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The King’s Justice




 


 


 


The man rides his horse along the old road through the forest in a rain as heavy as a damask curtain—a rain that makes dusk of midafternoon. The downpour, windless, strikes him from the long slash of open sky that the road cuts through the trees. It makes a sound like a waterfall among the leaves and branches, a damp roar that deafens him to the slap of his mount’s hooves. Ahead it blinds him to the road’s future. But he is not concerned. He knows where he is going. The broad brim of his leather hat and the oiled canvas of his cloak spare him from the worst of the wet, and in any case he has ridden in more frightening weather, less natural elements. His purpose is clear.


Shrouded by the deluge and covered by his dark gear, he looks as black as the coming night—a look that suits him, though he does not think about such things. Having come so far on this journey, and on many others, he hardly thinks at all as he rides. Brigands are no threat to him, even cutthroats desperate enough to hunt in this rain. Only his destination matters, but even that does not require thought. It will not until he reaches it.


Still his look does suit him. Black is the only name to which he answers. Many years ago, in a distant region of the kingdom, he had a name. His few comrades from that time—all dead now—knew him as Coriolus Blackened. But he has left that name behind, along with other pieces of who he once was. Now he is simply Black. Even his title rarely intrudes on who he has become, though it defines him.


He and his drenched horse are on this road because it leads to a town—so he has been told—called Settle’s Crossways. But he would have taken the same road for the same purpose without knowing the name of the place. If Settle’s Crossways had been a village, or a hamlet, or even a solitary inn rather than a town, he would still have ridden toward it, though it lies deep in the forests that form the northern border of the kingdom. He can smell what he seeks from any distance. Also the town is a place where roads and intentions come together. Such things are enough to set and keep him on his mount despite the pounding rain and the gloom under the trees.


He is Black. Long ago, he made himself, or was shaped, into a man who belongs in darkness. Now no night scares him, and no nightmare. Only his purpose has that power. He pursues it so that one day it will lose its sting.


A vain hope, as he knows well. But that, too, does not occupy his thoughts. That, too, he will not think about until he reaches his destination. And when he does think about it, he will ignore himself. His purpose does not care that he wants it to end.


The road has been long to his horse, though not to Black, who does not protract it with worry or grief. He is patient. He knows that the road will end, as all roads must. Destinations have that effect. They rule journeys in much the same way that they rule him. He will arrive when he arrives. That is enough.


Eventually the rain begins to dwindle, withdrawing its curtains. Now he can see that the forest on both sides has also begun to pull back. Here trees have been cut for their wood, and also to clear land for fields. This does not surprise him, though he does not expect a town named Settle’s Crossways to be a farming community. People want open spaces, and prosperous people want wider vistas than the kingdom’s poor do.


The prosperous, Black has observed, also attend more to religion. Though they know their gods do not answer prayer, they give honor because they hope that worship will foster their prosperity. In contrast, the poor have neither time nor energy to spare for gods that pay no heed. The poor are not inclined to worship. They are consumed by their privations.


This Black does think about. He distrusts religions and worship. Unanswered prayers breed dissatisfaction, even among those who have no obvious cause to resent their lives. In turn, their dissatisfactions encourage men and women who yearn to be shaped in the image of their preferred god. Such folk confuse and complicate Black’s purpose.


So he watches more closely as his horse trudges between fields toward the outbuildings of the town. The rain has become a light drizzle, allowing him to see farther. Though dusk is falling instead of rain, he is able to make out the ponderous cone of a solitary mountain, nameless to him, that stands above the horizon of trees in the east. From the mountain’s throat arises a distinct fume that holds its shape in the still air until it is obscured by the darkening sky. Without wind, he cannot smell the fume, but he has no reason to think that its odor pertains to the scent which guides him here. His purpose draws him to people, not to details of terrain. People take actions, some of which he opposes. Like rivers and forests, mountains do not.


Still he regards the peak until the town draws his attention by beginning to light its lamps—candles and lanterns in the windows of dwellings, larger lanterns welcoming folk to the entrances of shops, stables, taverns, inns. Also there are oil-fed lamps at intervals along his road where it becomes a street. This tells Black that Settle’s Crossways is indeed prosperous. Its stables, chandlers, milliners, feed lots, and general stores continue to invite custom as dusk deepens. Its life is not overburdened by destitution.


Prosperous, Black observes, and recently wary. The town is neither walled nor gated, as it would be if it were accustomed to defend itself. But among the outbuildings stands a guardhouse, and he sees three men on duty, one walking back and forth across the street, one watching at the open door of the guardhouse, one visible through a window. Their presence tells Black that Settle’s Crossways is now anxious despite its habit of welcome.


Seeing him, the two guards outside summon the third, then position themselves to block the road. When the three are ready, they show their weapons, a short sword gleaming with newness in the lamplight, a crossbow obtained in trade from a kingdom far to the west, and a sturdy pitchfork with honed tines. The guards watch Black suspiciously as he approaches, but their suspicion is only in part because he is a stranger who comes at dusk. They are also suspicious of themselves because they are unfamiliar with the use of weapons. Two are tradesmen, one a farmer, and their task sits uncomfortably on their shoulders.


As he nears them, Black slows his horse’s plod. Before he is challenged, he dismounts. Sure of his beast, he drops the reins and walks toward the guards, a relaxed amble that threatens no one. He is thinking now, but his thoughts are hidden by the still-dripping brim of his hat and the darkness of his eyes.


“Hold a moment, stranger,” says the tradesman with the sword. He speaks without committing himself to friendliness or animosity. “We are cautious with men we do not know.”


He has it in mind to suggest that the stranger find refuge in the forest for the night. He wants the man who looks like a shadow of himself to leave the town alone until he can be seen by clear daylight. But Black speaks first.


“At a crossroads?” he inquires. His voice is rusty with disuse, but it does not imply iron. It suggests silk. “A prosperous crossroads, where caravans and wagons from distant places must be common? Surely strangers pass this way often. Why have you become cautious?”


As he speaks, Black rubs casually at his left forearm with two fingers.


For reasons that the tradesman cannot name, he lowers his sword. He finds himself looking at his companions for guidance. But they are awkward in their unaccustomed role. They shift their feet and do not prompt their spokesman.


Black sees this. He waits.


After a moment, the sworded guard rallies. “We have a need for the King’s Justice,” he explains, troubled by the sensation that this is not what he had intended to say, “but it is slow in coming. Until it comes, we must be wary.”


Then the farmer says, “The King’s Justice is always slow.” He is angry at the necessity of his post. “What is the use of it, when it comes too late?”


More smoothly now, Black admits, “I know what you mean. I have often felt the same myself.” Glancing at each of the guards in turn, he asks, “What do you require to grant passage? I crave a flagon of ale, a hot meal, and a comfortable bed. I will offer whatever reassurance you seek.”


The farmer’s anger carries him. Thinking himself cunning, he demands, “Where are you from, stranger?”


“From?” muses Black. “Many places, all distant.” The truth will not serve his purpose. “But most recently?” He names the last village through which he passed.


The farmer pursues his challenge, squinting to disguise his cleverness. “Will they vouch for you there?”


Black smiles, which does not comfort the guards. “I am not forgotten easily.”


Still the farmer asks, “And how many days have you ridden to reach us?” He knows the distance.


Black does not. He counts destinations, not days in the saddle. Yet he says without hesitation, “Seven.”


The farmer feels that he is pouncing. “You are slow, stranger. It is a journey of five days at most. Less in friendly weather.”


Rubbing at his forearm again, Black indicates his mount with a nod. The animal slumps where it stands, legs splayed with weariness. “You see my horse. I do not spur it. It is too old for speed.”


The farmer frowns. The stranger’s answer perplexes him, though he does not know why. Last year, he made the same journey in five days easily himself, and he does not own a horse. Yet he feels a desire to accept what he hears.


For the first time, the tradesman with the crossbow speaks. “That is clear enough,” he tells his comrades. “He was not here. We watch for a bloody ruffian, a vile cutthroat, not a well-spoken man on an old horse.”


The other guards scowl. They do not know why their companion speaks as he does. He does not know himself. But they find no fault with his words.


When the sworded man’s thoughts clear, he declares, “Then tell us your name, stranger, and be welcome.”


“I am called Black,” Black replies with the ease of long experience. “It is the only name I have.”


Still confused, the guards ponder a moment longer. Then the farmer and the man with the crossbow stand aside. Reclaiming the reins of his horse, Black swings himself into the saddle. As he rides past the guards, he touches the brim of his hat in a salute to the man with the sword.


By his standards, he enters Settle’s Crossways without difficulty.


In his nose is the scent of an obscene murder.
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He finds the town much as he expects it. The street is dirt that has been scattered with gravel to provide purchase for the wheels of wagons, and also to give some protection from mud for the townspeople. But the day’s heavy rain has overwhelmed the gravel. The street resembles a quagmire, and the alleys between the buildings are worse. Fortunately for the pedestrians, every place of business on both sides has a wide, raised wooden porch sheltered by a slanting roof. The folk of Settle’s Crossways can move between taverns and general stores, milliners and inns, with little exposure to the downpour’s aftermath.


Or they can pass between places of business and houses of worship. Some distance ahead, Black sees the crossroads that brings trade and travel from every point of the compass to and through the town. That intersection is a large open square. And opposite each other on its corners, northeast and southwest, are temples. Both are made of framed timbers, both have porched entrances with high doors, both thrust bell towers heavenward. There the similarity ends. The intended white dazzle of the Temple of Bright Eternal has been much raddled by the rain, while the black walls of the Temple of Dark Enduring glisten even at dusk as though they have gained an obscure victory.


Bright Eternal and Dark Enduring are the gods of the kingdom, worshipped as such, bombarded with pleas and praises. Yet their hymns sound much the same, and their liturgies vary little. In truth, they have too recently acquired their stature as gods for their modes of worship to become distinct. Also Black knows that they are not gods. He is more familiar with them than any inhabitant of Settle’s Crossways, priest or parishioner. They are elemental energies, nothing more—and nothing less.


He is a veteran of what he calls the Balance Wars, the conflict of shapers hungry for power. That contest cost the lives of all his former comrades. More often than Black chooses to remember, it came close to killing him. Indeed, it would have reduced the known world to rubble if the King, a shaper himself, had not forsaken warfare to become a focus of balance, the human mediator between the unknowing, unthinking, and uncaring forces of bright and dark.


For good reason, Black distrusts temples. He fears that a preference for one god or the other will encourage the ambitions of shapers. In themselves, bright and dark are not fearsome. They are merely necessary. They are, after all, the elemental energies that enable the world—life and death, growth and decay—when they are balanced against each other. The danger is that taking strength from one makes the other comparatively stronger. Then the balance tilts. And it is imbalance that generates true power, the power of shapers to remake themselves and their allies and their desires.


Without the King—


Black does not think about such things. He knows too well what they entail. He does not wish to recall old horrors. The reek of a present atrocity is more than enough to resurrect wrath and fear from their graves deep in his soul.


The folk of Settle’s Crossways want the King’s Justice. No doubt they have tried to summon it. No doubt their congregations pray for it daily. But they do not know what it means. They have no idea what the King’s Justice is.


When Black has secured a stable for his mount, he makes his way along the porches to the nearest tavern. It stands conveniently near the crossroads and the temples. The townspeople he passes stare at him, or make studious efforts not to stare. He has that effect, but he does not ignore it, despite its familiarity. He touches the brim of his hat to everyone, a greeting to assure men, women, and children that he is harmless.


Between him and the tavern, a mother and her young daughter approach. They have come from a milliner and are walking homeward. To them, also, Black touches his hat. But when he has passed them, the girl says, “Ma, that man has holes.”


She is too young to understand caution.


Black halts as though a hand has been placed on his shoulder. While the mother tells her daughter, “Hush, child. Be polite. He is a stranger,” Black turns to look more closely at the girl.


“But Ma,” she insists. “He has holes in his soul.”


The woman takes her daughter’s hand, intending to urge the girl away. But she pauses when Black lowers himself to one knee in front of the child. Surprised, the mother stands still.


Black studies the girl, a child of no more than five or six years. She is clean and well-dressed, from a comfortable family, but he ignores such details. He ignores her blond ringlets and her open face and her unbruised knees. Instead he concentrates on the fact that she is not afraid. He concentrates on the kindness in her eyes. It suggests concern for him.


“Holes?” he asks gently. “In my soul?”


He knows too well that the girl is right. He has spent pieces of himself in more battles than he cares to remember.


The mother is anxious now. “Forgive her, sir,” she says. “She will learn courtesy when she is older.”


At the same time, the girl says, “I see them.” She points at his chest. “They are there and there”—she points repeatedly—“and there and there.”


Still gently, Black says, “You surprise me, child. There are few who see me. Even fewer see me clearly.”


His manner encourages boldness. “Ma can’t see what I see,” she proclaims. “She thinks I make it up. But it is all true.


“Your holes hurt you. If they get bigger, you will die.”


Black frowns, considering her words. After a moment, he admits, “That is certainly true.”


The girl extends her hand. She means to touch him. “I can make them go away.” Then she becomes less sure of herself. “They are too big. I can make one of them go away. When I am older, I can do more.”


Before her hand reaches him, Black rises to his feet. Now he faces the mother, who is beginning to pull on her daughter’s arm. “You are wise, madam,” he tells her with less of gentleness, more of warning. “You have a gifted child. A precious child. You do well to protect her. She will have time enough for her gifts when she is a woman.”


He knows now that this child can heal him. But he also knows that doing so will blight her childhood. She is a seer, one who sees. True seers are more rare than shapers. They do not cause imbalance. Rather they draw strength from within themselves. The girl is indeed precious. But she is too young to suffer the cost of what she can see and do.


The mother feels sudden tears in her eyes. She has been troubled for her daughter, disturbed by a child who pretends to see things which do not exist. But the stranger believes that such sight is not a pretense. This both comforts and frightens the woman. She casts one more glance at the man to confirm that he is serious. Then she hurries her daughter away.


Black is serious. However, he does not consider the child’s presence dangerous, except to herself. Certainly he craves her healing. He aches for it when she is gone. Yet her gift has no bearing on his purpose. Her scent is as clean as her person. He does not regret sparing her.


Touching his hat to all who pass by, he continues toward the tavern.


Like the town itself, the tavern is much as he expects it to be. It has a wooden floor strewn with sawdust, a long bar with ale-taps along its inner edge and shelves of bottles and flasks behind it, a number of round tables with chairs for four or six, and an increasing count of patrons, some of whom have settled themselves for a night of drink. All this is indistinguishable from other taverns around the kingdom. The only differences here are the general affluence of the patrons, the consequent comeliness of the barmaids, and the room’s air of unresolved distress. These men and their few women take comfort in drink rather than in each other. Comradeship, jests, roistering, and songs do not numb their fears.


Many of them look at Black as he enters, and of those many stare. But he touches his hat to them and leaves them alone. He already knows that the cause of the town’s alarm is not present. If it were, he would smell it.


Its absence, also, he does not regret. He is patient. And he has been taught by blood and pain that no good comes of confronting his foes before he has prepared himself.


To begin his preparations, he seats himself at the bar one stool away from a man who is already dedicated to drowning his concerns in ale. Black does not remove his cloak, though his arms are covered by the heavy sleeves of his calfskin shirt. His hat he wears to cover the scars on his scalp. From the barkeep, a large man too well fed and lubricated by his own wares to contain his sweat, Black requests ale. He asks a bowl of stew, and bread with it. And when his desires are met, he concentrates on eating and drinking like a man who has no other purpose, though in truth he does not relish the stew, and the pungent ale does not ease his mind.


The barkeep’s name is Bailey. His nature is friendly, but the town’s alarm makes him wary. Also he is both interested in and suspicious of the stranger. He hovers nearby while Black eats and drinks.


After a time, Black asks with an air of indifference, “You are not troubled by brigands?” He knows this by the lack of walls and gates, and by the inexperience of the guards. “I am surprised. The forest can hide any number of evil men, and your crossroads surely offers many opportunities for plunder.” He appears to address the barkeep, but in truth he is speaking to the drinker near him. “How does it happen that you are spared?”


“Trouble we had, sir,” Bailey answers in his most pleasant tone. “In my Da’s time, that was. Lives and goods were lost, fearsome quantities. My Da kept an axe here, under the bar, to defend himself. But the old wars have been good for us. Caravans now come with squadrons of men-at-arms, and even lone wagons are guarded by archers and pikes. No brigands trouble us now. They attack only in the deep forest, where they can be sure of escape.”


Black is doubtful, but he puts the matter aside for a later time. “You are fortunate, then,” he observes. “Other regions of the kingdom are not so blessed.”


“We are, sir,” Bailey replies. “We are.” He means to say, We were, but caution stops him. He knows, as all the town now knows, that strangers must be distrusted. Striving for still greater pleasantness, he asks, “You know the kingdom, then, sir? You are much traveled?”


Black has not met the barkeep’s gaze. He does not now. “Much traveled,” he assents, “yes.” Then he deflects Bailey’s prying. “Enough to observe that in favorable times the Temple of Bright Eternal attracts many good folk. It is Dark Enduring that responds to woe and hardship. Is his Temple well attended?”


He believes it is. The Temple of Dark Enduring is as large and well-maintained as its neighbor.


Bailey thinks to offer some dismissive response, but politely, pleasantly. Before he can choose his words, however, the man seated one stool away mutters with his mouth in his flagon, “Lately.”


Anxious now, Bailey tries to say, Not so lately, sir. Dark Enduring has always been much respected in Settle’s Crossways. But Black rubs at his left forearm, and words flounder in Bailey’s mind. He does not intervene as Black asks without turning to regard the speaker, “Lately?” Black’s manner suggests no particular interest.


The speaker is lean as a stick. His bare arms have the rope-like muscles and deep brown of a farmhand. He carries no weight on his frame, and his features droop like a hound’s as he drinks. To Black he smells of sweat and grievance. His name is Trait, and if he is asked, he will say that he is bitter because the town’s prosperity has passed him by. But that is not Black’s question. Trait takes a long pull at his flagon, then says, “Since the murder.”


Now Bailey intends to intervene in earnest. Several of his patrons have heard Trait, and a stillness comes over the room. Soon everyone will be listening. But Black continues to rub his forearm, and Bailey scowls because he cannot remember what he wants to say.


Black does not ask about the murder. He will learn what he needs to know soon enough. Instead he asks, “And that encourages attendance at the Temple of Dark Enduring? How so?”


Bailey contrives to blurt, “You are a religious man, sir?” But Black and Trait ignore him.


“That priest,” Trait says. He frowns. “What is his name?” Then he remembers. “Father Tenderson. He says what we want to hear.”


Black lifts his hand to Bailey, points at Trait’s flagon. Bailey understands. He refills the flagon at an ale-tap and replaces it in front of Trait.


Still revealing no great interest, Black asks, “What do you want to hear?”


Trait gulps at his drink for a moment. Then he says with satisfaction, “Revenge. Retribution.


“That other priest. Father Whorry. He promises glory. He preaches that poor Jon Marker’s boy is with Bright Eternal, all light and happiness. He says if we have faith what we lose will not grieve us. Who takes comfort in slop like that? Father Tenderson speaks truth.”


From somewhere behind Black, a man calls out, “Enough, Trait. He is a stranger. He has his own concerns. Jon Marker’s loss means nothing to him.”


Trait grins sourly. He enjoys the reprimand. It makes him more substantial in his own eyes. “Father Tenderson,” he tells Black more distinctly, “demands punishment. He prays every day for the King’s Justice. He wants the man who butchered that boy burned alive.” He knocks his flagon on the bar. “We all do. We pray for the same thing.” Again he claps the bar with his flagon. “Revenge will comfort us.”


Then he snorts more quietly, “Glory will not.”


Black does not say, The King’s Justice is not what that priest thinks it is. Instead he remarks, “Father Whorry sounds judicious. He values peace.” Then he asks, “Can a stranger meet with him? I, too, value peace.” His tone is noncommittal. “Does he frequent a tavern of an evening?”


The man behind Black responds loudly, “The good Father will be at his prayers. Settle’s Crossways is his concern. Wait for the morrow, stranger. Your desire to accost him at such a time is unseemly.”


Black does not apologize. While he considers his reply, Trait mutters into his flagon, “At his prayers, aye—if they belong in a common house. If not, he labors for peace by other means.”


“Enough, Trait,” commands the man behind Black again. He approaches the bar. “Is this a fit occasion for your spite?” He slaps a heavy hand on Trait’s shoulder. “Show respect, man, for Jon Marker if you have none for the priest.”


Trait smirks into his flagon, but does not retort.


The man rounds on Black. “Do you mean to mock us, sir?” he demands. He is large, granite-browed, and muscular. His apparel suggests wealth by its fineness, and indeed he owns a well-stocked general store. Others consider him a bully, but he believes himself a man often justly offended—and able to act against insult. “Our concerns are none of yours.”


Knowing the man, Bailey hastens to placate him. “Be easy, Ing Hardiston,” he says in his most soothing voice. “This is a trying time at its best. A stranger might well give offense without the intent to do so.”


Black ignores the barkeep. He faces Hardiston’s anger. Still disinterested in his manner, he says, “Father Tenderson, then. Is he a drinking man?”


Trait stifles a guffaw with ale.


Ing Hardiston bristles. He has blows in mind. Like many another man, he fears for his sons, and his fear incenses him. He desires to deny that he is afraid. But Black’s lightless gaze weakens him. Though he clenches his fist, he does not swing.


Casting a glare at Bailey, the storekeeper then returns to Black. “Ask him yourself, sir,” he says with knotted jaws, “when you see him on the morrow. You will not trouble the folk of this town at night.”


Black does not acquiesce. Nor does he refuse. He has taken Ing Hardiston’s measure and is not threatened. Rather than prolong the man’s ire, he turns to Trait.


“Will you guide me to an inn, friend? I am unquestionably a stranger. Without aid, I may find myself in a flea-ridden bed when I prefer comfort.”


For a moment, Trait hesitates. He enjoys his ability to vex Hardiston and is inclined to do as Black asks. Like the storekeeper, however—and Bailey as well—he finds the stranger’s aspect discomfiting. Conflicting impulses keep him silent until he recalls that the stranger has bought him ale.


In a long draught, Trait empties his flagon. Then he nods to Black. “I will.” Shouldering Hardiston discourteously aside, he stands from his stool.


Rasping an oath, Ing Hardiston returns to his table and his companions.


When Black also stands, Bailey rallies himself to request payment. He goes so far as to meet Black’s gaze. However, what he sees there closes his mouth. Flapping one hand, he dismisses the question of coin. At the last, he manages only to wish Black a pleasant night.


Black nods gravely. “Perhaps it will be pleasant,” he replies. Then he accompanies Trait from the tavern.


But he has no interest in a bed. His purpose requires him to trace the smell of evil to its source, and he has come no nearer since entering the town. His interactions in the tavern have not awakened his glyphs and sigils, his scarifications. A few steps along the porch, he halts his companion.


Full night has come to Settle’s Crossways. The town’s many lamps dim the stars, but those lights are too earthbound to obscure the now-cloudless sweep of the heavens. Briefly Black studies the dulled jewels of darkness past the eaves of the roof, though he has no need of their counsel. To Trait, he says, “Take me to Jon Marker’s house.”


Trait stares. He finds Black difficult to discern in the shadows. He will say, You asked for an inn. He will refuse Black’s command. He will pretend obedience to the storekeeper’s wishes. Though he has neither wife nor son himself, he has still some kindness in him, and he is disturbed by Jon Marker’s loss. He will not comply with Black.


He does comply. He wants more ale. His mouth hangs open as he points to an alley across the street.


Together, Black and his guide cross the street. The alley takes them to a lesser street, a crooked way aimless to those who do not know the town. Here the odor Black seeks teases his nose, but it remains indistinct, not to be trusted. He does not release Trait.


Another alley admits them to a still-smaller street. Away from the main roads, there is no gravel to give purchase. Black’s boots squish and slip in the mud. Trait moves unsteadily, wishing himself back at the tavern, but the inconvenience of poor footing does not compel Black’s attention. He follows his nose and his companion to a house that stands pressed close to its neighbors.


The place is little more than a hut large enough for perhaps three rooms. Its size and humility suggest that its occupants are poor. Yet there are no sprung boards in its walls, no gaps around its windows. Its porch and roofs are solid. All have been painted in a recent season. The chairs on the porch, where a husband and wife might sit of a quiet evening, are comfortable. To Black, it has the air of a dwelling cared for because its people consider it a home.


But its neighbors have lanterns on their porches and lights in their windows. The house to which Black has come is dark. It looks empty. In another season or two, it will look abandoned.


“Here,” Trait says. Then he finds the kindness to add, “Let poor Jon be. He is a good man. Good men are few.”


Black dismisses his guide. He forgets Trait. He is on the trail. The smell is stronger here. It is not strong enough to be the source he seeks. Still it confirms that he is on the right path.


The scent is not that of human violence, of ordinary passion or greed too extreme to be controlled. For such a crime, Settle’s Crossways would not need the King’s Justice. The smell is that of shapers and wicked rituals.


Silent as shadows, Black ascends the porch to the door.


For a moment, he considers his purpose. Then he knocks. He is sure that the house is not empty.


After a second knock, he hears boots on bare boards. They shuffle closer. At another time, perhaps, he will feel sorrow for the man inside. At present, his purpose rules him.


When the door opens, he sees a small man much blurred by what has befallen him. His eyes are reddened in the gloom, and his gaze is vague, like that of a man deep in his cups, though he does not smell of ale or hard spirits. His sturdy, workman’s frame has collapsed in on itself, making him appear smaller than he is.


He blinks at Black, uncertain of his ability to distinguish the stranger in the gloom. When he speaks, his voice is raw with expended sobs. He says only, “What?”


Black stands motionless. “Are you a temple-going man, Jon Marker?” he asks. “Do you find ease in sermons and worship?”


Perhaps that is why or how his son was chosen.


Jon Marker repeats, “What?” He does not understand the question. Then he does. “Go. Leave me alone. I do not deal with hypocrites. Let others pretend to worship gods who do not answer prayers. I am not such a fool.”


Perhaps that is why his son was chosen.


Jon Marker tries to close the door. Even in grief, he is too polite to slam it. But Black stops him. Gently Black says, “Then I must look elsewhere.” He smells no atrocity on the man, or in the house. The odor he seeks is here by inference, indirectly. It lingers with its victims when its source has moved on. “I need your guidance. Tell me of your son.”


Now the door is shut, though Jon Marker does not close it. He and Black stand in the common room of the house, on uncovered floorboards, in darkness. Jon Marker blinks more rapidly, but his sight does not clear.


The stranger wants him to speak of his son. The command angers him. It was not a request, despite its gentleness. “I will not,” he answers. His pain is too raw.


“You will,” Black replies, still gently. “I require your aid.”


Jon Marker gathers himself to shout. He gathers himself to lay hands on the stranger. But under his cloak, Black rubs a glyph near the small of his back with one hand. With the other, he reaches out to cup his inlaid palm to Jon Marker’s cheek.


Jon Marker tries to flinch away, yet he does not.


Black’s touch enters the father’s ruin. It does not give comfort. It is deeper than consolation. It brings a wail from the depths of Jon Marker’s heart.


“My son!”


Soft as the night’s air, Black says, “Tell me.”


For a moment, the father cannot. His wail holds him, though he does not repeat it. It echoes in the empty frame that his home and his family have become. But then he answers in broken chunks like pieces of his flesh torn from him.


“When my wife, my sweet wife. My Annwin. When she died. When the plague claimed her. She took it all. All of me. I thought she took it all. The plague—” His voice catches. “I could not endure my life.


“But I could. She left my boy. Our son, our Tamlin. As sweet to me as she was. As kind. As pleasant. As willing. And lost.” His voice fills the dark room with ghosts. “As lost as I was. We were lost together. Without her, lost. Until he found himself for me. Or I found myself for him. Or we found each other. Together, we found—


“It was cruel. Cruel to me. Cruel to him. That we had to go on without her smiles. But his kindness. His sweetness. His willingness. He was a reason to go on. And he needed a reason, as lost as I was. And I loved him. With whatever I had left, I loved him. I tried to be his reason.”


Quiet as the vanished sound of Jon Marker’s wail, Black says, “Your love was enough. You saved him. His love saved you. Tell me.”


With Black’s palm on his cheek, Jon Marker becomes stronger. “I earned our way serving in Ing Hardiston’s store. With Annwin to tend our home, and Tamlin laughing in his chores at her side, I did not chafe at Hardiston’s harsh ways. But after the plague—” The man remembers anger. “Ing Hardiston has no patience for grief. I was dismissed, and lost, and could not earn our way. Also folk avoided us, thinking the plague clung to us still. Thinking us cursed.”


A faint whisper, Black says again, “Tell me.”


“But Father Whorry—” Jon Marker swallows a lump of woe and gratitude. “He is a priest and a hypocrite. He is known for whoring. But he has kindness in him. He persuaded Haul Varder the wheelwright to employ me. Lying, he told Varder I had been sanctified when I had not, and was therefore certainly free of plague. Free of curse.


“And Haul Varder also is kind, in his rough way. He did not fault me for keeping Tamlin at my side while I worked, though my boy was too small to do more than sweep the floor. Without knowing what he did, Varder helped us find each other, Tamlin and me.”


Black is not impatient, but his purpose has its own demands. Still touching Jon Marker’s cheek, he goes further.


“Tell me of the murder.”


Jon Marker cannot refuse. “A terrible day came,” he says while his whole body cringes. “A day like any other. The work was hard, but hard work is good, and my boy was goodness itself. As much goodness as my Annwin left in the world. When the day was ending, I told Tamlin to hurry home to fire the stove for supper. We had promised each other some hours of play when we had eaten.” Again he swallows, but now the lump in his throat is anger at himself. It is weeping for his boy. “I sent him home. I sent him alone. The fault is mine.


“I did not find him again until he had been slaughtered. He was not in the house. The stove was cold. I searched for him, crying his name. I roused my neighbors. Some searched with me. We did not find him until we looked near the refuse-pit behind the houses. He had been discarded—” A third time, his pain chokes him until he swallows it. “What remained of him had been thrown in the pit.”


There Black lowers his hand. He feels pity, but he does not take pity. He has heard enough. Soon he will learn more of what he needs to know.


When he releases Jon Marker, the man collapses. But Black catches him, holds him upright. “Be easy,” Black tells him. “We are almost finished. Show me where your son is buried. Then you will be done with me. For my life, I will ask nothing more.”


Jon Marker thinks that he has fainted. Still he hears Black clearly. Fearing even now for those he has lost, he summons the strength to turn his head. In a voice that has been scraped until it bleeds, he asks, “Will you dig up my sweet boy? Will you be so cruel? After all that he has suffered?”


“I must see the place,” Black answers. He means that he must touch and smell it. “But I will only disturb his body if you do not tell me what was done to him.”


He will not coerce Jon Marker again, though he has many forms of influence ready for his use, and some Tamlin’s father will not feel. This restraint is how he expresses pity.


Jon Marker is angry now, as angry as he was when he buried his son. “Bastard,” he pants, this man whose wife loved him for his mildness, his gentleness, his natural courtesy. “Whoreson.”


“Even so,” Black replies. He feels no insult. There is no vexation in his heart. “I do what I do because I must.”


Jon Marker stands away from Black. He knots his fists. “He was beaten!” he shouts. No words can express the force inside him. The house is too small to hold it. “Beaten terribly, damn you! Worse than any dog. Worse than any slave among the caravans. But he was still alive—the healer thinks he was still alive—when he was cut from gullet to groin. If I believed in gods and prayer, I would pray that he died before his lungs and liver were taken.”


Lungs, Black thinks, and liver. Lungs for air. Liver for heat. Air and heat are elemental energies, as natural and necessary as bright and dark. But they do not cause imbalance, they played no part in the Balance Wars, because no shaper in the known world can draw upon them. They are everywhere and nowhere, too diffuse to offer power. Therefore they have neither temples nor priests.


He does not understand why the boy was butchered in this fashion. There are no rituals for air and heat. But he can guess now why Tamlin Marker was chosen. The boy’s father has told him enough for that.


The how of the choosing remains uncertain. Black can speculate, but he does not commit himself.


“I have caused you pain,” he tells Jon Marker. “Accept my thanks. Show me your son’s grave. I will not disturb it. Nor will I disturb you again.”


Jon Marker’s anger drains from him as swiftly as it swelled. He thinks that he has come to the end of himself. He is as empty as the house. He does not speak. Instead he shuffles to the door, opens it, and waits for the stranger to precede him.


When Black walks out into the night, Jon Marker is with him.


The man stays on the neighboring porches until they end. Then he moves into the street, taking Black toward the outskirts of Settle’s Crossways. Briefly Black considers that Jon Marker will lead him to a cemetery, but soon he recognizes his error. The town has suffered a plague. There will be a bare field like a midden where the victims are buried. Tamlin may be among them. Some of the townsfolk believed that the disease clung to him. And likely many of the bodies were burned, a precaution against the spread of infection. No doubt the evil Black smells wished the same for Tamlin, to conceal the crime. Still Black is certain that Tamlin was not burned. He is certain that the boy’s father would not permit it.


He and Jon Marker trudge through mire to the edge of the town. They leave the fading street to cross a long stretch of sodden grasses. Beyond it, they come to the field Black expects, an acre or more of churned mud where ashes and bones and bodies were covered in haste.


At the field’s verge, Jon Marker pauses, but he does not stop. Awkward on the torn slop of the earth, he slogs to the far side. Then he goes farther to enter among the first trees of the forest. There he guides Black to a small glade with a mound of soaked dirt at its center. Between the trees, he has provided his son with the dignity of a separate grave, a private burial. When he nears the mound, wavering on his feet, he says only, “Here.” Then he drops to his knees and bows his head.


Again Black says, “Accept my thanks.” He, too, kneels. But he does so in the sloping mud of the grave. He places his hands on the mound and works his fingers into the dirt as deep as his wrists. After a moment, he closes his eyes. With all of his senses, he concentrates on the scent he seeks.


The rain has washed much away. In addition, the forest is rich with its own smells. And Tamlin’s burial is at least a fortnight old. Black knows this because so many days have passed since he first began to track the smell of wickedness. But he has sigils for keenness and glyphs for penetration. The odor that compels him is distinct. He needs only moments to be certain that he has not misled himself with Tamlin Marker’s death. He feels the truth of what Jon Marker has told him.


He recognizes the ritual, and does not recognize it. His thoughts become urgent, goaded by the discrepancy between what he expects and what surprises him.


Why was the boy beaten? Because he fought. Because his killer enjoyed hurting him. But that explanation does not account for the murder itself.


Still kneeling, he lifts his hands from the dirt. “It is not enough,” he says, unaware that he speaks aloud. “One child, yes. An innocent boy. A beautifully innocent boy. But it is not enough for power. It does not enable sorcery. He is the start of a ritual, or he is its end. There must be others. Several others. Perhaps many others.”


Jon Marker says, “There are no others,” but Black does not heed him. Black is already certain that none of the townsfolk have been butchered as Tamlin was. The people he has met would react differently if they knew themselves threatened. The guards on the road would be more stringent in their duty, more numerous. Also the source of this evil needs secrecy until the ritual is ripe.


“They will be brutal men,” he thinks, still aloud. “Men who relish harming innocence. Or cruel women who relish it.”


He is sure of this, just as he is sure that the lungs and livers of the other corpses have been taken. Yet he does not understand it. Shapers do not pursue the impossible. They cannot draw their sorcery from air and heat.


Tamlin’s father makes a sound of distress, but Black does not attend to it. He is immersed in his confusion. If his words have wounded Jon Marker, he does not regard the cost.


Still he is a veteran. He has fought many battles, he bears many scars, and he has been shaped for his task. His instincts are sure. Despite his concentration, he feels the men coming. As lightly as mist and shadows, he rises to meet them.


There is no moon to light the glade. Only the stars define the shapes of the trees. Yet Black sees clearly. Some of his sigils are awake. Some of his scarifications burn. He recognizes Ing Hardiston as the storekeeper approaches. The two other men he does not know. But one of them holds a longknife to Jon Marker’s throat. The other advances a dozen paces to Hardiston’s left. This man holds his cutlass ready. The storekeeper is armed with a heavy saber.


Black sighs. He knows that these men have no bearing on his purpose. He does not want to kill them. Under his cloak, he rubs his left forearm.


The man gripping Jon Marker lowers his longknife. The man with the cutlass hesitates. But Ing Hardiston strides forward. Though his fear is strong, his loathing of it—or of himself—is stronger. His anger shrugs aside Black’s attempt to confuse him.


“You were warned, stranger,” the storekeeper snarls. “You meddle where you are not wanted. It is time for you to die.” His saber cuts the air. “If Marker is the cause of your coming, he has lived too long.”


Hardiston’s example restores his men. The longknife is again ready at Jon Marker’s throat. The cutlass rises for its first stroke.


“Now you also are warned,” Black replies. He is more vexed than irate. This interruption is worse than foolish. It is petty. “Jon Marker has suffered much, and I have refreshed his pain. I will permit no further harm to him.”


When he touches his hip with his left hand, his longsword appears in his right. Its slim blade swarms with sigils for sharpness and glyphs for strength. Its tip traces invocations in the night.


Again the man with the cutlass hesitates. This time, he is shaken by surprise rather than slowed by confusion.


Ing Hardiston also hesitates. He yelps a curse. But his need to deny his fear is greater than his surprise. His curse becomes a howl as he charges.


Black is one with the darkness. His movements are difficult to discern as he tangles Hardiston’s saber with his cloak. A flick of his longsword severs the tendons of Hardiston’s wrist. In the same motion, his elbow crumples Hardiston’s chest. As the storekeeper hunches and falls, too stunned to understand his own pain, Black spins behind him.


A flash in the night, Black’s longsword leaves his hand. It impales the thigh of the man holding a blade to open Jon Marker’s throat. The impact and piercing cause a shriek as the man topples away from Tamlin’s father.


Black has no wish to kill any of these men. Unarmed, he confronts the man with the cutlass. In a voice of silk, he asks, “Do you require a second warning?”


For a moment, the man stares. Then he drops his weapon and runs, leaving his fellows bloody on the grass.


When Black sees Jon Marker prone beside his writhing attacker, the veteran is truly vexed. He is on the trail and means to follow it. Yet he cannot forsake the man who has aided him. Moving swiftly, he retrieves his longsword and causes it to disappear. Then he stoops to examine Jon Marker.


He sighs again as he finds the man unhurt. Jon Marker is only prostrate with exhaustion. All his wounds are within him, where Black cannot tend them. Still Black gives what care he can. Lifting the unconscious man in his arms, Black carries him back to his empty house. There he settles Jon Marker in the nearest bed.


Though Black’s purpose urges him away, he watches over the man who has helped him until dawn.


[image: images]


With the night’s first waning, Black leaves Jon Marker asleep and returns to the stables where he bedded his horse.


The mount that awaits him there is altered since the previous evening. The ostler remarks on this as he hands the reins to Black. “Much changed he is, sir,” the man says, “much changed. A different horse, I judged, that I did. A substitute for your sorry nag. Some fool plays a trick on me. But look, sir. The markings are the same. The scars here and here.” The man points. “The white fetlocks. The notched ears. Notched like sword-cuts they are, sir. And the tack. I am not mistaken, sir, I swear it. There is no accounting for it. Rest and water and good grain are not such healers.”


Black’s only response is a nod. He has no reason for surprise. His mount has been shaped to meet his needs, as he has. For his long journey, and to enter the town, he required an aged and weary steed that would attract no notice, suggest no wealth. Now he means to travel with speed. The distance may be considerable. Also he may encounter opposition, though he does not expect it. Thus his mount must be a stallion trained for fleetness in battle, and so it has become.


When he has saddled his horse, tightened the girth, and swayed the ostler to refuse payment, he mounts and rides.


While he passes through Settle’s Crossways, retracing the street that brought him here, he goes at a light canter, though the dawn is still grey, and he encounters few folk early to their tasks. Once he leaves the sleep-stunned guards behind, however, he gallops hard. He hopes to return before the morning is gone.


A league into the forest, he halts. For a time, he studies the air on both sides of the road with his sharpened senses. Then he turns his horse to enter among the trees and deep brush, heading east.


Though he has no cause to remember it, he has not forgotten the lonely mountain that fumes over Settle’s Crossways in this direction.


Through the close-grown trees and the tangled obstructions of brush, creepers, and fallen deadwood, he makes what haste he can. For the moment, he seeks only a path, one seldom trodden. A deer-track will suffice. When he finds one, he goes more swiftly.


The trail wanders, as such things do, yet he does not doubt his choice. Within half a league, the vague whiff that he detected from the roadside becomes more intelligible. It is still faint, obscured by wet loam and dripping leaves and passing animals. The rain masked it while he rode toward Settle’s Crossways the previous day. Also it is diluted by time and other odors. Nevertheless it is the scent of his quarry’s rituals. Sure of his discernment, he follows it.


His mount canters dangerously among the trees. It leaps in stride over fallen boles, intruding boulders, slick streams. Sunrise slanting through the forest catches Black’s eyes in quick glints and sudden shafts, but he lowers the brim of his hat and rides on.


The smell of wild beasts grows stronger, and also a growing reek of rot. Abruptly he enters a clearing. It is well hidden, and he sees that a number of men have lived there. Perhaps they had women with them. Several sturdy shelters more elaborate than lean-tos stand at the edges of the open space. Discarded garments and bundles litter the ground. Among them he sees a short sword, several truncheons, an empty quiver. He does not need to look in order to know that the shelters once held stores of food, of meat and bread. These have been much ravaged by animals, but the decay of the remains informs him of their former presence.


In the center of the clearing is a wide fire-pit, its ashes sodden and cold. It has been abandoned for many days, more than a fortnight. And the corpse sprawled among the ashes has also been abandoned. Most of its flesh has been torn from the bones, the bones themselves have been cracked and gnawed, and the scraps of its motley garments lie scattered around the pit. The mangling of the body prevents Black from knowing whether the lungs and liver were taken intact. Still the scent that he seeks is strong here, despite the putrid sweetness of rot. He does not doubt that he is looking at another ritual murder.


The crime is old, but its age does not prevent him from imagining the scene. A band of brigands made this clearing their home. After their attacks on caravans and wagons, they returned here, hid here. But one night a man or men killed one of their sentries among the trees. When the lungs and liver were taken, and the man—no, the men—were ready, they burst into the clearing. They discarded their victim on the fire. By force of arms, or perhaps by mere surprise, they scattered the brigands.


And then—?


Black adjusts his senses to ignore the miasma of decay and feeding. He walks his horse once around the clearing, twice. Then he picks a faint track similar to the one that brought him here and follows it.


Within a hundred paces, he finds a second corpse. Hidden in the brush to his left, he discovers a third. Both are old and badly ravaged. He cannot determine how or why they were killed. Still the smell of evil clings to them. Studying them with a veteran’s eye in the rising daylight, he concludes that both died the same night their sentry was cast into the fire.


He suspected the truth earlier. Now he is sure. The butchering of innocence is the end of the ritual, not the start. Therefore he is also sure that the culmination of the crimes, the completion of their purpose, will be soon.


Because he does not understand that purpose, he cannot guess why it was not acted upon immediately after Tamlin Marker’s death. Still he believes that he has little time. He is reassured only by the knowledge that three men and a boy are not enough.


But half a league deeper in the forest, he finds a fourth corpse—and after another half-league, the shredded remains of three women tossed into the pit left by the falling of a dead tree. The count now stands at seven. If it reaches ten, it will be enough, if the ritual is of a kind that Black knows. If it climbs still higher, he will be in serious danger.


It does not stop at ten. Eventually he locates seven more bodies, men and women, all brigands by their apparel and weapons. Their odor tells him that their deaths are more recent than the first seven. In two instances, the condition of the corpses allows him to see that the lungs and livers have been harvested.


To himself, Black acknowledges that the perpetrator of this ritual is clever. Brigands who raid from coverts are ideal victims. Their absence will be noticed with gratitude. The reason for their absence will interest no one.


Alarmed now, he suspects that if he wanders the woods around Settle’s Crossway for days, he will find a number of similar deaths. Some will be older than those he has already found. Perhaps some will be more recent. The source of this evil is growing stronger. Its intent must be extreme, if it requires such bloodshed. Why else has its culmination been delayed?


He judges, however, that he cannot afford to search farther. Unseen events are accumulating. Incomprehensible purposes gather against Settle’s Crossways, or against the kingdom itself. He must try to forestall them.


With as much haste as his horse can manage, he returns to the road. Then he gallops back toward the town like a man with hounds and desperation on his heels.


But he does not reenter Settle’s Crossways on the road. He is unwilling to be delayed by the guards, and he has no wish to silence them with sterner persuasions than he used the previous evening. Leaving the road, he returns to the glade where Tamlin Marker is buried, then re-crosses the plague-midden to reach Jon Marker’s house by its neglected street.


There he does not pause to trouble the wounded father again. He loops his horse’s reins around one of the roof-posts of the porch, knowing that his mount will remain until he needs it. Unaffected by the mud underfoot, he strides by streets and alleys toward the town’s center.


At the crossroads where the temples of Bright Eternal and Dark Enduring face each other, comfortable in their proximity, Black finds good fortune. A modest caravan is dragging its clogged wheels toward the town square from the west, and already the streets teem with merchants and townsfolk, hawkers and mountebanks, some surely hoping to buy what they lack, others intending to both buy and sell, still others striving to gull the unwary. Also the caravan will have its own needs for resupply. Therefore Black is sure that the wagons, their owners, their drivers, and their guards will remain in the square for some time. Since noon is near, they will likely remain until the morrow. He will have opportunities to speak with the caravan-master later.


Rubbing his left forearm, he sways a distracted matron to direct him to Father Whorry’s dwelling. She is a milliner, avid to purchase fine fabrics and threads from one wagon or another before her competitors acquire them, but she forgets her hurry briefly in order to answer Black. Then she rejoins the surge of the crowd.


Black separates himself from the townsfolk, touching his hat to everyone who gazes at him directly. Then he follows the matron’s instructions.


The priest’s residence is a mansion compared to Jon Marker’s house, yet it is humble enough to suit the servant of a god. Like every other dwelling that Black has seen here, it has a wide porch linked to its neighbors’ to provide passage safe from the sludge and traffic of the streets. The door has only an emblazoned yellow symbol, a stylized sun, to indicate that this is the home of a Bright priest. Black knocks politely, though he senses that the house is empty.


But Father Whorry is already hastening homeward after a night in his preferred common house. He is a small man, rotund, with an anxious smile on his round face and a few long wisps of hair on his pate. He wears the brown cassock and yellow chasuble of his office, and might therefore be expected to walk with dignity. However, he clings to the notion that all Settle’s Crossways does not know of his pleasure with women, and so his movements have an air of furtiveness as he attempts to pass unnoticed.
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