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In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.
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ONE


Ash blackened the pentacle graven in the tombstone, but all the angels and crosses in the churchyard cemetery had been scrubbed clean recently. To Trinidad, whose family lay under the Wiccan marker, this reminder of Christian hatred for his abandoned religion twisted his typical low-grade anxiety into a coil of pain in his gut. He tightened the magnetic latches on his armor, wishing he’d drawn any duty this morning but pulpit guard.


Bells rang a strident call to mass, pulling his attention away from the cemetery nestled near the door of the church barracks. Trinidad glanced at the twin towers fronting the sanctuary. Two centuries before, architects had used crenels as decoration to enhance the gothic look of the church buildings. They’d since been reinforced with composite shielding to protect the marksmen positioned there.


Icy wind tugged at his black woolen archwarden’s cloak and stung his face as he strode across the churchyard from the barracks to the sanctuary. Overhead, a thick bank of clouds threatened snow. To his left, parish archwardens flanked the gates to the street, looking like black-draped statues as they greeted congregants with unsmiling courtesy. Adults muttered in tense knots under the shelter of the cloister. He paused his trek at the meditation labyrinth in the center of the yard. Children giggled along the winding paths of flagstone laid into gravel.


“Trinidad!” They surged toward him, little hands pulling on his legs and sword belt.


He ignored their parents’ frowns and tossed a handful of coins. They flashed like shrapnel against the gray light as they scattered over the labyrinth. The children scrambled on the ground, grabbing and squealing. But one coin landed on the low wall topped with memorial bricks.


Trinidad moved toward the wall, his lips framing the name carved into the brick beneath the coin. Israel. The world conspired to keep his family in his thoughts this day. He bent and pocketed the coin. The boy who had claimed it was dead.


The bells ceased. Incense and cavernous organ music wafted through the churchyard. The kids ran to their parents and he hurried to the sanctuary, checking his weaponry with numb fingers: sword secure in its scabbard, knives in wrist bracers, pistol snug at the small of his back. Inside the narthex, he had to struggle to make his way through the gathering processional. Two women in the center aisle stepped aside at his approach. He inclined his head politely. They nodded back but whispered in his wake. Even though he’d been inparish a dozen years, they never ceased gossiping about Trinidad, the son of ecoterrorist suicide bombers who had taken sixteen Christian souls, the Wiccan orphan turned Christian archwarden.


The air in the stone church felt cold and damp, but Trinidad’s skin prickled with sweat beneath his armor and the cloak draping his shoulders. Congregants crowded into the pews and quieted. Feeling eyes on his back, Trinidad genuflected to the altar, drew his sword, and kissed the blade before raising it in offering to Christ. Then he took his place before the pulpit. He realized he was holding his breath and exhaled.


A change in organ music cued the procession to begin. Led by an acolyte carrying the golden cross, it centered on the visiting bishop. Her Grace had graying hair and rigid posture. But it was the silver scar that captured Trinidad’s attention. It slashed her forehead like a lopsided crown, glowing in the dim sanctuary. Candlelight rippled through it, turning it into a molten sterling stream.


The rumors had proved true. Trinidad, his blood roaring, struggled to remain still. There was only one way she could have such a scar: someone had roved Bishop Marius to the Barren. But that was impossible. As far as he knew, the only person alive with the magic to rove her there was himself.


Bishop Marius’ voice boomed from the pulpit at Trinidad’s back. “The angel ordered crusade against the heretics. I, in my pride, dared to argue. It smote me with its sword, leaving me scarred, and bent me to God’s will.”


She paused, every eye in the sanctuary locked on her. Trinidad felt a frown forming and schooled his face back to blank as she continued.


“And so, I argue today as Saint Bernard argued for crusade centuries ago: The enemies of the cross have raised blaspheming heads, ravaging with the edge of the sword the land of promise. Alas! they rage against the very shrine of the Christian faith with blasphemous mouths.” She launched into lengthy accountings of Indigo raids, ecoterr attacks, the recent church bombing in Denver, slave raids, and the heresy of Wiccan magic.


The very magic she had used to get to the Barren and earn that scar.


She made the case that if they had the crusade well underway before Lent they could expect to make an official end on Palm Sunday. She asked them to imagine celebrating Easter with such purity and triumph.


At last she stepped down from the pulpit to lay her hand on Trinidad’s armored shoulder. His fingers tightened on the hilt of his sword, but he stared unblinking down the center aisle as she quoted from the ancient call to crusade:


“But now, O brave knight, now, O warlike hero, here is a battle you may fight without danger, where it is glory to conquer and gain to die. Take the cross and you shall gain pardon for every sin.”


She released him and turned back to the altar to prepare for communion.


Trinidad eased a breath from his chest. Pardon for every sin. Tempting thought, but he would find no salvation in lies and violence. Those days were long past.


Never mind. His vows to Christ bound him to protect and obey the clergy. He had to have faith that God would see the truth out. In the meantime, he would take the cross alongside the rest of his order. He would kill who they required him to kill. And he would say nothing as the heretical witchcraft from his past became a weapon in the bishop’s crusade.


Father Troy and the bishop joined the final procession and disappeared amid the crowd. Their archwardens followed, the long white crosses on the backs of their cloaks glowing in the candlelight. When the last of the parishioners filed through into the narthex, Trinidad slid his sword into its scabbard and rolled the stiffness from his shoulders.


Dressed in homespun acolyte robes, his foster brother Wolf tended the altar, folding the cloths and collecting the melted candles. No one knew quite how old he was, but he’d grown tall enough to look Trinidad in the eye and his shoulders filled Trinidad’s old practice armor. His shaggy hair mostly hid the red burn scars that mottled the right side of his face and neck.


“Wolfie,” Trinidad said. “Go rest. You look like death.”


Wolf had been fighting a fever for two days. His good cheek flamed as crimson as his scars and he coughed constantly. He picked up another candle-nub and scrunched his runny nose. “Practice. Roman’ll kill me if I skip.”


Trinidad frowned and nodded as Father Troy, his white beard stretching around a smile, came down to join them. He gave Wolf a one-armed hug. “Quick work, lad. Well done. Go on, now. I need to speak with your brother.”


Wolf looked at Trinidad. “About what?”


“You heard him,” Trinidad said.


“Yes, Father.” Wolf sighed and went out the side door.


“I know what you’re thinking,” Father Troy. “But it’s not ashrot. Wolf is too young. Besides, Roman will send him to the infirmary if he gets bad.”


Trinidad suppressed a snort. A novice had to be practically bleeding to death before Roman would let him out of practice.


The priest gave him a close look. “Tired this morning?”


“Wolf’s coughing kept me up.” Wolf woke screaming from bad dreams almost nightly now. But Father Troy had enough on his mind these days—the crusade and his cancer—and Wolf had begged Trinidad not to say anything to anyone.


“Come. Sit,” Father Troy said.


Trinidad eased down onto the steps leading up to the altar, elbows on his knees, facing Father Troy, who levered himself onto a pew.


“We’re not going to Denver today,” Father Troy said.


“But you have to, you—” He pressed on despite the priest’s frown. “—you need your treatment.”


“I must stay here. Her Grace is auditing the parish prior to placing a new rector this week.”


“This week?”


“She wants the new rector to take the cross right away, as she assembles the army. You realize Denver Parish is already gathering at the south wall.”


For a crusade based on a lie. He hadn’t dared a close look at the bishop’s scar, but he knew where it came from. No angel, for sure. But who had learned the magic to rove? Everyone who knew it was dead, save Trinidad.


The truth rushed from his mouth without his planning it. “That scar isn’t from an angel.”


A beat. Another. Father Troy’s eyes narrowed. “You’re accusing Her Grace of lying?”


Trinidad lowered his gaze at his priest’s sharp tone. Didn’t he even wonder about the scar? It was all the talk inparish. “No, Father.”


“Mystical meetings aside, she makes a good argument for war. Rumors have it the Indigos are out for blood since Roi d’Esprit went missing.”


“Sounds like Indigos, blaming us with no proof.” Trinidad knew the Indigo leader was dead. Roi d’Esprit had dared openly threaten Father Troy, and rumors of an assassination plot had become too prevalent to ignore. Trinidad had killed Roi and hidden the body far in the mountains in a deep cave. Indigos never strayed past the front range and the cave was too well concealed even if they did.


Troy leaned forward with a weary frown. “It makes an old man worry for his son, Trin.”


Trinidad hoped his dark skin, part of his Mexican heritage, hid the flush warming his cheeks. “I’ve had a price on my head since I took vows, Father, like all archwardens. Indigo attacks are no reason to worry.” Or crusade. Not now Roi was dead. His daughter seemed much more restrained, so far.


“How about ecoterrs setting bombs at the power plant last night? Is that reason enough to worry?”


Trinidad couldn’t help raising his brows. “They were Wiccan?”


Father Troy nodded. “Most of them were captured.”


“Even so, it’s no reason to go to war.”


Wind whistled around the metal plating protecting the stained-glass windows as Father Troy fixed Trinidad with the steely glare that used to root him to the floor as a kid. “If you don’t want war, son, you should have left it alone.”


Trinidad reminded himself he was no longer that kid. But still, chills prickled his spine. “Left what alone, sir?”


Father Troy leaned forward and rubbed at his arthritic knee, bunching his vestments and then letting them fall smooth. “Wiccan magic.”


The prickles turned to a wire brush.


Father Troy searched his face. “There’ve been disturbing rumors. Accusations. Concerning you.”


Suspicion of heresy was far, far worse than Father Troy learning he had killed Roi d’Esprit. “You can’t believe that.”


“The diocese claims to have a witness.”


Trinidad shook his head. “Not true or I’d be in chains right now.”


Father Troy lowered his gaze to his folded hands. “It might be meant more as a warning. Your adamancy against crusade has not gone unnoticed among your order.”


“They have to know I’ll fight as I always have, as I’ve sworn to do.”


“Will you?” The astute, watery gaze lifted to hold Trinidad’s. “It is, after all, your people who will die. I could hardly blame you for refusing to take the cross.”


Trinidad had already taken the cross, tattooed on head and hands for all to see. He saw no use in pinning another one to his cloak. “My people, yes. Christians will die in the crusade. Archwardens will die.”


Father Troy’s face softened. “It’s perfectly understandable that you might succumb to the temptation of your old ways. Maybe you thought you could prove something, maybe you thought you could help your coven survive. I am sure your intention was pure, but witchcraft, Trin? I fear for your soul.”


“Father! I didn’t do anything! I haven’t worked the craft, not since—” Trinidad broke off at a movement in the shadowy narthex. He realized too late how his voice echoed against the stone walls of the sanctuary.


“Since we don’t have to go to Denver, you can help Roman with fight practice. That way you can keep an eye on Wolf.” Father Troy rose and headed back to the narthex, his quick gait belying the arthritic cant to his body and weakness from the disease that would soon take his life.


Trinidad rubbed his hand over his mouth and clenched his fingers into a fist. The day had dredged up long-buried memories. When he and his childhood friend Castile had been kids, roving through other peoples’ dreams seemed a game. The otherworldly silver graveyard they called the Barren was their private playground, until one of the older kids heard them talking about their secret place and tried to beat the truth of it from Castile. Trinidad had put the kid’s curiosity to bed with his first real violence. But it tarnished the Barren’s allure. He looked at the silver scar on his left palm—so small and darkened with age no one had ever noticed it. He thought of it rarely—he and Castile panting from pain as they stabbed their palms, smeared their blood together, and swore never to tell anyone about the Barren. The graveyard sand had burned as it seared their wounds closed.


That blood vow had made it strangely simple to forget the Barren ever existed once he’d come inparish. Forgetting and the grace of Christ were the only ways a boy witch could shed the craft for his new faith. But Trinidad was no longer that boy, and Bishop Marius, too, now bore a scar healed by the silver sand.


The bishop. She made no secret of her hatred for witches, having lost her husband and child to a Wiccan ecoterrorist’s bomb. She’d never admit to engaging in magic. No wonder she’d made up the story about the angel.


And Trinidad could say nothing. Accusing a bishop of lying or other sin without proof was high treason against the Church, and the only proof he had on offer required him to draft spells, heresy punishable by death.


Bishop Marius obviously didn’t expect his archwarden vows to bind his tongue. She had already taken the offensive, dishonoring him with rumor and innuendo. If the bishop was willing to use private lies to destroy him and public lies to start a war, she was more than willing to condemn Trinidad for heresy. The bones of deception had already been laid.




TWO


Reine d’Esprit climbed the ladder of the guard tower near the gates of her Indigo freehold. The Wiccan called Castile sat on his horse outside, gazing upward, steadying a big, awkward bundle tied across the horse’s rump with one hand. His fringed scarf hung loose around his neck, accommodating her tribe’s custom of baring faces to indicate respect.


Her spearguards muttered among themselves.


“Fuckin brought us a body.”


“Knowin Castile, it’s a bomb.”


That was just a joke, really, even with the Wiccan’s hard-won reputation as an ecoterr assassin.


Reine sighed. “That’s no bomb. Let him in.”


One of the spearguards signed a salute in her direction. “Will do, Reine d’Esprit.”


Hinges squealed as the gates swung open. Reine climbed down the ladder to greet him. Castile rode through, slung a leg over his horse’s hindquarters, and slipped to the ground. He heaved the bundle, stiff, man-shaped, and bigger than him, over his shoulder.


“We might want to do this in private,” he said to her.


She turned and led him to her house.


Castile followed, unsteady under his heavy load. He didn’t ask for help and no one offered, but all eyes followed their progress. She opened the door for him and let him pass into the cold front room. No fire burned, not even in Reine d’Esprit’s hearth. They saved their scavenged combustibles for the common house where the children slept.


Castile laid the body on her table with a thud and rubbed the cold from his bare hands.


A knife of fear twisted in Reine’s middle. She caught her breath as Castile undid the rope and pulled the fabric free. Face waxy in death, Roi d’Esprit’s blue eyes peeked between half-open lids. Castile kept ripping the fabric, baring her father’s naked body from his stiff face to his little worm of a prick. She barely noticed any of that, though, for the Christian cross carved into his chest and stomach.


Reine stumbled forward, but Castile caught her arm. “I’m sorry, Reine. I thought you would want him back.”


She closed her eyes too late. The profane symbol defacing her father’s body had already branded itself on the inside of her lids. The Ancestors would never let him pass through the Veil marked like a Christian, not until his murderer had paid a steep toll in blood. And it was up to their tribe’s spirit queen, Reine d’Esprit, to claim it.


She jerked free of his grip and crossed to her liquor cabinet. Grabbed the old brown bottle, her papa’s. Couldn’t pull the cork with her shaking hands.


Castile moved to her, soft as a shadow. He gently took the bottle and pulled the cork, handed it back. “You know who did this.”


She waited until her voice firmed up. “Rumor says Trinidad.”


“It’s a deal more than just rumor. It’s the truth.”


“Fuck you know?”


Castile’s lips twitched. “We were friends as kids. I heard the rumors and went to look for the body on a hunch. I found Roi d’Esprit in a place only Trinidad and I know.”


“He won’t come after you for this? Givin him to us and all.” Reine let the liquor sear her throat and offered the bottle to him.


“Trinidad thinks I’m dead.” He drank and coughed. “Shit. This would rip the red out of flagstone.”


Castile hadn’t run his horse through the freezing wind for free. He was here to savvy over something needing doing. The notion made her itchy. “Why’d you come, Castile?”


Castile nodded, half a shrug. “I got a job for you. Earn food, meds. Maybe some livestock.”


“No.” She let her gaze rest on the ragged cross slashed into her papa’s skin. She had better things to do, an archwarden to hunt.


“What if you never found your Papa Roi, never knew about that?” He stabbed a finger close to the ripped flesh. “He’d haunt you the rest of your life.”


Reine scowled at him but he pressed her.


“I can smell your hunger,” he said. “The freehold stinks of disease. Been a rough winter and it’s not half over yet. How many have you buried already?”


His words burned holes through her shock. “What of it? Fuckin whole county’s starvin.”


But as she spoke she realized Castile looked good, healthy. He’d shaved and washed before he made the run from his foothills cave to her county freehold. His worn armor was scrubbed of ash stains, mesh blade-stop sleeves free of debris. Knives on each hip. Chin-length hair shining and clean. An old Savage rifle hung on his back amid the folds of his cloak.


None of it fitted with what the archwarden Paul had reported: that two weeks ago Castile had been screaming to his gods, sliced shoulder to ass, bleeding to die. Paul had no reason to lie to her about that. On the face of it, she was tempted to kill Castile where he stood. She and Paul had discussed the usefulness of having him dead. But her tribe considered Castile a friendly so it would take some explaining around the freehold. He was blessed to them, already a warrior spirit even though he was Wiccan. The delivery of their dead Papa Roi would only solidify his good reputation.


Castile did have magic, proved it by standing here after that death blow. But her tribe didn’t know about that. They didn’t know what she knew, not about the Barren, not about the crusade, and not about Castile. They only knew Castile should have died in Folsom Prison or come out a whipped slave. Instead he’d come out stronger than ever.


Meanwhile, her tribe’s weapons rusted and their kids starved. Reine fingered the hilt of her knife, drawing it a bit and then letting it slide back into its sheath.


Castile raised his thick-lashed eyes to hers. Ancestors knew, that face could charm the rattles off a snake. “I know you want to go after Trinidad, and I’ll pay you to do it without killing him. You bring him to me alive, and I’ll make his wrongs come right. Your Papa Roi can rest, and you can feed your people.”


“I don’t get you. Wiccans don’t do revenge. Why do you want Trinidad?”


Castile bit his lip for a moment before answering, leaving white marks in the plump, pink flesh. “He owes me blood. We have history, him and me. I can hurt him in ways you could never dream up.”


The alcohol stung her chapped lips. She ran her arm over her mouth. None of this made sense, not coming from a Wiccan. Particularly this Wiccan. “What about the crusade they’re talkin inparish? Trinidad disappeared will make it worse.”


“Not much can make that worse. Bishop’s turned up with this scar on her face. Damnedest thing. I hear it looks pure silver, right in her skin.” He tipped his head at her, stormcloud eyes locked on hers.


She swallowed hard, craving more liquor. “Silver.”


“She says an angel of their god cut her and it told her to crusade. And now she’s all about killing the unclean. The unbelievers, yeah? That’s you and me, if you missed it.” He signed Wiccan Horns with his fingers, aiming back west, inparish.


She made her face stay calm, like they hadn’t just broached the kind of mutual lies that bring angry Ancestors into play. The small smile on Castile’s lips made it seem this was all merely a joke between friends. Good one on the superstitious Christians. But Paul had described the man who gave the bishop that scar and fuckin it wasn’t no angel. That was the last thing Castile was.


She bit down the temptation to throw the truth at him. “So?”


“So I’m willing to pay good bounty if you bring me him alive.”


“I want him dead.”


“He will be. Eventually.” He shrugged. “Look. I’m going to get him, one way or another. I know ecoterrs, even slavers, from inside Folsom. Someone else will be happy to take his bounty. But you’re good at this sort of thing. And it looks like you could use that bounty more than anybody I know.”


That didn’t go down easy on an empty stomach. They’d just had another body burn last night. Half the tribe’s kids were down with flu. And now the crusade … Oh, she knew. She knew Marius wanted to control that silver dreamland. Why else would the high and mighty bishop savvy with dirt-scrabblers? But Reine could swallow her anger and frustration over that for a while yet. Paul had sworn to her he’d protect her people from the crusade. Paul had never once lied to her.


But Paul couldn’t feed them. If she didn’t get food and meds into her people soon, they’d all end up bones rotting in the county dirt without the Christians swinging a single sword. If feeding her people cost her properly avenging Papa Roi, then Ancestors plague her and have done. She had people counting on her.


“I’ll do it. But why you riskin a fuck-all inparish? Didn’t you get it up the ass enough in prison?”


She expected anger, a flinch at least. Castile left her disappointed. “Trinidad will be on Highway 93 tonight.”


“How do you know?”


“He’ll be there.”


“Where do we meet? Your cave?”


“Don’t push it, Reine. South end of Dragonspine. Come after nightfall. It might be a wait.”


“I still don’t get what’s in it for you.”


“Not your problem. I’ll pay for him and he’ll pay for his wrongs. That’s good for both of us, yeah?”


She gritted her teeth and nodded.


“May your hearth keep ever warm.” He bowed to her, palms pressed together before his lips. Then he spun and strode out the door.


It didn’t quite close behind him. Her sister Javelot pushed through without knocking. Reine rushed to cover their papa but couldn’t get there in time. Javelot reached for the bloody corpse before Reine could stop her. She touched the skin split over bone on her father’s chest and sank to the floor, staring up at Reine with big, tearless eyes, gulping air.


Reine couldn’t meet that stare. She headed back for more liquor, wishing instead for the sting from her knife.


“Castile just put a bounty on Trinidad,” she said. “We’re pickin him up, but the Wiccan wants him. Alive.”


Javelot’s notched eyebrows dropped over narrowed eyes. “Fuckin we kill him. We kill him dead and cut him into bits and eat his heart. The Ancestors—”


“The Ancestors don’t feed us, Jav, and Trinidad’s heart won’t feed us neither. Don’t you get it? Castile has food. Meds.” Reine swallowed down another gulp and corked the bottle. “Send me every spare spearguard. You stay here, watch things.”


Javelot gritted her teeth in a snarl.


Reine sighed. “We don’t raid together. Tribe Rule.”


She resented having to call out Tribe Rule so often on her sister. Sometimes she just wanted to scream: Fuckin you want to be queen so bad, you take it! Javelot had no idea what it took to run the tribe. Reine had trained for it her whole life. But with their papa’s rotting corpse here in the same room, it fresh hit her what a shitty job she’d inherited.


Javelot stuck her hip out to one side, her bottom lip quivering. “You going tell Castile you’re fuckin an archwarden? Huh?”


“This has nothing to do with Paul,” Reine said.


Javelot ducked her head. A sob broke through. She’d always loved Papa more than Reine had. But their mama had pushed Reine out first. She was queen, whether Javelot or Papa liked it or not.


Reine sighed. “Go pray to Papa, tell him we got his body. He’s probably lonely.”


Javelot climbed to her feet and went. Cold swept in as she shut the door behind her.


It would take a few minutes for her spearguards to weapon up. Reine took another gulp of liquor and raised the bottle in salute. “Cheers, you old fuck, and good riddance.”


She drew her knife, pressed the razor edge against the back of her hand and sliced. Blood ran over her skin, taking with it her grief and fear, making room for Trinidad and revenge.




THREE


Marius escaped the afternoon reception filled with parishioners hungry for reassurance, and most of them just plain hungry. She went to her austere basement guest room and shed her bishop’s robes for warmer civilian clothes. She’d finished with Father Troy. The old man seemed distracted, but his energy had surprised her. Being eaten alive by an ugly disease hadn’t erased his astuteness. Still, it was only a few days before she placed her own priest inparish, and sooner suited her plans. Father Troy seemed prepared to stand aside, though he expressed worry for his archwardens. They had good reputations, surely they’d be easy to place.


Paul arrived at her door a few minutes later. She smiled at him but he only nodded in response. He wore the blank expression and tense readiness of a man who guards his bishop and keeps her secrets without ever expressing his opinion.


“Why are you so apprehensive?” she asked.


“They are more sympathetic to Wiccans than is healthy.”


“Boulder has always been lenient. It’s part of its provincial charm.”


“Leniency gets people killed. Particularly bishops.”


“And here you are fooling me into thinking you care.”


That made him blink. He tipped his head, some of the stony façade dropping. He looked more handsome with the strong lines of his face softened by surprise. “I care,” he said.


His soft voice almost made her apologize for her little joke. She touched his cheek, smoothed her thumb over his thick brow. “Come. I should make the rounds again.”


As they climbed the stairs, she heard boyish laughter and the clatter of composite swords. The parish hall at the top of the stairs had been turned into a large fight practice room, with mats for hand-to-hand training and every manner of weapon hanging on the walls. Adolescent sweat clouded the air, sour and thick.


“Let’s see what the latest crop has to offer, shall we?” she said.


Paul nodded. “There’s Trinidad. I’ve always wanted to see him fight.”


Trinidad, the tall archwarden who had guarded her at service, and the armsmaster Roman, a veteran whose grayed hair and heavyset build belied his skill and speed, sparred in a violent dance of skills. They both wore the steel-reinforced arm bracers from their armor harness but sparred bare-chested in the manner of high-ranked fighters. Apparently, Roman subscribed to the “Real fear and real blood equals a real fight” philosophy of training. Bright welts from Roman’s hits webbed the archwarden’s ribs. Roman’s darker skin showed none, a testament to his defensive skill.


Teenaged boys ranged in a loose, shifting circle around them, shoving each other and playing with their swords instead of paying attention to the demonstration. Only one novice, the severe burn scars on his face mottled by waxy, incompetent grafts, ignored the others and focused intently on the two fighters.


Trinidad and Roman ran through blocks and challenges so quickly she could barely tell where one started and the next ended. She narrowed her eyes at Trinidad. Excellent form, efficient technique, calculated power behind each blow. And yet Roman blocked his hits and scored his own, landing the occasional blow to Trinidad’s midsection, drawing hard grunts.


“What do you think?” she asked Paul.


“Roman trained Trinidad from a pup and I hear he’s a favorite. I can see why.” He narrowed his eyes and gestured. “Roman scored first blood though.”


Trinidad bled from a cut high on his chest, where his shoulder plate would overlap his breastplate had he been wearing his full kit. It was a tough kill, but doable.


“I lost an archwarden that way once,” she said. “An Indigo slipped a spear under his plate and it got infected—”


A cheer and rhythmic clatter of swords cut her off. Trinidad had Roman pinned in a lethal blade-lock, his sword resting against the side of the armsmaster’s meaty neck, his left hand gripping the older man’s sword arm and trapping it to one side. Roman had his blade up under Trinidad’s sword, but Trinidad could easily press and draw blood.


“Well done, Trinidad,” she said over the excited chatter.


The circle parted and quieted. The polite novices bowed their heads. The more brazen stared at the scar on her forehead. Roman nodded and smiled, a courteous quirk of the lips that didn’t touch his eyes.


Trinidad turned to face them and took a knee. Maybe it wasn’t all courtesy; his bare chest heaved and sweat slicked his skin despite the drafty hall. His gaze passed over her to spend more time on Paul.


“Carry on, armsmaster,” she said to Roman. “I don’t mean to interrupt.”


“Get on, slackers,” Roman said, striding toward the hushed novices and scattering them with his sword slashing the air. “Fighters to ready!”


Trinidad got to his feet and approached them as the novices found their places. His voice was deep and so soft she had to lean in to hear him over Roman’s shouts.


“Your Grace.” He bowed his head to her but offered his hand to Paul. “Seth talks about you all the time. He says you’re the best shot he ever saw.”


“Seth and I trained together,” Paul said for Marius’ benefit, and added to Trinidad, “He bragged on you, too. Always thought it was just talk, until today.”


“Thanks. Care for a round?”


Paul shook his head and gave Trinidad a rare grin. “Love to, but I’m on duty.”


“Disengage, fighters!” Roman shouted, and thunked one of the boys on his helmet with the flat of his blade. “Wolf! Get over here and show them how to not die the first time someone swings a blade at them.”


“Another time, maybe.” Trinidad glanced over his shoulder. Marius wondered if it was the refusal to spar or that one of the boys hadn’t done well.


“I’ll spar with you,” she said.


The cross tattooed on Trinidad’s forehead wrinkled but cleared as quickly.


“Colorado Army,” Marius said. “I enlisted as a chaplain, but everyone trained to fight then.”


Decades before, after the federal government had collapsed, state armies and religious militias had sprung up across the country. Battles over dwindling natural resources had torn the United States into warring political regions, hindering the manufacture and distribution of munitions. The price of bullets skyrocketed, explosives were made in kitchens rather than factories, and hand-forged weaponry—spears, bows, and swords—became commonplace, even in the hands of priests.


“Don’t worry about hurting Her Grace,” Paul chimed in. “She’s very good.”


Marius walked to the sword rack and lifted a practice blade, testing it for heft. “This will do.”


Trinidad undid the full-length hinged bracer on his left arm and offered it to her. “The boys are wearing the others, Your Grace.”


She held out her arm, forcing him to step closer to latch it on. It felt damp and warm against her skin. Up close, he smelled of ash and sweat. His dark close-shorn hair glistened. He frowned down at the bracer as he snapped the magnetic latches.


“I haven’t heard of anyone with your name before,” she said.


He stepped back, the bracer in place. “I was raised Wiccan until I was twelve. They don’t use traditional names, but animals, places. Things like that.”


“A charming custom,” she said, offering him a smile he didn’t return. “I wonder why?”


“In my …” He paused. “In the coven I came from, it was a way to venerate the world.”


She wondered if his ignorant Wiccan parents had realized they’d given their heathen child a Christian name. Probably not.


After a glance at Roman, who was busy scolding another novice, Trinidad raised his sword.


He let her attack first and then his reserve evaporated. He parried her blow and counter-attacked, driving her back a step and forcing her to use her blade in defense. She had to block two provoking feints and then missed his quick attack beneath her guard. She had the sense he was holding back, but the flat of his blade still hurt enough to drive the air from her lungs. He adjusted his footing for balance; she attacked. He blocked with his hilt. There was the tiniest lag as he shifted his guard and she pressed his low line, forcing him to protect his midsection. Faster than even she anticipated, she swept her bracer against his sword blade, knocked it aside, and jabbed the point of her practice sword up into the cut on his chest.


Blood spilled over the tip of her composite blade and she yanked it back. “Kill,” she gasped.


His body stilled as quickly as it had flown into motion. The wound wasn’t deep, but fresh blood ran down his chest in a sweaty rivulet. “You fight well, Your Grace.”


She drew in a deep breath to steady her heart. “Shall we go again?”


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve duty in a quarter hour. Best get into my kit.”


“Of course,” she said, undoing the bracer and stepping closer to give it to him. “A question before you go?”


“Your Grace?”


“Have you taken the cross?”


He dropped his gaze. “No, Your Grace.”


“Well, I’m asking. Will you join the crusade?”


“I …” He blinked rapidly, then his face calmed. “I should speak with my priest, Your Grace. My first duty is to him.”


“And if he releases you to me?”


He lifted his dark eyes to meet hers. “Then I will speak with God.”


Most of the novices had stopped to watch their round and their gazes followed Trinidad as he left the room. A couple frowned at her, especially the scarred boy.


Roman bellowed, “Show’s over, children. Fall back to ready.” His commands followed Paul and Marius down the corridor as they left the practice hall.


“The novices didn’t look too pleased with me for besting their pet,” she said to Paul, amused. Trinidad was a pretty thing, despite his stiff manner and intense stare, and a Wiccan convert to boot. “He does seem popular. It might be worthwhile for him to take the cross publicly.”


Paul shook his head. “Colin heard Trinidad and Father Troy talking after the service. Trinidad is against the crusade.”


“Trinidad doesn’t know about the Barren,” she answered. “If he did, he would take the cross right away.”


“You really believe that? He’s ex-Wiccan.”


She waited until they were in the privacy of her quarters to continue. “Is Trinidad’s loyalty under question?”


“Apparently he is a model archwarden, but some inparish don’t trust him because of his background. His parents were ecoterrs, suicide bombers.” Paul shrugged his armored shoulders. “Old prejudice dies hard. Boulder Parish has a long memory.”


A long memory, and Folsom Prison looming over the town to remind them of the ecoterrs held within. And yet the parish remained stubbornly tolerant of outsiders. “What news from Reine? Is she onto you yet?”


“She trusts me and thinks I’ll see her through the war. That much is clear.” Paul hesitated. “I honestly believe she doesn’t know where Hawk’s coven lives.”


“Threaten her or charm her, but we need Hawk in the flesh,” she said.


Paul said nothing, just lowered his chin and clasped his hands behind his back. The tattoo on his forehead was fading to a mottled blue; he’d need to see to getting it refreshed when they finished the crusade.


“What will convince her to find them for us, then? Food? Medicine?”


Paul took his time answering. “I’ve already offered her all that, Your Grace. Indigos are starving and dying this winter. She’s desperate. Trust me, she’d turn Hawk and his coven over to me if she could.”


Marius paced the short length of her quarters, frowning at the concrete floor. Securing the Barren wasn’t happening nearly fast enough. Soon Hawk would realize Denver Parish crusaders were canvassing the mountains, searching him out. He would cut them out of the Barren entirely. And how would she keep the Barren and its healing powers for God then?


“It appears we’re to go to war, then. I only pray we’re able to find the Wiccans with a minimal loss of life.” She crossed herself.


Paul mirrored the motion. “With God’s grace, His own should not come to much harm.”


Not to mention the Christian army outnumbered the heretics five-to-one. She rubbed at her sore ribs absently. The archwarden’s hit had left her bruised. “What if Trinidad can rove us to the Barren as well as Hawk can? Evidently, at least one other Wiccan can rove.” She brushed her fingers over the scar on her forehead. It was so oddly warm and pliant.


“Even if Trinidad can, he took vows against practicing his old religion, Your Grace.”


“I’ll give him special dispensation,” she said, waving a hand. “It would solve a deal of our difficulty. If he can rove, having him in our service would make all the difference.”


Trinidad seemed as pious and disciplined as any archwarden she’d met. She realized with a start that Trinidad reminded her of her hopes for another beautiful, broken boy. Had her son survived, would he have become half the man Trinidad was? Or Paul?


She nearly winced before refocusing back on the matters at hand. Crusade wasn’t pretty or glorious, but it appeared to be the only way to keep the Barren in Christian hands. If Hawk had his way, anyone could go to the Barren. Foolish man.


“Do you think Trinidad let me win?” she asked, letting her jacket fall to the threadbare rug.


Paul swept forward to pick it up. “‘Be patient and you will finally win, for a soft tongue can break hard bones.’ That, to my mind, is Trinidad.”


“Point taken,” she said.


Paul dipped his chin and turned to go, but she stopped him with a hand on his armored shoulder.


“There is time before evensong. Stay,” she murmured and kissed him. Her hardened nipples rubbed against his armor as he took her in his arms.




FOUR


Sweat coated Trinidad’s bruised skin, stinging the welts and scrapes from practice. He wasn’t fit to put on his armor harness before he accompanied Father Troy to evensong, so he indulged in a rare warm shower at the rectory. Besides, he figured feeding the priest supper early, as well as a proper show of devotion at chapel, would temper Father Troy’s worries and the bishop’s suspicion. But he didn’t have to face Father quite yet. The rectory was empty.


Trinidad scrubbed soap into his skin, ignoring the blazing cut on his chest. After, while he laced up his shirt, he glanced through the kitchen window across the churchyard. Candlelight flickered through the windows of Father Troy’s office, evidently the only one currently occupied at the administrative building. Most of the barracks was still dark, including the window to the basement room he shared with Wolf. Best if Wolf was getting some sleep.


He made a meal of goat cheese, bread, canned applesauce, and warm broth, hoping to tempt the priest’s failing appetite with some favorites. But the food chilled on the table as Trinidad waited. The faint glow from the study windows still smoldered against the night. A few people made their way toward the chapel.


They were going to be late—not good with the bishop inparish. Father Troy would have to reheat his supper after prayers.


Thinking the priest had lost track of time or fallen asleep at his desk, Trinidad stored the food and walked across the open ground to the administrative building. The offices inside were dark but for the slice of light beneath Father Troy’s door. No archwarden stood guard outside, as usual.


Frowning, Trinidad knocked, but Father Troy didn’t answer. “Father? Time for prayers, sir.”


Cold air leaked from the gap at the threshold. He pressed his ear to the wood and, after a hesitation, tried the latch. The door swung open to reveal the priest’s dimly lit, book-lined office. Candles dripped into saucers and guttered in candlesticks, but no Father Troy. Several had blown out from a cold wind whipping through the open door to his little walled garden.


It was empty except for the frosted bones of plants. Boots had scuffed the snow. He shut the door and frowned. Only then did Trinidad realize the priest’s desk chair was shoved back, tipped against the wall behind the desk. The blanket Father Troy often wrapped over his knees had fallen to the floor. Trinidad lifted it and Troy’s favorite cross tumbled from the folds. He didn’t wear it outside of service, but he often worried it as he worked at his desk.


Fear snatched at Trinidad as his fingers closed around the cross. He placed it on the desk and went back the way he’d come, reaching for the gun on his belt. All seemed quiet and well outside, but he chambered a bullet as he strode for the barracks to wake Daniel.


He knew. He didn’t need to check the sanctuary or search the basement. He knew.


Someone had taken Father Troy.




FIVE


The low all-clear call—familiar from Castile’s days in the movement—should have been comforting. But after seven years in prison it sounded more like a baying hound from the Great Hunt, and he couldn’t shake the feeling he was the Hunter’s prey. He stretched his back as much as he could under his armor, seeking the calm that had eluded him ever since he’d left the Indigo freehold six hours before. Even the lack of pain from his injury unnerved him, the ghost of agony still haunting his every movement. He took a deep breath and emerged from the protection of the rock outcropping.


The ecoterr from the inparish cell was a large man clad in typical homemade clothing. A tatty cloak hung from his shoulders. Not a pentacle in sight. Instead, he wore a cross and several loops of prayer beads around his neck. Castile had never seen any real Christian hang themselves with so much religious swag, but maybe things had changed since he’d been in prison. The ecoterr showed no armor or weapons. It didn’t mean they weren’t there, and it didn’t mean he wouldn’t use them.


The ecoterr had Father Troy by the arm, more supporting him as they walked over the rocky ground than to keep hold of him. The old priest looked bent and sleepy, raising watery eyes to Castile’s face and beyond. No reaction from him. The drugs maybe. Or a half a century of shepherding Christians had trained him to be as impassive as an archwarden.


Still, Castile felt nervous, watched. The notion came, no doubt, from yesterday’s scouting trip to check out the gathering troops in Denver Parish. Small companies of Christian soldiers from Denver already scoured the foothills, searching out pockets of heretics.


“Castile? I’m Bear. You look all right for all you been through.” Bear grinned. His teeth were yellowed but all there, making him younger than Castile would have thought. Hard telling these days. Hunger aged everyone.


“Surviving, yeah?” Castile said with a forced smile. “Hello, Father Troy.”


Troy carried on looking past him.


“None the worse for wear, daresay.” Bear had a gruff voice, strained from smoking too much shitty Alteration. Had the look, too, a gaze that slid too often to the middle distance. The movement wasn’t what it had been in Castile’s day.


“Let’s get you out of the wind, Father.” Castile offered his arm but Father Troy paid him no heed, pulled loose of Bear’s gentle grip, and shuffled obediently to the coven’s dray. It was a beat-up beast with an armored cab from Castile’s childhood, but it did the job. Hawk hadn’t been thrilled about lending the vehicle to Castile, but he hadn’t been able to come up with a valid reason why he shouldn’t.


Castile’s heart seized at the hardship he’d caused the frail old man. “I really appreciate it, Bear.”


“Anything. You know that. You done your time like a man. And Marius, you really outdid yourself with her—”


Castile hissed for silence. The Bear’s gravelly voice cut off like Castile had slit out his tongue. Seven years of bending over in prison and now he could silence a man with a whisper.


Bear coughed and cleared his throat. “But this? Stealing a priest? That’s some heavy lifting, Castile.”


Castile scanned the area again, still feeling eyes on his back. The scraggy ground and rough black road stretching far in either direction was still empty. No one rode over the top of Dragonspine this afternoon. Only a fool would be out in this wind.


A desperate fool.


“Didn’t go so well at the coal plant, huh?” he asked.


Bear cursed softly and spat. “Three of us got caught. One talked. Had to up-end all manner of shit with the cell. Marshals confiscated the last of our blast, too.”


Castile rubbed his hand over his gritty brows. Bear was coming at it sideways, but he knew what he was being asked just the same. “Gray house with red trim at the west wall. You know it?”


Bear nodded, face set, all business now.


“My blast store is on the outside of the wall, ten paces northwest, buried knee-deep at least. Bring a spade to dig, something heavy and sharp. The ground is rocky.” He ignored the cold disapproving breath on the back of his neck, chalked it up to the wind.


“Goddess keep you,” Bear said.


Castile turned away without answering.


In the dray, Father Troy spoke. His voice sounded sure and strong, same as always. “You could have asked and I would have come.”


Castile shook his head, startled. “Not with the crusade. Not with the bishop inparish.”


“You’ve forced the archwardens to come after me.”


He put the dray in gear. “I’m counting on it, Father.”


“After you sent the message about the Barren and the bishop, I questioned Trin. He denied using magic. He was genuinely shocked I brought it up.”


Castile ignored the thought that Trinidad had never had it in him to lie. What did he know of the man after twelve years anyhow? “He saw the bishop’s scar? Did he mention the Barren? Did he question you?”


Father Troy hesitated, ran his gnarled hand along the inside of the armor bolted under the window, touched the gun port where the wind whipped through the hole in the meshed glass. “He only said her angel story was a lie and defended himself against your accusations.”


Sharply. “You told him about me?”


“He still thinks you are dead.” A pause. “He’s always been against crusading. I linked the accusations to that.”


“What did he make of it?”


“Hard to say. He doesn’t show much.”


“He’s learned archwarding well.” Castile had never seen an archwarden indicate anything at all by expression. They wore their stoicism like their armor, black and impenetrable.


“You need to understand,” Father Troy said, “the order saved his life. He dedicated himself to the Church. It was his salvation. I’m sure he felt the accusation quite deeply.”


They’d had this conversation before. “Is he dedicated enough to lead the Church to the Barren?”


“Dedicated does not mean blind or stupid,” Father Troy said. “This is a mistake, accusing him, taking me. I only hope Trinidad doesn’t pay a steep price for it.”


He would. Curse him, he would.


They fell silent. As he drove, dread crept over Castile again. He drew in a breath of cold air, trying to wash away the ugliness of the past few hours: cutting up that dead body to savvy with the Indigos, putting high grade blast in the hands of people with the will and means to use it, abducting a sick old man who had only ever shown him kindness, who had kept his secrets even when it meant denying his own loyalty to his bishop and church. But this was war and fighting dirty was the only way Castile knew.




SIX


Daniel frowned as Trinidad reported Father Troy’s disappearance: the open door, the guttered candles, the obvious abduction despite the lack of evidence. He thought a moment before telling the novice on duty to say nothing to anyone else but to fetch Wolf to help him guard the gate. When the kid trotted off, he turned to Trinidad. “Easy. I think you and I should go alone.”


“What?” Trinidad bounced on his toes, fists clenched. “No. We need to alert everyone. This is my fault. Besides, the bishop is here—”


“Trin, think. This isn’t Indigo work. They aren’t this smooth. Roi d’Esprit couldn’t manage to think about trying to kill Father Troy without spouting off so loud it got back to us, right? This smells different. Professional.”


Trinidad stared at him. “Wiccans.”


Daniel nodded and lowered his voice. “I don’t like the bishop any more than you do. She’ll twist this somehow. Use it to rile people up. Maybe keep us from searching. Father Troy abducted, maybe dead, is powerful motivation to take the cross for a lot of people. It’ll just goes to prove what she’s been saying all along, that we’d be better off without the Wiccans.”


“You’re no friend to the Wiccans.”


“Especially if they did this. But I am sworn, as you are, to protect God’s people. They are His people whether they know it or not. Asking us to kill them for their beliefs is flirting with evil.”


More than flirting. Trinidad nodded. “What do you want to do?”


“I just want to do a little looking on our own first. Maybe we can keep this quiet. Maybe whoever took him will talk to us, but they won’t if dozens of us start hunting them down, right?” He eyed Trinidad, laid his hand on Trinidad’s shoulder and said gently, “Do you remember how to get to your coven’s home?”


Trinidad blinked. It made sense. His old coven was the closest one with the most ties inparish, and as such, was an important target of the crusade. It was known to foster ecoterrs. He nodded, not meeting Daniel’s eyes, and told him the way.


Trinidad tucked the toe of his boot under a bar welded to the bed of the dray and steadied the belt-fed rifle mounted on the armored cab as they rolled over a pothole. A bishop’s ransom in bullets rattled in a crate by his feet. The full, red moon cast cold light and frigid wind swept over his bare head, promising more of the bitter cold snap that gripped the front range. In his hurry, he hadn’t taken time to replace his cloak with a coat. He tied a black scarf around his nose and mouth against the blowing ash clogging each breath.

OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Gateway Introduction



		Contents



		One



		Two



		Three



		Four



		Five



		Six



		Seven



		Eight



		Nine



		Ten



		Eleven



		Twelve



		Thirteen



		Fourteen



		Fifteen



		Sixteen



		Seventeen



		Eighteen



		Nineteen



		Twenty



		Twenty-One



		Twenty-Two



		Twenty-Three



		Twenty-Four



		Twenty-Five



		Twenty-Six



		Twenty-Seven



		Twenty-Eight



		Twenty-Nine



		Thirty



		Thirty-One



		Thirty-Two



		Thirty-Three



		Thirty-Four



		Thirty-Five



		Thirty-Six



		Thirty-Seven



		Thirty-Eight



		Thirty-Nine



		Forty



		Forty-One



		Forty-Two



		Forty-Three



		Forty-Four



		Forty-Five



		Forty-Six



		Forty-Seven



		Forty-Eight



		Forty-Nine



		Fifty



		Fifty-One



		Fifty-Two



		Fifty-Three



		Website



		Dedication



		About the Author



		Copyright













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/Images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
BETSY DORNBUSCH

“[A] spellbinding saga...Dorabusch packs a series' worth of fanaticism.
lge into this intense novel set in a neo-medieval.
Postapocalyptic Colorado? —PUBLISHERS WEEKLY.






