beckoned from the gloom.

I strode over, looked down. It was Edgar’s camp. A bedroll’d been neatly tied up alongside a stack of wood and a small fire pit. A lantern and small cask of oil sat atop a crate. “Fastidious bastard.”

“Fast ... titty?” Karl scratched his head.

“Jesus.” I rolled my eyes. “Hold the lantern up. I’ll do shadow puppets.”

Karl ignored me, was already kneeling, poking through the crate. He set aside a fork and knife, a plate, a razor, a hunk of cheese, and what looked like a cameo, and finally held up a stack of letters all tied up neat as you please. “Here.”

“Hmm...” I took them, tucked them in my bag.

“So, you think he weren’t bit?” Karl asked.

“No. Seems more like he was cursed or hexed or ... or something.”

“Yar,” Karl said. “So then, who did the cursing?”

“Well now, that’s the question, ain’t it?” I glared past Karl and at the four yawning tunnels staring back from the dark. “Suppose we should check those, yeah?”




Chapter 53.

To Edgar,

...doctor and apothecary merely stood by, relegating their useless hands to an act of prayer. Neither proved any utility, and it was thus I alone who turned the breechling. She deigned to come out wailing and see the world not long after...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex
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FIRE. WE SMELLED IT long before we felt it, and saw it before we heard it. The screams, the cries, the wails. As we broke from the trees, flames lit the night sky, licking off the roofs of the southern half of the town square. Shops burned. Seemed the whole of Untheim had poured out into the roaring streets. Interspersed amongst the mayhem, two groups stood sizing one another up. Both ready and willing and bearing axes keen for the grinding. Friend and foe. Man and woman. Gypsy and gentile.

Saber in hand, flanked by a pack of gypsy swashbucklers, Mormacar hurled a flaming brand through a window then tore onward, screaming for his brethren to follow.

The scaffold stood wreathed in flames like the skeleton of some volcanic god, felled broken to his knees.

Carts and festival stands lay in waste and ruin.

Screaming.

Hollering.

The clash of steel against steel.

Up Archer Street, Sir Bardin lead a sortie of guards. He paused halfway across the street, shouting something, his men forming a shield wall behind, advancing forward as he pointed, rallied, charged. Then he was gone, hidden behind a cloud of smoke. A wolf howled and men screamed as weapons rose and fell.

I grabbed some wide-eyed, white-faced fella bolting past, shouted in his face. “What the hell’s going on?”

“The wolf! The gypsies!” the fella screamed. “They came back. Came back and killing!” He shrugged loose of my grip and tore on after his family.

I almost followed.

Karl gripped his thane-axe. “Kull-Drake’s looking good now, huh?”

All’s I did was nod.

“Help!” someone yelled. “For the love of God, help!”

Men and women streamed through the streets, herding children, carrying them, eyes wide, gawking back over their shoulders.

Howling like lunatics, Mormacar and his men descended upon them.

A few brave souls peeled off and fell back to meet the brunt but held little in the way of weapons or willpower, and I was fair sure they’d crumble to dust when hammer met the anvil.

I wasn’t wrong.

Mormacar and his men cut them down and out as though they weren’t even there. “For Artani!” Mormacar bore his blade aloft. “For Artani! For my son!”

A woman stumbled from the carnage, wailing as her man was split in twain with an axe.

Mormacar and his men roared, raising their weapons on high, standing over their slaughter.

The first one fell to Karl’s crossbow. It was an off-shot, catching the fucker in the flank. But it did the job. The others barely registered it at first, and by then? Karl and I were across the square and at close quarters, charging hard into their flank.

Three fell immediately, hacked and bashed and beheaded, Karl splitting one fella stem to stern while I made do with some point work, skewering one, running him through the chest and pinning him to his brother.

“Watch out!” someone cried as the blazing scaffold gave way, collapsing piecemeal, front to back, flames ripping past as charred wood groaned and split and cracked.

Karl ripped me back by the collar, dragging me aside as a flaming joist whipped past my head. Split in half by the avalanche of fire, divided from his men, Mormacar pointed, ordered, shouted, but was mute for the roar of flame.

“Thanks,” I turned to Karl and froze, “Shit—”

Karl wiped char off his hand on his pant leg and growled, “Yar.”

“Holy shit.” I straightened.

Bristling wet with black blood, a wolf the size of a horse loped out from behind a row of burning houses, dragging Sir Bardin by the leg, his hand dragging in the dust behind, scrabbling at stones, at rocks, at nothing.

“Please...” Sir Bardin gasped, spat, reaching for a sheathed blade. The wolf snarled, ripped back, flipping Sir Bardin in the air and smashing him to the ground. Like a rat, it shook him, dropped him, buried its teeth crunching into the back of his skull.

“Well,” Karl nodded, “wolf’s got my vote.”

“I’ll second it.”

The wolf’s moon-gold eyes met mine, and it froze.

Sir Bardin twitched on the ground.

“It’s coming, lad.”

“Of course it is.”

Then it came, snarling, slavering, leaping over burning wreckage, its yellow eyes wide and merciless as the moon. Karl dove aside while I held my ground, lunging forth into the long guard, grinding the wolf skidding to a halt, holding it at bay.

“Edgar!” I yelled. “If you can hear me, stop! Please!”

“Are you fucking daft?” Karl spat.

“Well, shit, it’s worth a shot.”

The wolf circled, head low, lips peeled back over gleaming teeth, a glare of awe, of horror, of hate.

I edged forth, prodding with Yolanda. “C’mere, boy.”

It whipped around, lunging for Karl, snatching him by his mail shirt and whirling, lifting him high into the night. I swung, slashing, cutting its leg. It howled, dropping Karl rolling to a halt next to Sir Bardin’s twisted carcass.

Then it was on me again, slavering, crouching, growling.

I circled, shielding Karl. It lunged and I swung. Stopping short, Yolanda breezed past, and I recovered, or tried to, but the beast bit, seizing the sleeve of my mail and hurled me rolling across the road.

“Mother of God—” I gasped.

Staggered, busted, blurred, three wolves lunged for me as three Karls slashed out from the ground, thane-axe tripping them up just enough for me to scramble to my feet, catch my balance, and bring Yolanda down from on high, slashing a red ribbon across its snout.

It howled, and I thought my eardrums might burst.

Folk screaming from all around paused.

An bolt zipped past, over my shoulder, almost hitting me.

“Huh—?”

The wolf pounced, blasting me aside, gripping my arm in its jaws, crunching bone and sinew, dislocating my arm from its socket as it flung me, ripping me back and forth, slamming me against the ground. Fetid breath steamed in my face as jaws descended, teeth encircling my face, drool dripping from its hot black tongue—

Thunk!

A bolt struck its flank, and it reared back, yelping, squealing, screaming.

From the ground, I looked up, saw Karl with Yolanda in his grip, slashing her across the flank. It whirled, snapped, flinging them both, then was back on me. Jaws snapped an inch from my face, hot, wet, as I drove a dagger into its throat, stiff-arming it, holding myself at bay as it scrambled forth, plowing me in a furrow backward through the grit, toward the skeletal conflagration. Flames rolled over my back.

Another bolt zipped past, sticking into the wolf’s flank. It howled, growled, gnashed its teeth, spun.

I kicked over as the blare of hot flame roiled over my shoulders, my head, burning my ears, my face as I covered up, crawling with one arm for the slash of black at the end of the tunnel of light and pain. Mere footsteps from the end, I felt a crash of lightning, of impact, of all the air sucked from my lungs.

Then...?

I felt nothing.




Chapter 54.

To Edgar,

...a blessing upon the face of the world, but a blight, it hurts me to admit, on my soul. In her and in them it is a constant reminder of what I surrendered, what I am not, and what I shall never be...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex
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“SIR LUTHER, CAN YOU hear me?” It was Lady Mary. Standing over me. A look of concern contorting her char-smeared face. I sat upon the ground, flickers of flame lighting my life, burning my eyes, white smoke blistering into the sky, stars winking in the slashes between. “Can you move? Judas Priest, say something, please.”

Wincing, feeling warmth trickling from my neck, I pressed a hand to it. “You make the shot?”

“I hit it, yes.” She clutched her crossbow as she scanned the trees. The sun, just pinking the sky beyond the eastern Green Wall, had yet to make its grand entrance. “But it didn’t seem to slow it.”

“Yeah, well, it didn’t rip my face off, so thanks. And I’m alright with it moving fast. Long as it’s in the opposite direction.” I shifted, grimaced. Something was wrong with my hand, my arm, serious wrong. It felt warm, muffled, distant. “Silver?”

“Aye.” Lady Mary looked over her shoulder. “Silverware appropriated from the convent. Before I was ousted, I had the convent’s smith forge a few bolt heads as a precaution.” She brought a finger up to her lips. “Shhh...”

“Appropriated, eh? What’ll Sister Pernicia say?”

“She’ll say that God works in mysterious ways.”

“Care to make a wager?”

Lady Mary deadpanned me with a glare. “I’ll pass.”

I managed a smirk. Barely.

Lady Mary nodded up. “I think you’re going to be just fine.”

Karl trudged from the trees, head down, Yolanda slung over his shoulder. “Sleeping Beauty finally wake?”

I batted my eyelashes. “Just waiting for a kiss.”

“Hrmm...” Karl hocked a lunger. “Prefer a woman with some substance.”

“Rebuffed, but not deterred...” I cocked my head toward Lady Mary.

“Don’t look at me.” She threw back her head.

“Here.” Karl tossed Yolanda onto my lap. “Try her.”

“Oof—” Bone shifted in my arm.

“Saved your life again.” Karl fingered soot from his eye. “What’s that? Ten? Eleven?”

“Now you can count?” Wincing, I clutched Yolanda’s cool steel against my cheek. “Any sign of the beast?”

“Yar. Fucker tore off south.” Karl pointed. “Down along the river, under the bridge. Found tracks through the mud. Some blood, too. Plenty o’ blood.”

“He’s still bleeding.”

“Yar.” Karl nodded at Lady Mary. “She buried two sticks in him.”

I scanned the tree line. “Gone for good?”

“For good? Har...” Karl scanned the trees. “Fucker could’ve doubled-back. Could be licking his wounds, laying in wait.” Karl turned to Lady Mary. “Got any more of them bolts?”

“I’ve only four left. Here.” Lady Mary reached into her quiver and withdrew two. “Take these.”

“Many thanks.” Karl examined the heads. “Was fine shooting.”

Lady Mary smiled. It was quite possibly the first time I’d seen her do so since I’d met her nigh on half a year ago. “I missed its heart.”

“Yar.” Karl nodded. “But it ain’t no bulls-eye, sitting there sunning itself like a turtle. Living, breathing, mad monstrosity? Itching to kill? A whole other tale.”

“Yeah. New rule. From here on out, we only fight turtles.” I clambered to my feet, clutching my arm, feeling bones scrape, everything going all blurry-grey. Karl snatched my arm. “Whoa...”

“Jesus, you shit yerself?” Karl waved a hand.

“No,” I growled. Then after a moment, “Well ... maybe.”

“You alright?” Karl was going all wavy, shiny, sparkly.

It was not his native state.

“Yeah, just ... just bleeding from ... from somewhere.” I gawped around, goggle-eyed, blinking. Felt my legs go sour. “Maybe everywhere.”

“So no?”

“Er...” My legs gave out and I was back on the ground, Lady Mary standing over me, that angelic face, staring down in concern. Blurry. Hazy. Wavering.

“His neck.” She yanked a handkerchief from around her neck and pressed it to mine.

“I might have lied before...” I swallowed, my mouth dry. Had it been so dry?

“Judas Priest, I don’t have my things. We need to get him to the inn.” Lady Mary looked up at Karl. “Can you lift him?”

“Apothecary’s closer.” Karl glared over his shoulder. “And I can drag his arse.”

“Less it’s burned down,” I murmured.

“Yer arse?”

“No, the ... the other thing,” I mumbled. “Here. Wait. I ... I can stand.”

“Like hell you can.”

“Just watch me,” I growled.

Then, with every ounce of my strength, every fiber of my being, my will, I lay there like a salted slug.

“Well...?” Karl grimaced.

Lady Mary stood clutching that crossbow, fingers dancing across its stock as she watched the woods.

“I lied again.”

“Judas Priest.” Lady Mary rolled her eyes. “Karl, do you have anything to make bandages?”

“Yar. Hang on.” Karl was already cutting the hem of his cloak. “Here.”

“Don’t move.”

“Not much chance of it,” I admitted.

“Lift your, oh ... never mind.” Lady Mary wadded a handkerchief against my neck, took Karl’s makeshift swathe and wrapped it from the right side of my neck down and around my left armpit. “It’s the best I can do.”

“Hrmm... Maybe a tourniquet?” Karl scowled. “Round his neck? Extra tight?”

“You love me,” I mumbled.

“Still ain’t too late.” Karl eyeballed Lady Mary, deftly tying off the bandage.

“That’ll be our back up plan,” she said.

“W-Was it Edgar? The wolf?” I clutched Yolanda to my breast. “Was it him come back? Like with Hilda? Back from the dead?”

“Don’t know.” Karl shook his shaggy head. “But I’ve a shovel notorious for uncovering hard truths.”




Chapter 55.

My Dearest Pern,

...lie back in my tower of night, hands clasped behind my head, and watch the sun die every day through my small window to the sky...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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THE APOTHECARY’S SHOP lay closer, was still standing, and though Karl was old, ugly, and generally disagreeable, he was still haler than your average bear, so he dragged my sorry carcass there with only a measure of grumble and insult.

The table was hard and cold beneath my back.

“I’ll splint your arm after.” The apothecary grimaced as she unraveled Lady Mary’s bandage from my neck, loop after loop, slowing as the layers waned, pausing just shy of ripping it sticky from my wound. “Sir Luther, I fear this might hurt.”

“So there’s a chance it might not?”

“Eh, well, no...”

“Sir Luther, this good woman is attempting to help you.” Lady Mary stepped in. “And as ever, you might meter your tongue—”

“It’s alright.” The apothecary rubbed soot from her cheek. “I’ve dealt with worse patients, and I’m familiar with Sir Luther’s ... colorful vocabulary. I’ll be as gentle as I can. I promise.” Wincing, she peeled the dressing back from my neck.

I hissed, stiffened, squealed, feeling tears leak from the corner of my eye, bone shards in my arm scrape.

“Is that alright?” she asked.

“Yeah. Sure. Feels just dandy.”

“I can stop.”

“Then by all means.”

“But it would only delay the inevitable.”

“How long’s that?” But I took a breath, sniffed, bore down. “Forget it. Alright. Go.”

She gripped the dressing. “This one shall certainly hurt.”

“Go ahead. Do it.”

“One... Two... Three—” and she peeled the dressing back, dried blood cracking, old scab breaking, flesh pulling, tugging, tearing.

I stiffened straight as a board, hissing through my teeth, swearing, cursing.

“How is it?” Lady Mary peered over the apothecary’s shoulder.

“I’ve seen worse.” The apothecary dabbed at my neck. “But still not good. It’s clean, which is good, neh? But it’s still weeping which is not. Could you hand me those dressings? Thank you. It’s good you came. An odd-shaped wound in a bad spot. Another inch and it would have severed one of the great arteries. I’ll need to stitch it.” The apothecary turned. “Can you hold pressure?”

“Certainly.” Lady Mary stepped in.

Karl sat in the corner, arms crossed over his chest, eyes closed, snoring softly.

“Here. This shall help.” The apothecary withdrew a jar from her shelf. “It should numb it a bit.”

“What’s in it?” I asked through one eye.

“Better you don’t know.” She opened it, and a sour stench filled the room.

“Jesus.” I nearly vomited. “Got any ale? Or wine? Or anything else?”

“I’m afraid not.”

I eyeballed the concoction.

“You could do without it?” the apothecary offered.

“How many stitches?” I asked.

“I’m guessing between thirty-five and forty. For your neck. For the rest...”

“Sky’s the limit?”

“Yes, something like that.”

“Shit. Yeah. Alright,” I grimaced. “Put it on. Pour it on.”

“A fine choice.” She hooked a finger into the jar and withdrew a fair liberal dollop of pale paste. She slathered the awful concoction around the edges of my wound. It stunk of urine and sour milk. “Forgive me, I know, just try not to breathe.”

“Yeah. No problem.”

“Lemme know if you want me to pinch yer nose shut for ye.” Karl cracked an eye. “I’ll do the mouth, too, fer free.”

“Thanks, you little, troll-faced — ulp!”

“Hush, please, and don’t move. The paste shall need a moment to soak in, to work to its full effect.” The apothecary wiped her hands on her apron and disappeared into a back room. “I’ll gather my suture kit.”

Lady Mary glared down at me, holding pressure again. “Are you alright?”

“Hmm... Still feel woozy. Feels better lying down. You should join me.”

Lady Mary shook her head and grunted in perfunctory disgust, but she seemed too exhausted to mount a more eloquent response. She studied my wound.

“Is it a bite?” I winced.

“I ... I can’t tell. Don’t move.” Lady Mary placed a hand on my head and peered close. “I don’t know. A long laceration maybe from a tooth? Or a claw?”

“Or a crossbow bolt zipping by?”

“I told you I missed.”

“Heh. Yeah. Sure.” I thumped my chest. “Small target.”

Lady Mary smiled forlornly.

The apothecary returned, a clay jar in one hand, a needle and spool of thread in another. “Are you prepared, Sir Luther?”

“Why’s that sound so ominous?” I glanced at Lady Mary. “That sound ominous?”

“Can you stitch his mouth shut while you’re at it?” Lady Mary asked.

“Pay no attention to the elderly spinster,” I said. “And, yeah, I’m ready.”

The poultice didn’t block the pain, but it made it bearable. It took thirty-nine stitches, my eyes watering, teeth grinding as the needle punched through my skin again and again. But I didn’t scream or cry or swear. Much. When she’d finished, she applied a new poultice then covered my wound with a fresh dressing and loose bandage. To let the air get at it, she said.

“Here.” The apothecary placed the clay jar in my hand and wrapped my fingers around it. “Reapply this tonight and in the morning each day for as long as it lasts. It shall aid in the healing.”

“What do I owe you?”

“Owe...?” The apothecary shook her head. “You’ve done so much for the people of Untheim, Sir Luther. I could not accept payment.”

“Well, that’s good, cause I don’t think I have any money.”

“Please, excuse me.” She smiled as she wiped her fingers with a cloth. “There are others I must attend to.” And she rose, shouldered her satchel, and headed out into the street.




Chapter 56.

To Edgar,

...worse than it had ever been. Sister Ulla went missing days ago on one of her constitutionals, and I pray to the Lord Almighty she’s merely broken her vows and run off somewhere, yet I know better, for I know worse...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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MIRELLA’S WAGON WAS tight and stiflingly hot. Claustrophobic. My head buzzed as I staggered in. I caught my balance on her tiny table and plunked down, grunted thanks as she set me up with a measure of wine and a hunk of stale bread. My neck felt drawn, raw, tight. As if it might split, pop open like the busted seams on a cheap jacket, were I to so much as turn my head.

“Why did you not come to me sooner?” Mirella wiped her hands on an apron then cast it aside. “I would have helped you.”

“It ... It was too far.” I winced, putting a hand to my neck. Jesus. It was throbbing like mad. I could feel my blood pumping, swelling with each beat, my heart nearly jumping up and out of my throat. “And I was too weak.”

“You look terrible.”

“Thanks.” I unlatched the shutters, pushed them open, reveled in the cool outside air. “You don’t.”

“A good try.” Mirella waggled a finger. “But I don’t think you’re in any shape.”

“Lying on my back’s the only thing I’ve the strength for.”

“A tempting offer, neh?”

“And I was just hoping you’d do all the work.”

“Like always?”

I adjusted my arm, splinted, slung and swathed across my midsection. “You wound me.”

“No.” Mirella grimaced as she examined the bandage round my neck. “It seems that is someone else’s job. And they are much adroit. It hurts?”

“Yeah. Everything.” My ears were buzzing. I blinked, slapped my face, punched my leg, all to no avail.

Mirella frowned. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I think maybe the ride here took a little too much...”

“You should be in bed.”

“What I was trying to do.”

Mirella hissed through her teeth. “Perhaps it is every man’s dream to die in the throes of passion, yet it is no woman’s to be present when it happens. Quite the opposite. And I fear any more blood shunted from your brain might render you witless.”

“Know a few who’d say it’s already too late.”

“Yes, and I fear I stand amongst them.” Her eyes narrowed. “Do you need something for the pain?”

“If you’ve got something? Yeah.” I stood up and snatched a sprig hanging from the ceiling. “How about this one?”

“That?” 

“Yeah. I know this one.”

Mirella glanced up, face screwing into confusion. “You know the herbalist trade?”

“Impressed?”

“No.”

“Well, I’ve been dabbling.” I ran a hand through my hair. It was getting hot again despite the open window. I sat back down. “A friend of mine...” I paused, considered, was Petra a friend? An acquaintance? I’d only met her a few times. “Well, she’s dying. Cancer, they think. And I ... I’ve been running medicinals back and forth. Here and there. When I can.”

“Eh...?” Mirella raised an eyebrow as she plucked the sprig from my fingers as she might a razor from a child. “You are certain? This one...?”

“Yeah.” My mouth was dry, gummy. I took a drink of wine, swished it around, spat it back into the bottle. It tasted like metal.

“What is it?”

“The wine, it...”

“It what?”

“Nothing. I ... never mind. Forget it.”

“What is it? Can you no longer bear it?”

“Huh? Bear what? My neck? Yeah, it hurts, but...”

“I don’t understand.” She cocked her head. “Are you looking for a final cure? Is that what you are telling me?”

“Huh?” I shook my head. “What do you mean?”

The room was spinning hard. Jesus.

“I mean, it seems not to be in your character.” Mirella shook her head slowly, her eyes narrow, discerning, serious. “You are too selfish, too headstrong, too absorbed with yourself to do this.”

“Easy. All these compliments at once...” I held up a hand and nearly passed out. “Jesus.” I swallowed back my rising gorge. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“This.” Mirella set the sprig aside and wiped her hands. “You mean to end it all? To kill yourself?”

“What? No.” I shook my head, gripped the table with both hands, holding on for dear life. “It’s for pain, yeah?”

“This is black-ivy, Krait,” Mirella said. “It is a deadly poison, even in small doses. We use it to kill, neh, what’s the word? Rodents. Rats. Squirrels. And some use it for a final medicinal, when the pain is too great and hope of a cure lies too far beyond.”

“What? Bloody rat poison? No, it can’t be.” It was one of the same herbs I’d delivered to Hargin near half-a-dozen times. One of the ones Hargin’d been giving to Petra. I was sure of it.

“Krait, no, wait—”

I lurched up from the table, feeling hot, stifling so, ears buzzing, world getting small and smaller til it wasn’t much more than Mirella’s stern glare surrounded by squiggling worms of light.

“Krait...?”

Concern? Was it concern in her voice? Or was it something more? Something worse? That wine, it had tasted off...

“Krait, are you...”

Mirella’s mouth kept moving, lips working, but nothing, no sound.

“Krait...?” Her mouth moved.

She was on her feet.

And I wasn’t.

The table crashed as I hit the hard wood floor. Rough grain against my temple, my chin, my cheek. My neck throbbed. The caravan rocked. My heart pounded in my ears, my throat, my skull.

Mirella’s feet padded softly as she rushed around the table.

I stared at the ceiling, the chair, the forest of herbs dangling from above.

Mirella glared down, her face contorting into a ragged mask of confusion, fear, accusation. A blade gleamed in her hand. A sharp one. I made to sit up, fumbled, failed, fell back, my gorge rising anew, the taste of metal flooding my mouth, my whole world fading into white light.




Chapter 57.

To Edgar,

...saw her for the first time in over a decade at Hilda’s funeral. She is the younger of we two sisters yet looks some twenty years the senior. The Lord Almighty has not dealt Petra a kindly hand...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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I FOUND HARGIN PRAYING at Hilda’s gravesite, back bowed as he used those ham-strangler fists to push himself up and off his knees. Sweat gleamed off his bald head. He didn’t see me. He just wiped his forehead with a handkerchief, crossed himself, then strode hangdog back into his home.

I followed him in.

“Hargin.”

“Eh? Oh, Krait...” Hargin glanced up from his kitchen table, clutching that box of herbs. Of medicinals. Of black ivy. Of poison. “Hello. How can I help you...?”

“Just wanted to jaw for a piece.”

He squinted at me through one eye. Nodded. “Certainly, have a seat. Can I get you anything? Whisky? Wine? Tea?”

“I’ll pass.” I waved a hand. “How’s Petra?”

“Hanging on still.” Hargin slumped in defeat. “By a thread. Won’t ... won’t be long now.”

“Then maybe I can help.”

I glanced over at the bedroom door.

“You? I took you more for a man with a prowess for causing wounds rather than mending them.”

“Maybe I’m turning over a new leaf.”

“Oh...? Have you some leverage with the good Lord?”

“Sadly, no. That’s my brother’s purview, and he’s off somewhere scourging his soul.”

“Then what? Are you thinking of ... of putting her out of her misery?” Hargin’s hands trembled as he reached for his flagon, took a drink. “Because, by Iphigenia, I had that talk. We had that talk.” He swallowed. “We had it more than once, but she was obstinate, adamant in her refusal. Nay, she forced me to promise to let things take their natural course. She said it’d be tantamount to suicide. She said she bore no wish to be sentenced to an eternity wandering the realm of Purgatory or be some revenant haunting me, stalking me, following me the rest of my days.” He shook his head slowly. “Me? I’d have been happy to be haunted by her.”

Something moved in the bedroom, a board creaking, some furtive movement, followed by hushed voices.

Hargin’s eyes bulged wide. He stuttered in a mad fury, bolting to his feet, and stomped to Petra’s door, flinging it crashing open. “Who are you?” He demanded. “What do you want? Get away from her, you God-forsaken gypsy witch!”

I lurched on after, guts still churning, head still reeling, legs still wobbling.

Mirella knelt by the head of the bed, a small clay mug cupped in her hands, on the cusp of upending it to Petra’s lips.

“Hargin...?” Petra’s eyes opened a crack. “My dear...? Hmm?”

“Please, madam, drink.” Mirella held the mug up. “Swiftly.”

“Get away from her!” Hargin stomped forth and swatted the mug from Mirella’s hands. Pale fluid arced across the room, the cup shattering against the wall. “I’ll not have some gypsy bitch—”

“Hargin—” I lurched forth, gripping him by the shoulder, and he whirled, shoving me back. Then he came at me, fists flying, one cracking me across the jaw, turning my knees to water, and putting me flat on my back.

“You!” He stood over me, finger in my face, snarling. “You brought her here!”

“Yeah...” I raised a wavering hand, blinked, swallowed.

“My love...” Petra’s voice was the sliver of a whisper.

Hargin turned.

“There is not much time,” Mirella hissed.

“I know, God-damn it.” Hargin gripped his head. “My heart, my love, my song, I know! What have I been saying? Krait, what have you done?”

“Hargin...” I struggled to push myself up, head reeling from the blow, my wound, the pain in my busted arm. “Let her work. Let her do it...”

“Who?” Hargin whirled on me. “Your gypsy whore? What is she? Is she a witch? A sorceress? An assassin?”

“No, Hargin,” I said. “She’s a savior.”

Mirella stood, wiping her hands on a handkerchief. “I am a healer, Mister Quarry, and your wife, she is very ill, neh? We haven’t much time.”

“What? By the mad tyrant!” Hargin stuttered in fury. “How dare you. How dare you! She’s been sick. Cancer. Aye! And you sneak in here, with — with your fell gypsy magicks and—”

“It is not cancer, Mister Quarry.” Mirella brandished the box of Petra’s medicinal herbs, a frown planted firmly on her face. “It is poison. It is your poison.”

Hargin straightened, froze, his eyes narrowing as the color drained from his face. “What did you say...?”

“Hargin...” Petra’s voice a croak. “My love, what ... what are they saying?”

“We’re saying you’re being poisoned, Petra.” I clambered back to my feet, weak as a kitten, and pointed. “And we’re saying you’re being poisoned by him.”




Chapter 58.

My Dearest Edgar,

...pray that Sir Luther delivers this message and conveys the heartfelt sentiment. I shall know by the look in your eye as you stand upon the scaffold. You will be brave, I know it, and in your last moments, know only that I miss you, I love you, and I forgive you, and if you would do the same for me, I pray we shall see each other once again, someday, beyond the graces of God...

—from the private collection of Prioress Clad-Iron Hex

***
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THE APOTHECARY’S SHOP was cool and dry, the scent of dried herbs fighting off the stink of char from the outside. The row of houses across the street had burned down to their foundations. A funerary procession headed up the hill, some lesser priest leading the way whilst other folk scuttled along behind.

My neck throbbed, pulsated, my head pounding so bad I could barely stand.

“Sir Luther?” The apothecary glanced up from her work with a frown. “You should be resting.” She placed her mortar and pestle aside, dusted off her hands, and rose. “I’ll be with you in but a moment. Please, have a seat.”

“Unfortunately, there’s no rest for the wicked.”

“I insist, please. Can I get you anything?” She placed a handful of herbs into a sack, tied the top, and placed it neatly in the corner. “You don’t look so good.”

“Yeah. Been getting a lot of that as of late.”

“Have you been using the poultice?”

“Yeah.” I touched my neck, winced.

“Good. Please, then, let me take another look. Hmm...” She shook her head. “Perhaps it’s suppurating. Lord, I pray not.” Stroking her chin, she chose a few bottles from under her counter and stood, wincing in the process. “Just a moment.”

“You alright?”

“Yes.” She smiled, standing, reaching for a small box. “I’m fine. I twisted my ankle the other night, during the fire, the melee, the madness. It’s still quite tender. Come. Please.” She patted a chair. “Sit.”

“It was lucky the fire didn’t jump the street.” I took the seat by her side.

“Yes, it was something of a miracle.” The apothecary nodded.

“Or a shift in the wind.”

“Well, you play the hand you’re dealt, neh? Hmm...” She bit her lower lip as she undid the bandage and peeled the dressing back. “Let me see...”

I winced. “You do this a lot?”

“Well, I’m not partial to dealing with blood and stitches, but it’s all part of the healer’s trade.” She squinted at my stitches laid bare. “Alleviating pain, midwifing, quelling malaise...”

“I meant poisoning folk, Violca.”

She lunged then, a quick jab with a small stiletto, but I caught her by the wrist, the thin dagger quivering in her hand. A drop of some black ichor slid from its quivering tip.

“Guess that answers my question,” I smiled.

Then I didn’t as her hand inched forward. She was stronger than she looked. Or I was weaker.

I kicked my chair out behind and set my foot, forcing her hand down, aside. “Drop it.” Bones ground in my arm. “Rrrg...”

Her eyes were suddenly mad, bulging, pupils small, impossibly small.

“Drop ... Rrg ... It.” I drove my shoulder into her, overpowering her, barely, smashed the dagger from her hand then shoved her back and into her seat. My ears were buzzing, vision blurred.

“Why didn’t you just kill Hargin?” I asked. “He’s the one you wanted, yeah?”

Violca Dukas seethed in her chair, fingernails digging into the wood.

“You didn’t want to poison him,” I said. “Watch him die. No. You wanted to watch him suffer. You wanted him to see the love of his life waste away to nothing. You wanted to watch the old bastard seethe in impotent rage as his daughters were taken, one by bloody one, yeah? Poison his well. Salt his earth. Take away all he had. Everything he was.”

Her eyes grew calm. “You understand vengeance.”

“Yeah. And then some.”

“Good. I simply wanted him to experience what I experienced before I ended him.”

“You lost your son.”

“I didn’t lose my son,” Violca snarled. “I didn’t lose my husband. They were taken from me. Stolen. And for what? A cartload of rocks? Ore? Copper? We were poor. Starving. What would you have done?” She shook her head. “And they called it justice. A triumph of justice to execute them, but it was plain and simple murder. But we were gypsies and so no one cared, neh?”

I said nothing.

“And who spoke for my son?” She grimaced. “Vandro, a mere boy of ten? Ten fucking years! No one. Who spoke against? Your good friend, Hargin. The arbiter and the owner of the mine. And Edgar, the man serving beneath him. The man who hunted them. And the third? The last? The Lord-Father, in bed with them both. The unholy trinity, the three men of power in Untheim, the three men who chose to make an example of my son and my dearest love.”

“And for that, you made all three suffer.”

“Yes! What would you have done? Tell me you’d have done less, neh? Tell me so, and I’ll call you less than a man, less than a worm.” Violca sneered. “Edgar, I cursed in the old way. For a man with the heart of a wolf, I gave him the body and soul as well. And made him a blight upon this village, a curse upon this valley, this world.”

“And making the Lord-Father look incompetent, weak, foolish, in the process.”

“He is all those things, and all he cares for is money, power, himself.”

“Well, you ain’t wrong, lady.”

“And so I took it all away.” The apothecary peered calmly out the window.

The streets of Untheim lay empty, desolate, deserted.

“They’re all at Petra’s funeral,” I said. “She passed in the night. Finally.” I waggled a finger. “Clever. You meted out the poison just so, yeah? A little here. A little there. Just enough to cut her down piece by bloody piece. Hargin said sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t. Probably that was you cutting it back now and again. Maybe even cut it off. Let her come back. Gain ground. Gather strength. Give them both some hope only to snatch it away. You didn’t want it to end too soon, yeah? You wanted to draw it out. To savor it.”

Violca shifted uncomfortably.

“You don’t like to think about Petra, yeah?” I said. “She was just a means to an end. As were Hilda, Ellsbethe, and Liska. They were all just means to an end for you. Just pawns on a board to be sacrificed. Knocked over with no regard. All to achieve your end.

“You used Edgar at first, yeah? As the wolf. A form of chaos and death unleashed upon Untheim. And so folk died. And you probably tried to harness him somehow.” I placed the wolf idol on the counter. “Maybe with something like this.”

“But then, Edgar mastered the curse. Took him two years but he did. You probably didn’t even realize it at first, yeah? But the killings stopped, and that part of your game was ruined. Maybe after a month or two, you figured it out. He’d found a way to imprison himself in the abandoned mines. Each and every night. A massive wolf howling, ravening, slavering at the bottom of a deep, dark pit.

“So someone else had to do the dirty work, Edgar’s work, the work of murder. And Edgar proved you can’t control a werewolf. You can only set it loose and hope for the best, or the worst, unless...”

Violca shifted, wincing.

“You have the tip of a silver crossbow bolt stuck in you, don’t you? Or did, at least. Lady Mary’s.” I held up the stone idol. “And this? Tell me. Does it truly ward off the wolf? Or does it draw it in? Cause I’m guessing the latter. You lied when I asked about the rune. You said it was a shield. It was the opposite, yeah?

“Hilda came here often, picking up the poison killing her mother, and taking it home, mixing it, administering it. So she probably saw your charms and trinkets hanging and got to wondering if there was one that could ward off a wolf. And you told her ‘yes.’”

Violca grinned, her teeth long and cunning and animal sharp. “Clever guesses, Sir Luther.” She rose from her chair. Her arms seemed long. Disjointed. Wrong.

“And so with your werewolf thrall impotent, you took it upon yourself to become the wolf. Then you did the killing.”

“No, you fool.” Violca’s eyes glowed a sickly yellow. “I was always a wolf.”

She was hulking now, arms shivering as they crippled, contorted, her spine bending, skin stretching, limbs twisting.

Grimacing, I drew Yolanda and scurried back towards the door.

Bones and joints shifted and contorted, popping into place. Violca Dukas was the werewolf now, a massive thing of hate and hunger. Yellow eyes glowed in the dark shop. It was the beast from the festival, the beast from the convent.

My back pressed against the door as the whole shop vibrated to the beast’s growl. I found the door latch and yanked it open as the beast sprang. I stumbled out as a battering ram of muscle and fur, tooth and claw, blasted through me, knocking me senseless across the packed earth, muscle and dead weight pressing down on my chest, crushing the air from my lungs, the blood from my heart, the life from my soul.

“No!” I gasped.

Hot, humid breath burned in my face as golden eyes descended like waning moons. Jaws parted and teeth in a wide impossible rictus lunged for my throat. I was engulfed wholly by the abyssal dark, an impossible weight pressing on my face, my chest, compressing my lungs, robbing me of breath, of sight, of the very will to live.

Then suddenly, I could breathe again. Barely. I could hear muffled cries from beneath the massive furred weight pressing down, crushing the life from me. Then it was gone. The weight shifted as the corpse of the werewolf was dragged off.

In a quarter moon formation positioned outside the apothecary’s front door, the Lord-Father and eight of his men stood shoulder to shoulder. Each bore a crossbow. Each one discharged.

Karl scratched his beard as he finished dragging the werewolf off me.

Crossbow in hand, Lady Mary knelt, laying a hand to my cheek. “Sir Luther, can you hear me...?”




Chapter 59.

My Dearest Pern,

It is with some hope that I write these letters and pray that fate somehow guides their provenance to you...

—excerpt of a letter from Edgar Godrick

***
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THE GREEN WALL EAST stood limned in the pink glow of early dawn. Our wagon sat packed to the gills with crates, bags, and all manner of goods and sundry. Karl lounged in the driver’s seat, his foot up on the buckboard, reins in hand. He’d said his goodbyes. Mirella’s caravan waited off in the distance, her horse whickering, pawing at the ground in anticipation.

“I wish to stay.” Sarah pursed her lips, took a breath, nodded. “The convent, it isn’t perfect, but ... that is my choice.”

I looked to Joshua. “You too, kid?”

Joshua chopped a quick series of signs with his hands. Yes, I’m staying, too.

“Good, I figured as much.” I nodded. “Just keep doing what you’re doing. And if Sister Pernicia invites you for cookies and milk inside her gingerbread house? Decline gracefully.”

Joshua’s face scrunched up into something that was almost a smirk.

Sarah actually smiled. “We’ll be careful.”

“Good.” I nodded. “And I’ll keep an ear to the ground about your kin. Slaughtertree. Thorn. Marienburg. Your old Uncle Benjamin. Gonna head his way. If I can find him, you’ll hear about it.” If he’s still alive.

“We thank you, Sir Luther.”

“You’re welcome, kid. Both of you. Be good. And if you can’t be good, be good at being bad.” I nodded, sniffed, turned to Lady Mary. “Well, alright then. This is it. Sure you want to stay?”

“Yes, I do.” Lady Mary bore her crossbow cradled in her arms. “And fear not, I shall keep a close watch over them. No harm shall come to them so long as I draw breath.”

“I know it.” I smiled, nodded at her weapon. “Beginning to look like it belongs there. Getting fair comfortable.”

“Yes, well, it’s all about the practicing,” Lady Mary said. “And I’ve been putting in the hours, each and every day.”

“After mucking out the cesspits?”

“Yes.” She shook her head. “After mucking out the cesspits, shoeless and knee-deep.”

“And with your bare hand...?”

Lady Mary cracked a smile. “Naturally.”

“Good.” I shouldered Yolanda and turned to go. “I’m glad for you. Glad Pernicia changed her mind. Glad she took you back in, let you stay.”

“As am I.” Lady Mary laid a hand on my shoulder. “It’s so strange. It came from out of the blue. Sister Theodora had recuperated, and I had one foot on the road when they came and told me. Sister Pernicia said Theodora practically begged her to let me stay. So strange...”

“Well, Sister Theodora’s ... old.”

“In any case, it was a weight off my shoulders, I can tell you. Having a place, a purpose.”

“Good. I’m glad for you. Truly, I am.”

“Sister Pernicia told me to thank you, as well.”

“Me?” I straightened. “Yeah? No bullshit?”

“No, not even the slightest.”

“Well, tell her she’s welcome.”

“What is it you did for her?” Lady Mary hesitated.

“It was nothing.”

“It ... It’s merely that she seemed changed toward you is all. Not wholly, no fully, but perhaps the first rays of a winter’s sun upon a cold morn.”

“I just delivered a message to an old friend.” Swing hard, Sir Luther, and for the love of God, swing true. “And a few to her.”

“And,” Lady Mary brushed a strand of hair from her eyes, “how is Petra doing?”

“Well, she ain’t dead.”

“Sir Luther, I—”

“She looks ten years younger and gaining ground every day.” I glanced over at Mirella, sitting in her driver’s seat, smoking a pipe, staring off toward the east. Her lungo drom. “Mirella says she’s not out of the woods yet. The poison did damage. A lot. Probably took years off her life. But she’s married to Hargin so that might be a blessing.”

Lady Mary shook her head. “I’ll look in on them from time to time as well.”

“Good. Just make sure you scrub the cesspit off first, yeah?”

Lady Mary ignored me. “It’s strange, but I ... I almost feel sorry for her. The apothecary. Violca. Judas Priest, can you imagine the depths to which she’d sunk? To devote her entire life, her entire existence to one act of vengeance. Blending in, insinuating herself in Untheim’s daily life and keeping silent, saying nothing, but waiting, watching, plotting, planning every day, week after week, year after year. And to contort her very soul, every warp, every weft, every weave to what end? Vengeance.” She shook her head. “What an existence? And to kill so many, cause so much pain, all to fill an abyssal hole that could never hope to be filled.”

“That’s about as good a definition of vengeance as I’ve ever heard.” I nodded over at the wagon. “Well. Best get going. Herhoff’s waiting. And they do so love me there.” I nodded at the trio. “I know the feeling ain’t mutual, but...” I took a breath. “Any of you ever need to get the hell out of here. Move on. Find the last vestiges of your family. Or not. You ever need anything. Send word and I’ll hear it. I promise.”

Hands in his pockets, Joshua kicked a rock down the road.

Lady Mary pursed her lips and nodded.

Like a newborn foal hesitant to take its first steps, Sarah inched forward and offered me a quick, tepid embrace.

It was more than I deserved.

The End.




Dear Reader, 

Thanks so much for reading The Serpent Knight Saga. I truly appreciate it and hope you enjoyed it.

I loved writing it.

If you would, please take a moment to offer a review of it where you purchased it, I’d greatly appreciate it. 

Thanks again,

Kevin Wright

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




About the Author


[image: image]


KEVIN WRIGHT STUDIED writing at the University of Massachusetts in Lowell and fully utilized his bachelor’s degree by working first as a produce clerk and later as an emergency medical technician and firefighter. His mother is thrilled. 

For decades now he has studied a variety of martial arts but steadfastly remains not-tough in any way shape or form. He just likes to pay money to get beat up, apparently.

Kevin Wright peaked intellectually in the seventh grade. Some of his favorite authors and influences are George R.R. Martin, H.P. Lovecraft, Lloyd Alexander, Neil Gaiman, Joe Abercrombie, and Joseph Heller.

He is currently working on another installment into the Serpent Knight Saga, tentatively entitled Terminus Rex.

images/00006.jpeg
g’l@iVINW:R}[GﬁK
s, ! | b






images/00005.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





