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Chapter 1


			Ben Styke never much had a head for business, but everyone insisted on calling him a businessman anyway. Not a rancher or horsehand or Lancer or soldier or veteran. Not even Colonel. Businessman. Mr. Styke to his face. He long suspected it was because regular folk were uncomfortable with the term “killer” but wanted something just as disreputable. Pit, Styke would have settled for “that asshole.”


			The problem was that businessmen had responsibilities. They weren’t allowed to just sit on their front step drinking horngum tea, watching the horses graze. They had to smile at state functions. They had to shake hands and do sums in their head with people watching. They had to take meetings. Like this one.


			Amrec’s Last Ride was packed with faces, both new and familiar, people drinking cheap beer and eating cheaper meat skewers to celebrate the yearly Bellport Fair. They flowed in and out of the pub by the dozen every minute and yet Styke’s appointment was still not here. Styke glanced at the grand­father clock near the piano. Late. 


			He didn’t used to care much about punctuality, even as an officer. Being a businessman changed that.


			He drummed his thick fingers on the table, watching Ibana’s Lancer ring bounce up and down on his pinky, wondering idly if he should have it refurbished. Was that a thing jewelers could do? The point of the lance was worn down to a nub. The skull looked more like an old woman’s head. It was so beaten and worn. Just like him. Maybe they’d have to make him a new one entirely. But no, that would be a disservice to all the reins it had rubbed against, all the blood that had washed the silver. It would be a disservice to Ibana’s memory, and to the matching ring he’d left in Dynize fifteen years ago.


			Jewelers. He snorted at the word. Look how civilized he was, considering a trip to the jewelers.


			“Just put me in the ground right now,” he muttered. “Keira! I’m going down the street. If my morning meeting shows up, send someone to get me.”


			“No problem, boss!” she called back.


			He climbed achingly to his feet, pausing halfway to the door to dig a piece of horngum out of his pocket. He chewed the nasty root between what was left of his molars, enjoying the way it deadened everything on that side of his face. The feeling spread down to his hips, then his legs and arms, getting into a pitched battle with the arthritis in his hands—and losing.


			The air outside was filled with the smell of questionable foods sold by even more questionable people. Tents lined the streets, filling in the spaces between the race tracks and the corrals and the stables. Ten years ago, the fairgrounds were well outside the city limits. Now they were a part of it, the streets lined with pubs and gambling dens and whorehouses. Tourists from all across Fatrasta gawked at the sights and sounds of what people still called “the frontier.”


			Didn’t look much like the frontier to Styke anymore. Bellport was a proper city, nearing a quarter of a million people. Regular mail service. Banks. Long-distance coaches all the way up to the Palo Nation. Steamers weekly to Dynize and Gurla and the Nine. There were roads across the Hammer. Some were cobbled! There was even talk of putting a train line between Landfall and Bellport. No, this wasn’t the frontier anymore. This was civilization.


			It was a word that left Styke behind. People stared as he walked past. They called his name. He felt his shoulders hunch more with every person who recognized him. He was a massive, blood-stained relic in a civilized world.


			“Mr. Styke! Mr. Styke!”


			Styke flinched and didn’t look at the portly, red-faced little man who scrambled to keep pace with him. Raj Verma was the co-owner of Bellport’s biggest auction house and a founding member of its first museum, a tenacious fool who always seemed to have something to say to Styke.


			“Mr. Styke, do you think you’ll be coming to the land auction tomorrow?”


			“I already own too much land,” Styke replied.


			“But you could own more! All the elite of Western Fatrasta will be there—even Baron Samara!”


			“Samara is an asshole,” Styke replied. “Not interested.”


			“He’s also very rich. No? Oh. Well, maybe show up for a few minutes. Let people see your face.”


			“Why would I inflict that on anyone?”


			“Because you’re a reassuring presence!”


			That actually made Styke chuckle. “I don’t know who’s been telling you that, but they’re pulling your leg.”


			“Oh, come now! Don’t be like that! You’re a city father!”


			“Bellport is older than I am.”


			“But it wouldn’t be what it is without you. You broke the siege of the city during the war. Pit, half the city sits on land you donated after the war. The very street we walk, even!” Raj stamped his foot to make his point. “Ah, but I won’t push you, Mr. Styke. Tell me, have you reconsidered my offer?”


			Styke rolled Ibana’s ring around his pinky finger and finally shot the auctioneer a sidelong glance. “I’m not selling the ring.”


			“It’s for a good cause, I assure you! There’s real Fatrastan history in that ring! It would be the starring feature of the Bellport Museum. Did you know that Lady Ibana left us her battle flag in her will?”


			Styke didn’t know that. Of course. It sounded like something Ibana would do just to annoy him from beyond the grave. “That was her choice. Her ring came to me. It’s mine.” Styke waved a hand like he might to dispel flies, then doubled his pace to leave Raj behind him. Thankfully, the little man took the hint.


			Just down the block from Amrec’s Last Ride was a training stable that bore Styke’s skull-and-lance crest. A couple ranch hands tipped their hats. Styke nodded back and limped inside, where a lone horse and rider rode through a maze of obstacles in a well-rehearsed pattern. The rider was Styke’s adopted daughter, Celine; a young woman in her early twenties, small and sturdy, with cherry blond hair that spoke of a Palo mother Styke never met. She wore trousers and a stylized blue and yellow jacket, trailing streamers. It looked like a performer’s version of Styke’s old Mad Lancer uniform.


			Styke lowered himself onto the risers, watching her practice for a few minutes before she noticed him. “Hey Ben!” Celine called, turning out of her forms to ride his direction.


			The scars on Styke’s face stretched painfully from his grin. “Mornin’, Showboat.”


			As if to give her nickname credence, Celine leapt up to stand on her saddle, one foot on the horn, holding the reins loosely while the animal cantered back and forth in front of Styke. Her favorite show horse was a Kez jumper named Lullaby; a striking black animal with a golden tail and feather­ing tied with ribbons matching those in Celine’s hair.


			“You nervous?” Styke asked.


			Celine looped the reins around one leg, balanced on the other, pulled a trio of heavy boz knives out of her belt, and began to juggle. “Me? Not a chance!”


			“You’ve never performed in front of such a big crowd before,” Styke pointed out.


			If there was a flash of uncertainty in Celine’s eyes, she covered it well. “How many people does the race track hold?”


			“Fifteen thousand.”


			“Oooooh boy! You think every seat will be filled?”


			“And all the standing room besides.”


			“Eh. Once you get above a thousand people the numbers don’t make a difference anymore.”


			Styke bit the inside of his cheek and didn’t point out that he was the one who’d told her that a couple weeks back. Celine was nervous. She always was before a show, but she never wanted her old man to see it. It cost Styke nothing to leave that to her. “You’ll do perfect,” he assured her.


			Celine caught the knives one at a time and returned them to her belt. She was still standing up in the saddle, balancing just as easy as a sober man standing on solid ground, shifting her feet and spinning about with hardly a care in the world.


			“You gonna watch the show?” she asked.


			“Do I ever miss them?”


			She grinned. “No.”


			“Not gonna miss this one, either.”


			Celine gave a little tug on the reins and did a forward flip to land back in the saddle, spreading her arms and smiling at Styke like he was a whole audience. His clapping echoed through the big training stable. He turned his head at a motion at the edge of his vision. It was Keira Jolly, the manager back at his pub, waving to him from the door. “My appointment is finally here,” he told Celine. “I’ll see you in a few hours, Showboat. Keep practicing!” he added over his shoulder as he left.


			And back down the street to the pub, ignoring the fair-goers who stopped to stare at his big, bent frame. Then it’d be down to the racetrack, then back to the pub. On to the ranch. Catch a steamer to Landfall. Swing back around to Dynize. Some asshole wanted him to visit Kez next spring and was offering him his pick of horses from the old royal stables. Here. There. Back and forth, back and forth. Styke was too old for this. Who did he have to kill for the privilege of just sitting down and letting the moss grow on him?


			The only reason he did all this was so he could afford to buy horngum by the warehouse.


			And maybe for that daredevil young lady back there.


			A man was waiting for him at his favorite table in the corner of the pub. The stranger was in his midforties with a sun-worn face thick with freckles and pockmarks, the bright red hair of a Palo, and a sturdy frame coming in at about six feet tall. The stranger was wearing a dress shirt, a waistcoat, and fresh pressed trousers, with a dark green handkerchief carefully folded into a triangle sticking out of his breast pocket. His hair was slick with pomade and he had a small boz knife at his belt.


			No, not a Palo, Styke decided. Dynize. Meaner eyes.


			The stranger stood and offered a hand. “Loric,” he said. “I sent the letter.”


			Styke caught a scent—nothing tangible, like dust or mud or plants ground under foot. This touched upon the sorcerous sense of a Knack Styke often forgot he had. It was the smell of sorcery. Not one he recognized, either. Earthy. Chemical. Decay. Like embalming fluid spilled on an old battlefield.


			“You’re late.” Whoever this stranger was, Styke did not like him. 


			Loric let his hand drop. “And I can only apologize.”


			Styke sank gingerly into his chair. “Your letter didn’t say you were Dynize.”


			“Do you have a problem doing business with my people?” Loric asked. His face smiled as he returned to his seat, but his eyes did not.


			“On the contrary, your empress has made me a rich man.”


			“She is not my empress.”


			“Hmm. Pit if I care whose empress she is,” Styke said with a shrug. “Your letter said you were looking to buy some horses. I’ve got forty-six on show here at the fair. Probably fewer since I left this morning—they always go quick. The prices are hard-set. They’re all…”


			Loric cut him off by dropping a satchel on the table between them. “I’ll buy all forty-six.”


			Styke rolled his tongue around the horngum root in the corner of his mouth, lifting the flap of the satchel with one finger. It was stuffed with banknotes. “What’s this?”


			“I’ll buy all forty-six.”


			“You haven’t even looked at them.”


			“I’ll have some of my people come around in a few days to acquire the animals.”


			“My horses are expensive.”


			“I know. I’ve read about your prices. That should cover all costs and matters of convenience, plus plenty on the side. Consider it a tip.”


			“You haven’t even looked at them.”


			“You already said that.”


			


			Styke felt his interest waning and his irritation waxing. “You’re not gonna look at the horses before handing me a bag of money?”


			“Your reputation as a breeder is good enough for me.”


			Styke took a good long look at Loric, running his eyes along the scars on the back of Loric’s hands and face, examining his fine-cut clothes. The body of a soldier, dressed like a dandy. Only carrying a belt knife. Styke had learned long ago to be wary of men like that, even if they weren’t armed. Especially if they weren’t armed. And that smell...it was incredibly faint, like week-old cologne, but it was there. He thought of decay once more. Not even blood magic smelled like this.


			“Nah,” he said, pushing the satchel back across to the man. “Not interested.”


			Loric’s eyes flashed with anger. This was not a man used to being told no. “That’s good money.”


			“Don’t want it.”


			“Because I won’t look at the blasted horses?” Loric demanded, his lip raising in a sneer.


			“A man who doesn’t look at a horse before he puts up his money doesn’t understand the value of either. I don’t like seeing my horses in the possession of people like you.”


			Loric stood suddenly, his chair falling, attracting a few glances. Townsfolk and tourists whispered to one another. Keira began to move toward Styke through the crowd. He warned her off with the shake of his head.


			“Take your money and go cool your head on the fairgrounds. Plenty of other horses for sale.”


			“I need good horses,” Loric growled, leaning over to grab Styke by the wrist. “The best horses.”


			“Take your hand off me, and get your horses elsewhere.”


			Loric went for his knife.


			


			Styke kicked the table at him.


			Both man and table went tumbling, knocking over merrymakers like pins in a child’s game. Styke limped after, lifting the table off the dazed stranger and dragging him out into the street. People stopped to stare. They gasped and they talked and more than a few of them eyed Styke’s famous knife. But Styke just tossed Loric and his money in the mud. “Don’t make it worse on yourself,” he said, and went back inside.


			As far as Styke was concerned, that was the end of the conversation. He made a mental note to mention the man to his ranch hands—wouldn’t be the first time a scorned customer tried to get to him through his employees—and took a fresh mug of Starlish ale from Keira as he sank into his seat. That was it. Styke was done with the public for a few days, and he intended to make the most of it.


			He stretched out his bad leg, rubbed some old scars, and downed the ale in one long quaff. A gaggle of pretty women in their forties came in, taking up the next table over, dressed in their weekend best and ordering enough wine to drown a pony. Kids wandered through, leaving trails of hard candy from the shop next door. Kids in a pub! In another life that would have made Styke furious. But who was he to question it? This was peace. This was prosperity—a world in which Styke didn’t belong.


			He took brandy and another ale from Keira.


			Styke drank and chewed on horngum and watched the progressively blurrier march of faces. The hours ticked by. A calm warmth settled over Styke of a kind he’d let himself fall into more and more in recent years. It was a dangerous feeling, a soft feeling. Some kind of mix of contentedness and nostalgia that would get a younger man killed. Sometimes he thought he saw a face out of his past, an old companion who used to ride with him.


			Not many of them left these days. Most were buried. The rest had scattered to the winds after Ibana died. He didn’t blame them. She was always the backbone of the Mad Lancers, after all. He was just the madman willing to lead the vanguard.


			“Ben,” Ibana whispered in his ear. 


			Styke started. It wasn’t Ibana, of course. It was Keira. “Hmm?”


			“You’re falling asleep again, boss. Celine’s show is in an hour.”


			“Right.” Styke forced himself to sit up, blinking hard at the far wall until it stopped spinning. A walk in the sun would sober him up quick enough. He left through the kitchen in the back, taking half a loaf of coarse brown bread slathered with butter and cramming it into his face as he half staggered, half limped his way down the muddy back tracks between the buildings and tents of the fairgrounds. He passed the temporary paddocks filled with all varieties of farm animals: the round ewes, the prize steers, and the ugliest pigs this side of Fatrasta. Each area was labeled with the owner’s name and the farm name, and some of them were already proudly sporting ribbons and sale prices.


			He was just starting to sober up when he heard his name called in a frantic tone. It was Sean Berger—a timid young ranch hand from Adopest with a talent for understanding the needs of horses. He jumped up and down, waving frantically before sprinting over to Styke. The damned kid was soaked with sweat, eyes rolling like a frightened horse.


			“Ben!” he whispered loudly, though there was no one else around. “Something horrible has happened!”


			


			Styke forced himself to focus through his pleasant early-afternoon drunkenness, staring hard at Sean. “Well?” Sean’s mouth flapped but he didn’t seem to be able to get the words out. Styke swore to himself. “All right, all right, just take me to it.”


			They wound their way through the expansive stables until they reached the biggest on the fairgrounds—a behemoth of a building that seemed to stretch on forever along the main road. They walked down the rows of cool, humid stalls. Most of the horses were out with their grooms getting in line for the parade. Only a few remained, and Styke ran his gnarled fingers along their soft noses as he passed.


			“Sean, I swear to the pit that if this is some kind of joke then I’m going to…”


			Styke trailed off, for they’d reached the far corner of the stables where he kept an “office” tucked off one side of the building. It was little more than an old supply shed where he had a couple comfortable chairs and a bottle of good whiskey for entertaining his best clients. Getting drunk made it easier to talk to them, after all. Somebody was lying on the floor of the room, a pair of legs sticking out from behind the door in a pool of blood. Styke swore again. He knew those boots, and only had to step around the door to confirm who it was.


			Arthur, Styke’s lead ranch hand. The old bastard lay unmoving, eyes staring sightlessly toward the ceiling. His knife was unbloodied on the floor nearby as if he’d just drawn it when somebody pulled a blade across his throat. Styke knelt beside the body, scowling as he closed the green eyes. Arthur was Dynize, a ranch hand Ibana brought back with her after one of her many trips to the continent.


			Styke could hear Sean hyperventilating behind him.


			“Has anyone else seen the body?” Styke asked.


			


			“Just Judith. Everyone else is waiting to start the parade.”


			“And where is she?”


			“I sent her to fetch the marshals.”


			Styke sighed. “I wish you hadn’t done that,” he muttered.


			“What do you mean? Isn’t your sister in charge of them? I figured they’d help!”


			Styke didn’t answer. Sean wasn’t the type of soul to under­stand how much easier it was to exact justice without the Fatrastan marshals getting underfoot. And he definitely wouldn’t understand why getting Lindet involved was a bad idea. None of his ranch hands would. He hired these people because they understood horses. Not politics. Not killing. “Who found the body?”


			“I did.”


			“Did you see anyone else around?”


			“No, sir. The place has been empty for a while. The last person I saw in here was Celine.”


			Styke looked sharply at the ranch hand. “When was that?”


			“I’d say about an hour ago.”


			“But you saw her head out to lead the parade, right?” No answer. “Right?” Styke growled. Sean swallowed hard. “Go find Celine,” Styke told him.


			The ranch hand sprinted out of the stables, leaving Styke alone with the corpse of a man who’d worked for him for years. He racked his brain, trying to think if Celine had any kind of beef with Arthur. No, no she didn’t. The two always got along pretty well. Everyone got along with Celine. Styke only knew of a handful of times she’d ever drawn her knife in anger and it wasn’t on anyone who worked for them.


			So, if she didn’t kill Arthur, who did? Who would have it out for the old ranch hand? One of those damned Dynize-haters that were getting so much more prevalent around here? Did Arthur gamble too much? Womanize? Styke needed to rule out his own people before the marshals got here. There’d be suspicions, inquiries, maybe a man hunt. Or maybe they’d take one look at a foreigner and decide to sweep the whole thing under the rug in favor of keeping harmony at the fair. Depended on which marshal, Styke supposed.


			Depended on if Lindet was in town.


			Styke stood up and took a long step back, examining his office and the area just outside. He was certainly sober now, and he didn’t like what he saw. Scuffs in the dirt. Boot prints, including one very clear print in Arthur’s blood. Hobnailed boots, in a double-arch pattern. Dynize style. He thought of that asshole who’d tried to buy the horses from him this morning. Did any of this mean something?


			The scuffs certainly did. He stared for a long time, reading them as one might a language that they’d long forgotten. Difficult to decipher, but not impossible. “There were a bunch of people here,” Styke muttered to himself, counting the different boot prints. “At least…seven? Eight, maybe.” But they weren’t facing Arthur where he would have stood in the door of the office. They were gathered around somebody whose boot prints he couldn’t quite make out.


			By the violent skid of the hobnail boots, there was a fight here. The dirt was damper than usual. Darker. Blood spilled out here, too. Arthur wasn’t the only one who got cut, Styke was certain of it. The struggle…moved. Continued out through the little hatch into a side yard where they’d sometimes exercise injured horses. Styke caught sight of a familiar boot print—clear, recent. Smooth riding boots with almost imperceptible ridges around the sole.


			Celine.


			Styke’s throat felt tight. Maybe that print had nothing to do with what happened here. A coincidence. Styke continued, looking at the shoe prints of unfamiliar horseshoes. He scowled, considering the evidence. A group of strangers attacked somebody while the stables were otherwise empty. Arthur opened the door to intervene and was killed for it. Styke chewed on the inside of his cheek. Or maybe not. Maybe he was seeing stuff that wasn’t here. Been a long time since he had to depend on any tracking skills.


			“Ben!”


			It was Sean, back already, waving as he ran up the side yard toward Styke. Whatever news he was carrying had done nothing to calm his nerves. The young man was gonna fall apart at any moment, slipping and sliding in the mud. Styke caught him by the shoulder and held him still. “What is it?”


			“It’s Celine! Nobody has seen her since this morning.”


			“But you said…”


			“Nobody but me,” Sean admitted, his eyes wide and full of fear. Styke was taken aback. Fear. Of him. Of course.


			“And you didn’t see what happened to her?” Styke ducked back inside, searching the ground for anything he might have missed.


			“No, sir.”


			“Right. Go find Yerachmiel and have him bring every extra groom and ranch hand he can. Pull us out of the parade if we have to—I want at least twenty people looking for Celine. Do it quiet. Search everywhere. Search…” he trailed off, catching the glint of something in the hay of the closest stall. It was a knife. He picked it up, turned it over in his hands, a cold fist closing around his heart.


			Celine’s favorite boz knife, with the piece of jade set in the handle. A present from the empress. The blade was covered in wet blood, gore caught in the stylized jimping. She must have run somebody clear through with it. Styke’s legs grew unsteady, his vision blurred and wobbled. He strode back outside to look at that one clear boot print in the mud. Definitely Celine’s riding boots.


			“Ah, just the man we wanted to talk to.”


			Styke tore his gaze off the ground and looked toward the trio of redheads approaching him. They all wore pressed trousers, dress shirts, and waistcoats, and they stepped like dainty dandies in the mud of the stableyard. Two men and one woman. Each had a dark green handkerchief folded to a triangle in their breast pocket. While none of them were that asshole who tried to buy Styke’s horses this morning, they sure were dressed like him. One of the men stepped out in front of the other two, chest puffed out, thumbs tucked into his belt, with the strangest smile on his face.


			“Good afternoon, Mr. Styke. My name is Glandallin. These are my associates, Toren and Freel.”


			“Show me your boots.”


			The demand seemed to take them off guard. Glandallin looked at his companions and shook his head. “We’re not here to talk about boots.”


			Styke glanced past them, to the tracks they’d just left in the mud. Hobnailed boots in the Dynize fashion. Just like the scuffs inside the barn. “Where’s my daughter?” Styke demanded.


			“Well now, Mr. Styke, that depends entirely on you.”


			Styke’s hand tightened on Celine’s knife. He felt a strange sort of calm wash over him and noticed the trembling had stopped. “Go on.”


			“You see, our cause needs horses.”


			“Your cause?”


			“Against the tyrant Empress Ka-poel. We tried to do it the pleasant way, but you had to kick a table at Loric and now we’re gonna have to do it the unpleasant way. We want two hundred horses by the end of summer if you want to see your daughter alive again.”


			A noise in the back of Styke’s head distracted him as the man talked. It grew louder and louder until his words were little more than a fuzzy scratching sound on Styke’s ears.


			“You listening to me, Mr. Styke?” Glandallin said with a sneer. “People tell me you were a soldier once. You must know how to follow orders. Now do what we say or else…”


			Styke didn’t really remember moving. One moment the man’s mouth was flapping, and the next Styke had cut him groin to sternum with Celine’s knife, Glandallin’s arms flailing to gather his own entrails while his companions screamed like panicked horses. Styke jerked to the right, the blade whipping gore across one of Glandallin’s companions. Styke buried the knife in the side of the man’s head, yanked it back out, and silenced the woman with a swipe across the throat.
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