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CHAPTER 1



THERE WERE TIMES OATS ITCHED TO SHAVE HIS BEARD.


Never mind that he’d begun to grow the damn thing the year before he became a slophead. Never mind that without it he’d look a damn full-blood orc, all huge and hairless and near black. Never mind that he liked the way it thrust from his jaw, a challenge without words. There were still times he wished it wasn’t there. Vomiting, for an instance. Never want a beard when your guts are fountaining out of your mouth, especially if there’s bits. Licking quim sometimes too. Trying to provide a woman a sure path to spending but she keeps giggling on account of chin thatch tickling her thighs, that’s a frustration.


Sure as shit, there were times in life Oats wished he’d taken a razor to his face the day before.


Right now—a dying man’s gauntleted fingers tangled in his whiskers—was one of them.


To be fair, Oats had hold of the frail too, hand clamped over his mouth to keep him from making a noise. Or breathing at all. Still, he wasn’t going all that quietly. He kept struggling.


And pulling Oats’s fucking beard!


The stinging hairs, snarled in the segmented metal of the gauntlet, were more irritating than a kick in the cods. The strongest frail would have been hard-pressed to move Oats, but his beard wasn’t made of muscle. He was forced to give, leaning into the man’s pull, or else allow a denuded patch to adorn his jaw. He’d fallen victim to this strategy before, at the pink hands of a little girl on Fetch’s shoulders during a game. Never suspected a full-grown fighting man to try it, even as his last act. He dragged the man close, encircling the entire helmeted head in his arms, and wrenched it around until the bones crunched. Always a weird thing, breaking a neck. Oats was never sure if that grinding was something he heard or felt. Either way, it was fucking unpleasant. Made him a bit sick, every time.


Not enough to vomit, thankfully.


Two backward steps brought the new-made corpse into the deep shadows beneath a high arch set into the side of the temple. Careful not to look up at the statue looming within, nor dwell on whatever judgmental god it depicted, Oats deposited the body behind the plinth and crept from the arch, giving the shrouded glare of the statue his back. He went across the alley, preferring the shadows cast by the portico of the adjacent house to the darksome embrace of the temple.


Oats hated temples. Hated their spires, all barnacled with hideous adornments. Hated the walls, all carved with images of leering devils and dwarfed people. Built like castles, they defended nothing but their own creepy mysteries. Well, that wasn’t entirely earnest. Their bell towers were well suited to rousing armed men, should a murdering half-orc get himself spotted by a sleepless priest.


But that’s what a mongrel faced when leaving the Lots. That was the risk taken when setting foot in Hispartha.


Damn walled towns and their horrid fucking religions.


Ellerina’s cobbled square sprawled at the feet of the temple, silent and empty. None had seen Oats nearly make a pig’s ear of killing the guard. He waited, watched, listened, rubbed at the sore skin beneath his beard. A day ago this town had been nothing to him but a map traced in the dust. The house sheltering him had been a rock. One of Jacintho’s daggers thrust into the ground served as the temple, a cup for the well at the center of the square. As the stillness drew on, Oats hoped the other frails on watch were dying quickly and unnoticed. No cry had yet broken the night. Likely all was done. Jacintho and his cutthroats weren’t in the habit of fumbling a murder. Or twelve.


The wind kicked up again, enough chill in its breath to make Oats grit his teeth. Winter was dying, spiteful in its final days. Down in the Lots it rarely found much of a grip, contenting itself with spitting rain over the mountains. But here, on the north side of the Umbers, the cold could find a foothold when the sun went down. Oats worried it would keep the guards alert, though his man hadn’t exactly been a hawk, the beard-yanking fuck.


The wait stretched on. Oats could feel himself getting nervy. He clenched his hands, resisting the urge to crack his knuckles. He couldn’t wager how long he’d been lingering. Time was nothing but a queer stretched instant between the plan going right and going to shit.


Then he saw the sparks. Tiny motes of brightness across the square, birthed in the shadows between the farrier’s shop and the . . . the . . .


Fuck.


Oats couldn’t recall what the structure was. It had been a lemon rind on the dirt map. Anyway, the signal was appearing right where it was supposed to, the sparks bursting to life and dying just as they began to fall. Oats surveyed the square one last time before hurrying across its exposed width.


Jacintho melded further with the darkness when he arrived, tucking the measure of flint he’d used to strike the sparks back into his rags, but not the knife. Oats wedged himself into the alley next to the man. They did not speak. There was no need. The sentries were dead, their bodies hidden. The easy part of the plan.


Jacintho made for the alley’s opposite end, pausing for a heartbeat at the mouth before creeping into the street. Oats stayed on the rangy frail’s heels, feeling every bit the lummox. Simple to convince himself he was deft at sneaking when alone. Towering over a scrawny little weasel like Jacintho made Oats feel as furtive as a farting bull fucking a sack full of empty wine jugs. Still, the town remained undisturbed by their presence.


Ellerina was the largest settlement Oats had ever set foot in that wasn’t a ruin. Jacintho was confident in their path, however, despite only having part of a day to scout the place. He’d dressed as some kind of wayward penitent, barefoot and clad in sackcloth, a guise he still wore. Odd to see him without his ugly flop of a hat, held together by more filth than cloth. His lank, greasy hair was tied into a tail that fell near to his ass, a lure that pulled Oats along through the murk of sleeping streets and reeking alleyways.


They came to the broken stirrup. That’s what Jacintho had used to represent the place. In truth, it was a square two-story building of stone. A small arched portal set with a door of iron-studded wood was the only entrance. Jacintho had not been able to gain access. The only way in would have been at the rough invitation of Ellerina’s bailiffs. And such an entrance would have made it damn unlikely he would ever come out again. So he’d resorted to idle gossip among the most loose-lipped sots of the tavernas. Their wine-soaked tongues had confirmed this was the spot.


Getting in without bringing the entire militia down upon them hampered their planning.


Until Jacintho had placed a small sack down on the miniature rendering of the town and said, “They also have a powder mill.”


The broken stirrup was near Ellerina’s center. The sack of black-powder rested close to the scratched line denoting its western wall.


And it was from the west of town that the explosion now thundered, the sky flaring over the rooftops. Dogs began barking, disturbed babes wailing. Ellerina woke, her people’s dreams blasted apart. The powder mill’s stores were brimming, Jacintho had said, and Oats now heard the evidence. Felt it too. The building next to him rattled, render falling away from the bricks as the distant barrels continued to burst in an unsteady rhythm of startling concussions.


Hoping the explosions would mask the coming ruckus, Oats sprinted from the alley, charged the door to the fortified building, and bashed it open with his shoulder. He broke the beam barring the door . . . as well as the man behind it.


Oats hadn’t known he was there. Perhaps he’d a mind to come out and see what the commotion was. Piss luck for that frail. He lay unmoving beneath the shattered wood. Oats stepped over, wasting no time to see if he still breathed. Jacintho would see to it he wasn’t for long. Oats was more concerned with the man who appeared in the arch to the right, rushing into the cramped entry room, mace in hand. His steps stuttered when he saw Oats, the creases of determination in his ruddy face smoothing with the slack of sudden fear.


Men often needed a moment to put a fresh tally on their courage after setting eyes on Oats, he’d found.


This one came up short. He halted, spun to flee.


Grunting with aggravation, Oats lunged, caught the coward’s jerkin and flung him back into the vestibule. The man tripped on the spars of the door and went down hard on his ass, made an “oof” noise that Jacintho transformed into an airy gurgle by sliding a forearm’s length of sharp steel into his heart by way of a lung. The bandit had already dispatched the bailiff beneath the door.


Oats swallowed a rising unpleasantness in his throat. He wished the men had offered a fight, at least. Still be dead, but . . .


“These lead down,” Jacintho hissed, leaning into the arch opposite where the coward had come.


Oats signaled for him to hold and went the other way.


The next room was larger, its stone expanse cut almost in half by a partition of hewn beams, standing flush together and running floor-to-ceiling with three doors set within its face, all reinforced with iron. Whatever this room’s purpose, it had not been designed as a prison, necessitating the construction of this cumbersome wooden block of cells. Each door held a squint. Seizing a lantern from the guards’ table, Oats went to the cells and unlatched the squints, peering into each in turn. Only one held an occupant, a confused and cowering frail. Just some drunkard rousted off the streets by the look—and smell—of him.


Cursing, Oats slapped the squint shut. Another arch led to an ascending spiral of stairs. The scuffle and scrape of movement could be heard through the ceiling, drawing Oats’s eyes upward. There were more guards on the floor above, likely preparing a defense. They could fuck around up there all they wanted. Oats had no need to go up. Up meant windows, fresher air. Mongrels would be held below. In the dark, the dank.


He returned to the entry chamber, handed the lantern to Jacintho as he strode past the bandit to take the downward stair.


The stink within the spiraling shaft had weight. Oats had taken in some evil smells in his life, but this tested his grit. For each step his feet took downward, his guts took one up. Soon, he was swallowing stuff he didn’t remember eating. A grunting heave and a splash on the stairs behind him signaled Jacintho chose a different way of coping. The man retched twice more before they reached the bottom.


An iron grate, mossy with mold and rust, rested in the floor. It was barred and locked. Still gagging on the stench, Jacintho went to work with his picks, almost as quick with that task as he was with ending helpless men. Soon as he was finished, Oats hauled the grate aside. Five faces stared up at him from the pit, each just above the surface of a loathsome sink of human filth. Their wide eyes, filled with relief, were painful spots of bright white within the shit. They were too far down to reach, even for Oats’s long arms, but a heap of corroded chain nearby provided the captives a way to salvation.


The three unfamiliar half-breeds climbed out first. Two males and a female, though beyond that Oats couldn’t discern much due to the stinking muck coating them to the jawline. Hells, he barely would have recognized Sluggard when the mongrel clambered from the cesspit were it not for the ragged surface of his scalped head. Thresher came out last, the old scars cross-stitching her face nearly caked over with foulness. She and Sluggard both tried to speak, to offer thanks, ask a question, give a report, something. Neither of them managed to do more than croak and toss their guts on the floor. Oats grit his teeth against the hard sight and waited for all five of the freed to finish being sick.


“Please . . . let’s . . . go,” Jacintho said, swallowing hard and pressing the back of his hand against his mouth.


Oats cocked his head at the stairs, sending the man scurrying ahead with the lantern. If the bailiffs on the upper floor had found enough bravery to come down, Jacintho could be the first to meet them. Oats liked the weedy cutthroat, but not enough to take a thrumbolt or spear in the guts for him. Glancing back, he gave the other mongrels an encouraging nod, focusing on Sluggard and Thresher, but his words were aimed at the three strangers.


“You’re free. But not safe. Not yet.”


Oats went to the stair and followed the lantern’s swiftly receding light.


At the top, the entry chamber remained empty save for the bodies of the two bailiffs. If their comrades had come down, they had not lingered long. Oats hesitated. They might have gone for help, or they could still be holed up on the second floor. He’d like to know before they set off, but checking would waste time, especially if they had remained and forced a fight. Jacintho knelt at the building’s entrance, spying out from around the empty jamb. He’d extinguished the lantern, cloaking the vestibule in gloom. Outside, the powder mill was done erupting, the best of their diversion spent. But all was far from quiet. The night was filled with the clamor of bells. Ellerina’s boldest would be fighting the fires caused by the explosion, as well as those set by Jacintho’s men on their way out of town. Still, there would be wakened and wondering eyes at the windows of the houses now, likely a few folk in the street called out by the tumult but too timid or lazy to offer aid. Such could be frightened back indoors, but if the bailiffs had run to alert the town’s militia, that would be an entirely different breed of bad.


Up? Or out?


Thresher made the decision for him. She emerged from the arch and crossed the vestibule, stooping on shaky legs to pluck the dead bailiff’s mace from the floor.


“Dacia!” Sluggard hissed, either forgetting or foregoing her hoof name in his alarm.


She did not heed him, and strode into the room with the wooden cells. Oats went after her.


“Wait,” he said, but she paid him as much attention as Sluggard and continued toward the upward stair. Growling, Oats shoved her away from the arch. She was weak from the ordeal of the cesspit and he misjudged the blow, knocked her into the beams of the cell block. Thresh cursed, nearly spilled to the ground.


“If you’re going up, use your head,” Oats said, more upset with having to bully her than with her stubbornness.


Going to the table, Oats seized two of the legs, flipping it as he lifted. The craftsmanship was simple, but solid. Held in front of him, the rectangular tabletop shielded Oats from the chest to nearly the knee.


“Stay behind me,” he told Thresher, and started up. He’d not worn his tulwar, nor brought his thrum. Dangling swords and slung stockbows have a habit of clacking against city walls during a climb, their metal catching even the scantiest of starlight. He had a knife in each boot, but at the moment he preferred the legs of the table to fill his hands. As he reached the last turn of the stair and saw the glow of light from the upper room, Oats raised the table to cover his face and rushed up the last few steps, hoping he didn’t have a sudden spat of clumsiness and trip, hoping whatever men were waiting would be too unnerved by the speed of his entry to notice that his legs were vulnerable.


Bursting through the arch, Oats braced himself for thrumbolts to strike the table, spearheads, axe blades. Hells, he didn’t want to take a mace to the knee. But the only thing that struck the table . . . was another table. This one was upended too, turned over so it faced the arch. Like him, the bailiffs had the idea to use it as a shield. Unlike him, they were no longer behind their barricade.


“They’ve fucking gone,” Thresher spat. She sounded disappointed.


Oats dropped his table. This room was larger than the one below. No, same size, just lacking the wooden cells. There was a fireplace instead, the black logs within still aflame.


“They’re gone,” Oats agreed, taking in the overturned furniture and lone dropped lantern. “Means we can’t linger.”


“Means we’re better off with weapons than without,” Thresher replied, rummaging through a heap of saddlebags, blankets, and brigands in the far corner. She made a triumphant noise and straightened, holding her chain mace and wearing a grin. “Besides. I wanted this back.”


“Hand me that slicer,” Oats said, pointing to the one sword in the pile.


“It’s Slug’s,” Thresher replied.


As if summoned, Sluggard came into the room.


“Jacintho says he’s leaving without us if we don’t come now.”


Oats grunted, gestured for Sluggard to get his blade. There was nothing else. Not surprising. The bailiffs would have taken the stockbows. Likely Ellerina’s regidor didn’t allow them to be kept here at all. Thresh handed both maces to Oats, peeled out of her befouled shirt, and dropped it to the ground, donning her brigand over bare flesh. Sluggard followed her example. Both were barefoot, their boots lost to the sucking embrace of the cesspit. Oats kept hold of the bailiff’s mace and handed Thresher her chained weapon.


The three of them hurried back down to the entry chamber.


“Do you relish the notion of the noose?” Jacintho complained. “Because I do not!”


The bandit slipped out the doorway, swift and silent. Oats directed the rest to follow him, using his hands like a drover. He nudged Thresh out, next the three new bloods. A small swat sent Sluggard after them. Oats took his own position at the rear of the line.


The town was alive and fretting, but the destruction of the powder mill continued to be an ally. The streets were mostly clear. Oats spied the backs of a few folk hurrying toward the pulsing glow of the fires, buckets jostling at the ends of their arms. Jacintho raced across the lane, abandoning all attempts of concealment in favor of speed. Fucker was fast as a hare. The weakened mongrels between him and Oats were struggling to keep up. Still, it would be folly to call for him to slow, for the only thing swifter than Jacintho’s feet was his mind. He read the growing turmoil of the town on the run, darting down alleys, sometimes pausing at their mouths to let passels of shouting townsfolk pass by. Other times he rushed headlong, seemingly careless of discovery, yet they crossed paths with none and no cry was raised. His instincts were uncanny. Somehow, the bandit folded his gaggle of trailing mongrels into the currents of Ellerina’s distress, melding with it so as to be invisible.


Yet the plan was fraying. Oats didn’t know the town cold the way Jacintho did, but he saw the bandit’s teeth flash once, bared in frustration, a heartbeat before he hustled the mongrels beneath a mercer’s stall. The goods had been removed for the night, but the tables and racks provided tenuous cover when a group of armed men rushed by. Blinded by their haste and the light from their own torches, they passed within a mule’s cock of Oats and his companions, all belly down and holding their breaths.


When Jacintho judged it safe to leave the uncertain shelter of the stall he doubled back for the first time.


Oats tamped down his growing agitation.


Their plan contained only two points of egress from the town. And the bandit had just deemed one of them closed; the private, now neglected garden of a failed spice merchant abutting Ellerina’s wall. According to Jacintho’s report, it would make an easy, secluded climb thanks to the screening hedges and unmanaged vines. But it seemed the militia had made that route too risky. That was the trouble with likely means of escape: they were well known. So, they couldn’t go over the walls. That left going under, through the old Imperial sewers. Jacintho had discovered only one way to reach them.


He led them back to the alley he’d used to signal Oats, ducking patrols the entire way. The temple square was before them. The bells were silent, gone back to sleep after ensuring the town would not. Their plan had reckoned the temple’s well would be too far from the powder mill to be any use fighting the fires. They’d been right. But the square was not entirely empty, and this time it was occupied by more than some damn cat.


“Shit,” one of the new mongrels hissed.


Thresh silenced him with a look.


A mother stood outside her door on the edge of the square across from the temple. She had a babe in arms and another child—a young boy—at her skirts. Her attention was fixed westward, as if she were trying to peer through the spires of the temple to witness the fires. No. She was keeping vigil, worrying for neighbors and loved ones gone to battle the blaze, leaving her alone.


“A moment,” Jacintho whispered, his voice sharp as the blade in his hand.


Oats bulled past the others and caught the man before he could slither from the alley. It was no effort to push him against the wall and hold him there. Frails didn’t have a half-orc’s sight in the darkness, but even if Jacintho could not see the warning in Oats’s glare, he damn well felt it in the strength of his arm.


Jacintho loosed an aggravated breath. “She will cry out unless—”


Oats pressed him further into the wall. “No.” He could feel the man’s ribs bend beneath his splayed hand. It would be an easy thing to kill him, easy as it would be for the bandit to kill the woman and her children.


“No,” he repeated, and let Jacintho go. He turned to the huddled mongrels. “We’re going to make a run for it. With luck, she’ll shut herself away at the sight of us. If she hollers, keep moving. Straight into the temple.”


“What about the friars?” Sluggard asked.


“If a bunch of quim-fearing old frails are fool enough to stand in our way we’ll go through them,” Oats replied.


“But they—”


“Move.”


Scorning further delay, Oats led them out of the alley at a run.


Jacintho outpaced him after a few strides. The bandit’s rush grabbed the woman’s attention. Boots pounding the cobbles, Oats craned his head to watch her. She didn’t cry out, nor flee inside. Instead, she stood frozen, more perplexed than afraid. It must have taken her mind a moment to reconcile the sight of a bedraggled pilgrim sprinting ahead of a half dozen mongrels. She still hadn’t found her voice by the time Oats raced beneath the temple’s central arch. Jacintho had one of the great doors open; by chance or skill, Oats hadn’t seen. He didn’t care. The others bulled through the portal within a few heartbeats. Jacintho shoved the door closed, muting the burst of the woman’s stalled outcry.


Oats looked for a way to secure the doors.


“You will find neither bar nor beam, soot-skin,” a confident voice declared from behind him. “We have no need to fear any that would enter here.”


Oats whirled, finding his companions already turned, stiff with alarm.


The priests waited within the vaulted hall of their sanctuary, nearly a score in number. They had indeed decided to stand in the half-orcs’ way. With swords in their hands.










CHAPTER 2



OATS HAD THOUGHT TO ENCOUNTER SOME CHOIR OF FRAILS in cassocks with watery eyes. A cringing, indignant cluster of soft-bellied, jowly scribes and splinter-legged, liver-spotted hermits. The men barring his way were all wearing cassocks, but beyond that they refused to mold to his imaginings.


Steel was in their stares as well as their hands, one as hot as the other was cold. Their sword blades were straight, wide at the cross-guard and tapering toward the point. Those weapons would cut well and thrust quick. Each was paired with a steel buckler. Like the swords, the small, round shields were held with steady confidence at the ends of forearms corded by their use. The priests had the spare forms of men who indulged only in training. Their ages ranged from bald coots to thick-haired swains, but none were weakened by too many years or too few. All wore a beard down to their cods.


Oats threw a glower at Jacintho. “Who the fuck are these goats?”


The bandit gave nothing but an uncertain gurgle.


“We are the Salt of Amarsaphes. Oblates of the Twin-Crowned Lord.”


Oats looked at the stern speaker, a balding man of middle years, the ruddiness of his dangling beard blanched at the jaw. The priest’s pronouncement, like his eyes, burned with pride and threat. He seemed to think he’d given some important answer.


“Uh-huh,” Oats replied.


“They’re Steel Friars,” Sluggard said. He sounded shaken. “Tried to tell you.”


Oats nodded, still not truly understanding, but men with swords didn’t need deep thought to comprehend. “You did.”


It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d taken the time to listen to Sluggard’s warning. The town had been closing around them. This was the only way out of Ellerina now. The hard way in the plan. Just harder now was all.


“Don’t reckon you’d stand aside,” Oats said to the head goat, careful not to glance at the big wrought-iron candle trees standing at the threshold of the antechamber and the temple proper. “Tell your brethren to let mine pass so this don’t come to blood?”


“Blood was required the moment you half-breed swine shattered the sanctity of our home with fire and skullduggery.”


“That some kind of vow?” Oats asked, giving the mace in his hand a little wag, testing its weight.


The man opened his mouth to respond. Oats threw the mace at his head. To his credit, the priest got his buckler up in time. His reflexes were honed, but he wasn’t prepared for the power Oats could put into flinging a piece of heavy metal. The head of the mace slammed into the buckler, crumpled the edge and sent the bent shield rebounding into its wielder’s face. The priest reeled, spitting blood and broken teeth, but he regained his footing quickly.


Damn. Oats had hoped to drop him. Felling the mouthiest fuck in the room can sometimes take the grit out of the rest. Sometimes.


These Steel Friars had mettle. They wove around their injured brother, eager for the fight.


Oats darted and snatched up one of the candle trees, forcing the goats to arrest their charge by swinging it in great, reaping strokes. His own companions had to dance back to stay clear. The frails weren’t fools. They gave ground in tight ranks, none risking the reach of the whirling iron. Oats was strong, but he couldn’t keep them at bay forever. Besides, the priests were likely to receive help long before his arms gave out. The militia would be coming through the doors at his back any moment. The Friars had but to wait. And they knew it.


Oats forced them deeper into the temple. The lofty hall of the sanctuary widened as he passed from the antechamber. Whatever god these frails grew their beards to please must have frowned on loafing, for the place was free of furnishings. Still, Oats had to shorten the width of his swings to keep from striking the sculpted columns marching down the length of the sanctuary. The Friars fanned out, loosening their formation to allow a few of their number to move around the columns, intent on using the side aisles to flank Oats.


Sluggard hurried to cover the right, Thresher the left. Behind, Oats heard the scrape of iron and frantic cursing—Jacintho trying to secure the temple doors with the other candle tree.


The Friars were coming two abreast down the aisles, four on each side. Nine remained facing Oats in the center, the broke-mouth leader among them, looking mighty surly. Two of the unfamiliar mongrels were standing with his fellow Bastards, one of the men with Thresh and the woman with Sluggard. Oats couldn’t see the third mongrel. Helping Jacintho, perhaps. Little good it would do. Save for Sluggard’s slicer and Thresh’s chain-mace, the freed half-orcs were armed with nothing but the stink from the cesspit.


Oats let loose a growl as he continued to herd the priests with vicious swipes of the candle tree. He had come to save his captured brethren and he’d just led them blindly into a fight they couldn’t win. What would the chief say? That he’d been too hasty in his planning and too hesitant during its execution. That he should have known who defended this temple. That he relied too much on Jacintho and the other mountain bandits. That he shouldn’t have left his thrum behind.


No. She wouldn’t say any of that. Leastways, not that he would hear. Because Oats would suck cock in all the hells before he’d fail to bring his brethren home and live to report the shame.


With a roar to rival the exploding powder mill, he waded into the Steel Friars. The candle tree pummeled the air as they scrambled away, but Oats surged forward and caught one hapless priest on the backswing. The man tried to catch the blow, using both his sword and buckler, but the hurtling branches of the iron tree broke his guard. And at least one wrist. The yelping priest toppled sideways into a few of his fellows, upsetting their balance and their ordered ranks. Oats went to work widening the breach, chopping downward with the candle tree, scattering the Friars in its path. One wasn’t quick enough and the snap of his leg resounded in the sanctuary an instant before the clang of iron striking the stone floor. An agonized shriek drowned out the strident echo.


Oats bulled to his right, sweeping the tree back up to plant its wax-coated tines into the chest of the nearest Friar. Didn’t have enough force to skewer him, but he was good and snared. The others were rallying, a flood of brown robes and flashing steel seeking to eclipse the black boulder that had dropped into their midst. Sharp edges slashed, bright points darted to draw blood. Oats charged through the pain, shoving the priest caught on the end of the candle tree backward until he smote a column. The man’s skull smacked the stone and his eyes went glassy. Oats dropped the candle tree, grabbed the dazed priest’s face, and gave his head a second helping of the column. This time, blood dashed an arm’s length up the face of the stone. Oats spun behind the column, letting it deflect the vengeful strikes of the pursuing Friars. Most of them. He was slashed twice, at the shoulder and forearm, and another blade pierced the side of his ass.


Why did the pain of being cut feel hot while being stabbed was cold?


Grunting, Oats reeled into the side aisle and stumbled into the priests attacking Sluggard. He hadn’t expected it, but neither had they. And he weighed a heap more. He brought two of them down as his own footing failed, one falling beneath him, the other tripping in the tangle. This man struck at Oats, but succeeded only in swatting him with the flat of his blade. Tucking his elbows, Oats rolled. This time he meant to collide with the priests. The log of his body hit the pair still striving to kill Sluggard and took their legs out from under them. They spilled over his spinning bulk, expelling words in their alarm Oats would have thought unfit for holy men. Sluggard and the female mongrel were nearly knocked over themselves, but they managed to scuttle backward in time.


Oats gained his feet as the six remaining Friars he’d assaulted with the candle tree came swarming to aid their fellows. They flowed around the columns and eclipsed the sprawled priests, a tight trio forming a screen of thrusting swords to keep the half-orcs back while the rest bent to help the fallen stand. If they’d chosen aggression for their foes over concern for their comrades, they’d have butchered Oats and his brethren. What fools didn’t press for the kill just to help their downed . . .


Brothers.


Oats didn’t understand their god or their temple or their statues, but now he understood them.


Springing forward he clapped his palms against the flat of the central Friar’s blade, wagering he’d trained hard to keep a firm grip. It was a good wager. The priest didn’t let go as Oats yanked the blade, jerking the man forward. Releasing the sword, he punched the man in the throat. Not enough to crush his windpipe, but more than enough to cause panic. All the training under the sun couldn’t prevent him from dropping his arms now. Blade and buckler clattered to the stones as the priest grasped his own throat. As if touching it would cause his air to return. Strange how everyone always did that.


Spurred by the violence, the other Friars attempted a rush, managing only a single step before Oats had their choking brother spun around and seized, pinning the man’s head in his great arms.


“Think twice!” he bellowed. “I’ll tear his head from his shoulders!”


The men before him froze, their steely stares wavering.


Oats jerked a look to his left, saw Thresher keeping her own foes at bay with relentless swings of her chain mace.


“Tell them to leave off!” Oats cried, turning his attention back to the head goat with the busted lips.


The man hesitated.


Oats squeezed on his captive’s head until his wheezing ceased. He couldn’t see the priest’s face, but he knew from experience the man’s eyes were beginning to pop. Ever an unpleasant sight, that. The other goats certainly saw. More than one visibly paled.


“Cease!”


The Friars engaged with Thresh halted at their master’s barked command.


The feeling of relief lasted all of a heartbeat, dispelled by the sound of the temple doors being battered from without. The militia had arrived, demanding entry with shouts and shuddering blows. The thick wood muted both. For now.


Oats set his jaw and ignored the banging behind him, as well as the pitiful slaps on his arms from the trapped priest. The man couldn’t have broken a thrice’s hold prior to being throat-punched; he sure as shit had no chance now. About as much chance as the half-orcs had of escaping this fucking temple.


“Sluggard,” Oats said, gaze still locked on the head goat. “What do they call their chief?”


“Abbot,” came the reply.


“Make a choice, abbot,” Oats told the man. “We want to leave. You can prevent that, but you’ll lose this brother here. Or you can lay your blades down and we’re on our way with no more dead. But once those doors give way . . . ain’t either of us left with a choice.”


The Friars nearest the abbot gave him imploring looks. Whether they wanted to save their brother or kill the mongrels, Oats couldn’t guess.


The drumming at the doors was joined by the sharp accompaniment of splintering wood.


“We have little time!” Jacintho proclaimed, voice whetted with panic.


The abbot’s mouth was half-open, eyes wide and bright as his buckler.


“You ever been tossed a man’s head?” Oats asked him, tensing to wrench his prisoner’s neck.


The abbot took half a step forward. “The tenets of our order prevent us from laying down swords in the presence of adversaries.”


He’d tried to keep the plea from his voice, his face. He succeeded with the one, not the other.


The angry shouts of the militia were coming clear through rends in the door, ever widening beneath the plunging bites of axe heads.


Oats made another swift wager and a swifter offer. “Them slicers can stay in your hands so long as they stay out of our hides.”


“Very well.”


“Give me your fucking word!”


“You have it!”


Without wasting another breath, another precious moment, Oats hauled his captive toward Thresher. She was breathing heavy, eyeing the four priests standing less than a decent spit before her. The freed mongrel who had stood with her was also panting, but not from exertion. He was sitting with his back to the wall, trying to hold his guts in. One of the nearest Friars’ swords was red to the crossguard. Oats felt a rising wrath, a powerful itch to kill the man in his grip before moving on to the one who’d run the poor mongrel through.


“We must leave him,” Jacintho said, appearing at Oats’s elbow.


“Just find the damn tunnels.”


Oats thrust the captive priest at Sluggard and stooped to lift the gutted mongrel. His hissing breaths transformed into agonized screams as he was moved.


Turning with his suffering burden he found the abbot had drawn nearer with his herd of bearded swordsmen. For a moment Oats feared the man had decided to toss shit on his oath. No need to keep his word to a half-orc. The doors would soon give way.


The abbot raised his arm and pointed to the rear of the great hall. “The old tunnels can be reached from the undercroft.”


Oats nodded. “We’ll leave your man once we’re below.”


The abbot’s face held no belief in those words. Only hope.


Jacintho had already vanished through the low portal at the far end of the sanctuary by the time Oats and the others reached it. Beyond they found a circular alcove with two further arches. And no sign of the bandit.


“Which way?” Sluggard demanded of their captive priest.


The man lifted his chin. “There.”


“If you’re lying—”


Sluggard’s warning was cut short by Jacintho emerging from the shadows of the indicated archway. “He speaks true.”


With that the bandit fled back the way he’d come.


Oats jerked his head for the others to follow, putting himself at the rear of their line with his armload of groaning, shivering half-orc.


A single candle illuminated the entrance to the stair. Jacintho took it from the wall and descended the spiral without breaking stride. If anything, his pace was only slowed by the desire to keep the candle from being snuffed.


They emerged into the cool of the undercroft, tailing the meager light as it scurried around and between the stacked casks of the temple’s larder. Oats ducked hanging meat, the pungent odors of cheese and fresh butter managing to reach his nostrils even through the stink of the befouled mongrel he carried. Jacintho paused only once, directing the mongrel woman to pilfer a bundle of resin torches from the priest’s supplies. The bandit drew up in a cramped corner where a trapdoor stood open, a stairwell running straight from its mouth into even lower depths. He lit one torch from his candle and distributed its greater flame among the ends of the rest. Soon as each mongrel had a brand they were urged down the stair by a word from Oats and the insistent revolutions of Jacintho’s free arm. When Thresh and the two new mongrels were gone, the bandit tarried a moment, his flinty eyes flitting to the captive priest in Sluggard’s grip and the wounded half-orc in Oats’s arms.


“Go,” Oats told him, answering the question that resided in those brief glances.


Leaving the candle atop a cask, Jacintho plunged into the old tunnels.


“You can’t take him down there, Oats,” Sluggard said. “Going to be low and cramped enough as it is. Especially for you.”


“There’s no need to take him down.” Slowly, Oats knelt and laid the mongrel on a bed of grain sacks. “He’s dead.” Standing, he found both Sluggard’s and the priest’s eyes locked on the body. Sluggard’s jaw bulged.


“Get going,” Oats told him, breaking him out of his haze.


Blinking, Sluggard seemed to shrink. Letting go of the Friar he lit a torch from the candle and fled the cellar.


Left alone with Oats, the priest began to panic.


“Y-you said you’d let me go,” he stammered.


The hollow sounds of distant raised voices were funneled into the cellar from the far stair. Oats could see the first stirrings of light coming down through the arch.


“Best run and warn them boys,” Oats told the Friar, lighting the last torch. “Tell them it’s fool-ass to come charging into a burning cellar.” The priest watched in horror as Oats touched the blazing torch to the wheat sacks cradling the dead mongrel. “’Course, I reckon word—and these flames—will spread quicker if you take them both with you.”


Oats snagged the man by the cassock as he turned to run and flung him down atop the body on the makeshift pyre. He stamped down on the screeching frail with his boot, held him there until his robes were alight. Once the man was a living torch he let him up, allowed him to flail and flee, spreading the flames among the provender as if sharing it would diminish its hunger for his flesh.


As the man leapt with unintentional vigor to his destructive purpose, Oats turned for the stairs, leaving the larder—and the honor of half-orcs—to go to the hells.










CHAPTER 3



THEY NEED TO FEAR US . . .


Squatting in the mouth of a lightless tunnel, back to the clammy stone, knife in hand, Oats tried to keep his ears open for sounds of pursuit, but the chief’s words kept crowding his attention.


We’re animals to them. Cattle they can pen. Bears they can hunt . . .


She wasn’t wrong. Half-breed swine, the Friars’ abbot had called them. So Oats had roasted his man.


We need to be something they can’t hunt, can’t cage . . .


It wasn’t to be cruel. It was . . . tactics. The fire was necessary to keep the frails from their heels. The flames and the fear had done the job. Plus, Ellerina had now lost more than its powder mill. The ample stores of some militant zealots with stiff cods for fighting mongrels were up in smoke too. The chief would approve. Give her something to feed the other hoofmasters’ ever-increasing demand for results. Another tally mark toward victory. Gunpowder and wheat, better to deprive Hispartha of them than it was to kill their men. Tonight, Oats had done all three. And added to the chief’s cause of convincing the kingdom that mongrels were more than beasts.


We need to be monsters.


Not cattle, or bears. Or swine. No. They were devious brutes who took captives with promises of mercy only to set them on fire. Hells, not even the thicks did that and Hispartha was terrified of them. So what did that make tonight’s deeds? Worse, maybe. What did that make him?


The shuffle of movement snapped Oats out of his own head, but it was only Jacintho, scuttling over to his side for the fourth time.


“I tell you, this is folly.”


In the complete blackness the man existed as nothing but his passionate whisper. Not even thrice-blood eyes could see in the deepness of the Imperial tunnels once Oats had halted their flight and ordered the torches extinguished. That had drawn disbelieving stares from all, but he’d chosen the spot carefully; some manner of junction chamber where the mouths of three tunnels converged. It was the first such place they’d come upon after hurrying along narrow, arched passages with nothing but instinct to decide their path. Not even Jacintho, the shortest among them, could stand much above a crouch. A channel ran through the center of the tunnels, carrying the cold, reeking waste of Ellerina that managed to worm its way down into the ancient sewers. The junction provided enough room for them to gather, stand a little straighter, and to fight if their luck continued to resemble the contents of the drainage channel. Mostly, it was a good place to wait . . . were it not for the smell, and the rats, and the pitch-dark.


“We should keep moving.”


And Jacintho’s ritual pestering.


“You know the way out?” Oats whispered back. “Because you didn’t last three times I asked.”


“No, but if you would just give me leave and light, I could discover us a deliverance.”


“Starting to reckon it might be best to find the militia? Trade us for your life?”


There was a little intake of breath. “Big Bastard, you wound me.”


“Do more than wound you if you try sneaking off alone.”


In truth, Oats trusted Jacintho far more than that. And he shouldn’t. Leastways that’s what the chief told him. So Oats said what he reckoned she would in his place and left it at that. If the bandit was affronted, he didn’t let it keep him silent for long.


“We may not know where these tunnels go, but we would be fools to believe the men hunting us do not. Your fire thwarted them from following, yes, yet what—I ask you—prevents them from cutting us off? We cannot win such a race by sitting still!”


“Can’t get lost down here and die in the dark either.”


“Do you understand that the temple was the only access I discovered? That does not mean there are no other avenues to this antique ant hill. There could be men scouring for us even now.”


“And they’ll have light. Means we’ll see them coming.” Oats had placed himself on watch at one tunnel. Sluggard and Thresh covered the other two. Still, for all that caution, he was holding on to a hope that the wrathful men of Ellerina weren’t going to be the first to find their position. It was a race, but Oats and the others weren’t the runners, they were the prize. “We hold to the plan. We wait.”


Jacintho refused to buy his confidence. “What if they don’t come? What if they never found a way in? Or never tried?” The distrust in his voice, the thinly veiled contempt, and the heavily draped fear revealed he wasn’t referring to the militia.


“Barsius won’t leave us to die.”


“You can’t be certain of that.”


Oats didn’t bother to answer. He could be certain. And was. He just couldn’t tell Jacintho the reason. So he made no reply at all.


His wounds were troubling him. The Friars had made more of a mess than he’d felt at the time. Before the torches had been snuffed he’d seen the way the others looked—tried to avoid looking—at his slashed and bleeding limbs. But it was the stab in his haunch that worried him most. He’d tried to stay on his feet, but the low ceiling made it a torture before long. He succumbed to squatting, hoping his ass’s new closeness to the sewer’s horrid creek didn’t invite some ravenous rot into his blood.


He never heard them coming. Wouldn’t have even if he weren’t lost in grim thoughts of dying in some raving, sweating, pus-oozing fit. He didn’t hear them coming, but he did see them. But only because the halflings wanted to be seen.


Vision returned as a grey specter, carving the black into curved edges. The trio of tunnel mouths appeared to yawn as pale light within crawled nearer. Stretched shadows preceded stout figures. They came with ghostly lanterns and drawn swords, their dark faces blue in the eldritch glow. Three each emerged from Thresh and Sluggard’s tunnels. Oats made room for the four that came his way, one detaching from the rest to stand in the center of the junction chamber.


“And I worried we would have little to do this night,” Barsius said, surveying Jacintho and the half-orcs with his smile flashing bright. The leader of the halflings sheathed his leaf-bladed sword without bothering to wipe the blood from the bronze.


“So. They sent men down after us,” Jacintho said, cocking a displeased eye at Oats.


“More than a few,” Barsius replied, though it hadn’t truly been a question. “Unlike you, they will never again see the sun.”


Frozen worms wriggled down Oats’s spine at the thought of meeting his end at the hands of the tunnel fighters. He wasn’t the only one disturbed. The two new mongrels eyed the halflings warily. Oats wasn’t sure what their experience with waddlers was, being from Hispartha, but Barsius and his bunch took some getting used to. With their unkempt garments, well-tended weapons, filthy hair that resembled the plaited wool of a black sheep, and ritual scarring that left swirling rows of puckered half domes upon their faces, these halflings were far from the serene pilgrims who often represented Belico’s devoted. It was a queer feeling, fearing someone that was waist-high, but one Oats had long accepted.


Jacintho, however, continued to mask his intimidation with aggression.


“You could have come sooner,” the man groused. “Aided us in the temple.”


Barsius ran a thumbnail across his lower lip, making a show of consideration. At last, he grinned at Jacintho. “But that was not the plan.”


The bandit lifted his mouth in a tight, insincere smile. Fuck you, that smile said.


Oats had to swallow his own frustration. Barsius and his killers could certainly have aided against the Steel Friars . . . had anyone besides Sluggard known such men guarded the temple. Even if they had, it was unlikely the halflings would have committed themselves to a fight aboveground. Oats had quickly learned that what Zirko’s disciples were capable of doing was often a far ride from what they were willing to do. Besides, they weren’t here to help fight the war, despite their unconvincing claims and limited usefulness. They were hunters, hoping Oats would lead them to their secret quarry. To Xhreka, and the tongue of the god she bore. Long before he’d known Xhreka’s connection to Belico—and her importance to Zirko—Oats had seen nothing but a halfling, alone and fighting to survive in the Pit of Homage. He’d vowed to protect her then, though she needed him little, being earnest. Perhaps she didn’t need him now, either, but Oats aimed to test her pursuer’s patience to the hells and back.


“Can we get the fuck gone?” Thresher demanded.


“Yes,” Oats replied. “Barsius, lead us out.”


The halfling gave a swift command to his fighters in their own clicking tongue. They melted back into the tunnels, leaving only their leader behind. The plan was for them to remain in the sewers, both to thwart any further pursuit and keep the halflings from being caught on the surface where they were more vulnerable.


Barsius dipped his head at the tunnel Sluggard had guarded. “That’s our road.”


The sewer tunnels were no less sinister and confounding with the small man guiding them. His lone lantern provided light enough to see, but did nothing to illuminate Oats’s sense of direction. He became convinced that the tunnels spread far beyond the limits of the town above. Perhaps the Imperial settlement had been much larger, or maybe the old emperors and their subjects were so full of shit they required such expansive works to carry it all away. Regardless, Oats was glad he’d chosen to wait. Twice they had to tramp on the bodies of slain men clogging the passage, those sent down to kill the fugitives only to be butchered themselves. Oats had no notion how the halflings managed the slaughter. Little as they were, these remained cramped quarters for a fight and an ambush would be all but impossible. But the waddlers had been striving beneath the earth in search of their god’s relics for hells-knew-how-many years. Dark deeds underground were something of a birthright. And for some, a burden.


At last, a sigh from Sluggard signaled the end. After the closeness and hollow echoes of the tunnels, the expansive glow of the night sky—though still smothered with clouds—was a dizzying relief, the roar of the wind endless and threatening. They emerged from what appeared to be the base of a hill, but Oats spied traces of crumbled masonry among the choking scrub and tumbled boulders. Whatever this structure had been, it was reclaimed by the land long ago and now stood outside Ellerina’s walls, maybe even beyond the knowledge of her defenders, for their escape was met with nothing but the scratching sway of the surrounding broom shrubs.


Refusing to squander time or good fortune, Oats gave Barsius a grateful nod and Jacintho a permissive swat on the back, sending the man to scout ahead.


“I will see you back at the Pit,” the halfling said as he returned to the shadowy embrace of the tunnels.


Oats directed the mongrels to follow Jacintho.


They fled Ellerina in the manner they’d come, on foot, in the dark, favoring good cover over speed. Yet they’d had the entire night to reach the town, and now only its last gasps to leave it behind. They would not reach the mountains before dawn. The sun would betray their path if the men sent to track them were even half competent. Perhaps none would follow. Perhaps Oats had sowed enough dread that they would not dare chase the monsters. But it was a fool-ass that planned on perhaps.


Morning came, and with it the order to run. Their pace was hampered by the rescued mongrels, lacking boots and weak from their ordeal. Encouraging words and reminders of pursuit only got them so far. The light growing with every lost moment, Oats had no choice but to allow them to rest. They went to ground in a thicket of fig trees and oleander, both shriveled from winter’s cold neglect.


“We won’t linger long,” Oats told the half-orcs as they slumped to the ground. Even Thresher succumbed, a testament to their exhaustion. Oats pulled Jacintho aside. “Find some high ground. I want to know if we got anyone hounding us.”


The man left the thicket without making a sound.


“Is there any water?” the new female mongrel asked.


Oats shook his head. They had traveled light.


The mongrel sitting beside her growled and shook his hanging head. Oats watched his gnarled hands clench until the female nudged his ribs with an elbow. He settled but did not look up. He was a decent-sized son of a thick. Might have been a concern if he weren’t a cunt hair from collapse.


“You two got names?” Oats asked.


“Rant,” the female responded. She tilted her head to the side. “This is Roar.”


Oats snorted. All these mongrels coming south thought themselves legends already. The first hundred or so that Sluggard and Thresh led into the Lots were the worst. Oats had lost his patience at the third fuckwit calling himself “Deathrider.”


He shook his head at this latest pair of kingdom-bred hopefuls. “You’ll get your hoof names when you earn them. Until then—”


“Until then the names our father gave us will serve fine.” The mongrel woman pointed a thumb at her chest before hooking it at the slumped, sullen ass beside her. “Rant. Roar.”


“Father?” Oats frowned. “Master, you mean.”


“She means our fucking father!” Roar raised his head to fix a burning stare at Oats.


“Fruit of his loins and all that,” the female said.


“You’re . . . brother and sister? By blood?”


Rant clicked her tongue. “Rare, but true. Our mother was fertile for a half-breed. And before you make another wrong assumption, she was loved by our father. Loved, not owned. They were wed, by their loyalty if not by the king’s law.”


“You two are mighty big for frailings,” Oats said.


“Papi wasn’t a small man,” Rant replied with a fond, sad smile. “And the greatest shipwright to ever live.”


“Shipwri—?” Oats cast a look at Sluggard and Thresher. Both wore weary grins.


“Means he built ships,” Roar barked. “And we would be continuing his work if half-orcs were allowed to inherit.”


Oats ignored him, continued to stare at his hoofmates. “They know boats?”


Sluggard’s smile widened. “They know fucking boats.”


“Ships!” Roar protested.


Oats felt a smile forming on his own face, but a sudden thought made it wither. He strode over to Thresh and Sluggard, grabbed an arm of each, and hauled them to their feet, half dragging, half carrying them a few paces away into a forced huddle. He spoke in a hush.


“The other one—the one got himself killed—tell me he wasn’t some genius with siege weapons and shit.”


“Slave to a mule-skinner,” Thresh assured him.


Oats let out a deep breath. “Aw, thank all the hells.”


“You did good, Big Bastard,” Sluggard said, squeezing his shoulder. “Thanks for coming after us.”


“Thank Jacintho,” Oats replied. “It was his men that heard you’d been caught.”


“Spying and rescuing are leagues apart,” Thresher said. “You didn’t have to risk it.”


Oats looked her square. “Yes. I did. You’re True Bastards.” Kneading the backs of their necks, he turned them loose and lifted his chin at the hopefuls. “We need to get them two to the Cradle. A pair of shipwrights? That’s fortune we never saw coming.”


“Reckon chief’ll spend in her breeches once she hears,” Thresher said.


“Need to reach the Lots first,” Sluggard pointed out.


“And we won’t do that sat here. Anvil is waiting at Ul-zuwaqa with mounts.”


Sluggard shot a glance through the thicket at the sun. “Ul-zu—Oats, that’s directly east! We need to go—”


“The frails expect us to go south,” Oats cut in. “They’ll be riding hard for the Smelteds, try to block the passes. Ul-zuwaqa is closer. And they might not think to look for us there.”


Sluggard shrugged. “You know best.”


Oats gave no reply. He didn’t know fuck-all. But it was important he was convincing. “Rant. Roar. On your feet! We’re moving on.”


Jacintho burst into the thicket. “And I would suggest doing so at some haste.”


Oats felt a shit coming. A runny one. “Frails?”


“Cavaleros.”


“They see you?”


Jacintho shook his head. “Riding measured for now. But they are headed this way.”


Oats swept his arms forward. “Everybody move! We got a start. We just need to hold it. Go!”


Strong words. And total hogshit. They would never be able to outpace those horses. Not with four barefoot mongrels who hadn’t eaten in days. But neither could they make a stand. There was nothing to do but run, try to keep out of sight for as long as possible. Once the cavaleros spied them, they’d put spur to horse, and the chase would end.


North of the Smelteds the land was a garden compared to Ulwundulas. The plains were filled with grass, not dust. Trees dared to gather in stands rather than survive the barrens alone, greedy for the scant water. But it was still winter. The garden was dead, and spiteful for the fact. There was little to shield them from the horizon. Perhaps that was best. Fewer temptations to give up and hide. Or perhaps that’s what they should do. Scatter. Hunker down. Cling to the fool-ass hope that the hunting party would pass them by. He didn’t damn know. So he kept running, followed Jacintho, trusted the cutthroat’s fleet steps and uncanny instinct for self-preservation. They cut a direct course east, the new sun spearing their eyes. Oats cursed the blinding glare when he stumbled, bashed his toes on unseen rocks, and praised it when he realized the horsemen faced the same impediment. As the sun climbed higher it ceased to be an enemy. And an ally. Distant, cold, uncaring, it was nothing now but a witness.


The morning faded. Along with their strength.


Sluggard was the first to fall behind. His feet were in tatters. Thresher went back for him.


“Come now, you scalped eunuch,” she said, throwing his arm over her shoulder. “You ain’t ever lived up to your name. Not going to let you start now.”


Oats waited on them to catch up, fearing with every heartbeat the cavaleros would appear. He took Sluggard’s tulwar. “Just going to carry this for you a span.”


At the end of that span, Oats was still carrying the sword. And Sluggard.


With the mongrel slung over his shoulder, Oats’s own limits were swiftly approaching. His legs were leaden, vision plagued by tiny, floating pinpoints of light. Breathing was a greater burden than Sluggard. Oats had to focus on drawing in air, had to concentrate on moving his limbs, lest both cease without permission. He could no longer tell how fast he was moving. Was he rushing headlong like some crazed damn goat or slogging ahead like a crippled turtle?


He fell.


Sluggard cried out as he struck the ground. Someone was cursing. Thresher. She came into view, kneeling to check Sluggard. Beyond her, Roar stood with the limp form of his sister yoked across his shoulders. Oats’s eyes kept clenching shut against his will. His skin itched with the crawl of sweat, but he felt chilled to the bone. Pain in his arms. Shit. He’d cut himself on the rocks. No. Those were the slashes given him by the Friars.


“Hells overburdened.”


Thresher again. Now at his side. He couldn’t quite see her, but knew where she was looking. The stab wound in the side-meat of his ass. It was angry with him for ignoring its protests. Tripped him up to stop any more running.


He needed to . . .


“Need to . . .”


Stand.


“stand.”


“Oats. You shouldn’t.”


“Like hells.”


He pawed the air until Thresh took his hand. He had to climb a mountain of stiff agony to reach his feet. Fuck, there were times he hated being so big. Sluggard lay on his back, dazed but conscious. Oats limped a step, grit his teeth against the sticky warmth running down his leg beneath his breeches. Bending, nearly pitching over, he took hold of Sluggard. The mongrel fought his help, but Oats grappled him into submission.


Thresher was still protesting.


“Just help me get him up,” Oats growled, his words made of dripping spittle.


Together they wrestled Sluggard back onto his shoulder. The returned weight rooted Oats. For a moment he could do nothing but stare through bleary eyes.


“Where’s . . . Jacintho?”


Thresher gazed east. “Gone.”


Oats could only grunt. He took a step, another, dimly aware of the others moving with him.


He wondered if the cavaleros would bother taking them back to Ellerina. He’d like to avoid the shit pit if he could. Rather just die out here, given the choice. He wouldn’t likely get one. If they figured out who he was there’d be torture. To get his tongue wagging. About the chief. Where she was. Her plans. Tactics. If. They’d know. Only one bearded thrice-blood holed up in the Smelted Mounts leading raids into Hispartha at the orders of the Hoof Queen. Hells, that was a fucking stupid name! Frails at their worst, needing to place some damn title on everything so they could, what, hate it with more ease? Pretend not to fear it? He wouldn’t tell them, anywise. Just like with Barsius, Oats would reveal nothing. Simple to keep secrets that you didn’t know.


“Oats!”


Thresher’s strained warning brought the world back. The cavaleros had come, but Oats didn’t much care to turn around and see. They could do what they liked. Until then, he was going to keep moving. Only . . . Thresh wasn’t pointing behind. She was pointing ahead.


There, several thrumshots from her outstretched finger, stood a hill.


Ul-zuwaqa.


The Skull Heap.


Once just a hill, it gained a name during the Great Orc Incursion and marked the deepest the thicks had ever intruded into Hispartha. Hard to see from where Oats stood, but the hill was crowned with the closest the orcs could conceive of a wall. They were crude builders, but strong. A few score orcs could erect a pile of boulders and uprooted trees, even hauling them up a steep slope, with frightening speed. And that’s what they’d done at Ul-zuwaqa when the frails had them surrounded. Fewer than a hundred orcs, but they’d held out for months, making the frails bleed for every assault made upon the makeshift defensives. The story went that the thicks threw the head of every man they slew down the slopes as a warning to the rest. By the time the last orc was killed, the entire hill—from base to summit—was covered in skulls.


Oats had been told that story since he was a boy, a lesson in the strength of the enemy that he would spend his life fighting.


And so he’d chosen Ul-zuwaqa as the meeting point. Mostly because it was close to Ellerina. And because Jacintho said the Hisparthans shunned it. But also because they’d known they would never reach the mountains before dawn. So they’d needed a place to hole up, a place they could defend. A lair for the monsters.


A thousand or so more steps. All that was left.


They were less than halfway when the signal horns blared from behind, mocking their closeness.


Oats’s legs revealed an untapped well of fervor. His boots pounded the earth. Sluggard became weightless. Hells, Oats’s entire body was numb. He was imprisoned within it, trapped by its frightening motion, by the speed born from the need to survive. It was a final surge, one way or another.


The hill before his eyes quaked with the fierce rhythm of his stride, but did not appear to draw closer. Somewhere upon its summit he hoped someone was watching, keeping an eye for their approach. Were they near enough to see? The air whipped his face from the force of his charge, concealing the true direction of the wind. He didn’t know if his scent had reached the hill.


Please . . .


Oats drew in a great breath.


Anvil wouldn’t hear him. But that’s not whose ears he was counting on when he cried out at the top of his burning lungs.


“UGFUCK!!!”










CHAPTER 4



MORE UNSIGHTLY THAN AN OLD WHORE’S QUIM.


Hideous as a hairless rat fucking a kitten’s corpse.


A bag of farts wrapped in warts.


Seeing him made you want to pluck out your eyes. Smelling him made you wish to die.


All of this, and far worse, had been said about Oats’s hog.


It was all true.


Ugfuck was a lumbering mass of sagging pig flesh covered in rashes and stiff patches of louse-ridden hair. One eye was red and bulging, the other small and often clogged with mucus. Born a misshapen runt, he should have been killed on the day he first drew breath. Were it not for Oats, he would have been. He’d saved the hog’s life that morning.


This morning, Ugfuck came running to repay the debt. For the hundredth time.


Today, like all days, his laboring gait and repugnant face were a welcome, beautiful fucking miracle.


Oats trundled to a halt, eased Sluggard to the ground, and turned. The cavaleros were coming at full gallop on well-bred horses, likely the pride of some castle’s stables. The movement of those animals, liquid muscles driving fluid limbs, was impressive in the early sun.


Ugfuck reached Oats first. Well, his reek was first, but Ug was a close second. The hog came to rest beside Oats, snorting and stinking, and butted him with the curved side of a yellowed tusk.


“Right.”


Oats climbed into the saddle, biting the inside of his mouth to keep from crying out against the pain in his pierced rump. The cavaleros were closing, the eager yells of the riders now joining the rolling thunder of their steeds. Oats reached to untie his stockbow from his tack, but stopped. His hands were shaking so damn much the use of a thrum would be less than a bad jest. Still, he had to do something. Thresher and Roar were still stumbling for Ul-zuwaqa. If he didn’t act, the horsemen would ride them down.


Oats filled his hand with the tulwar tied to Ug’s back and tensed to kick the hog forward.


Anvil spared him the effort. She came barreling past on his right astride Big Pox, loosing bolts, the wind barely stirring the stiff black mop that adorned her head and near-eclipsed her face. The rest of the Bastards followed in a tight arrowhead. Well, not the Bastards. They were nomads and Skull Sowers, Shards and Thrice Freed, Cauldron Brothers and Tuskers. Nearly thirty mongrels on barbarians, greeting the cavaleros with fury and thrumming bowstrings.


A mongrel hoof made from the mongrel hoofs.


The cavaleros weren’t cowards, they surged through the volley, shedding their losses. They weren’t cowards. But they were frails on foals. Two score men formed a wedge of lowered lances. And broke against the Anvil. She led the hoof in a headlong charge toward the tip of that living spear, burst it apart with a final, culling wall of hurled javelins. The half-orcs plunged into the gap, shattered the cavaleros’ formation with cleaving tulwars and goring tusks. Men and horses filled the air with screams.


Unnoticed, unnecessary, Oats sat his hog above Sluggard’s prone form and watched as the cavaleros were tusk-fucked to a bloody grave. All but two. These Anvil allowed to live, to flee on their frothing mounts, to carry the tale and spread the fear. More of the chief’s tactics. A damn mistake, if an earnest one. Anvil would not have heard the signal horns. She did not know that more men would be making their way here. They would arrive sooner—and better prepared—with two survivors to guide them.


Oats loosed a wordless bellow to gain the hoof’s attention and gestured for them to give chase, put the remaining pair down. He had his breath back—and Sluggard up on the saddle behind him—by the time they returned.


“You get them?” he asked Anvil after she reined up in front of him. He made sure to voice the question after her hog had stopped so that the motion didn’t upset her ability to read his lips.


“Yes,” came the dull reply. “Did they signal?”


Oats nodded. “We need to get up the Heap.”


Anvil offered no pardons for her blunder, for her deafness. None were expected. She turned Big Pox and led the hoof toward Ulzuwaqa, stopping to pick up Roar, Rant, and Thresher on the way. Anvil pulled Thresh up on Big Pox. Seeing the two of them riding double, Oats was struck with how far they’d come. Slops to sworn riders in just a few seasons. The old ways were rotting swiftly in a fresh grave, dug and filled by the chief. This war demanded the years-long, arduous training of slopheads be abandoned, she’d declared. What mattered now was courage, usefulness, loyalty. Grit. Dacia and Incus had all that coming out their ears, so they’d been made True Bastards. Chief herself had given Dacia her hoof name. Incus’s seemed obvious enough, a name already earned as a barefisted arena fighter, but the thrice woman had curled her lip at keeping the Anvil’s Bride.


“Never had a mind to be wed,” she’d announced. Easy enough to amend.


Oats shook the musings out of his muzzy head as Ugfuck began ascending the slope of Ul-zuwaqa.


Despite its orcish name, there was no heap of skulls. Whatever charnel pile had existed at the end of the Incursion was long cleared away. Thankfully, the thicks’ wall was not. Boulders and entire unearthed trees had been piled to form the barricade. A few decades’ worth of age had only caused the snarl to settle. It was mortared by time, decay, and blood. The orcs had lasted months behind their crude and effective works. Oats just needed them to hold for one more day.


There’d been several gaps in the wall when he’d left the hill for Ellerina. All but one were closed up now. That had been the hoof’s task, but seeing Thoon looming above the wall, Oats reckoned Anvil and the boys had received some unexpected help. The cyclops waited for all the riders to come through the remaining gap before levering the corpse of an oak into place, sealing the enclosure. He wasn’t supposed to be here.


“One-eyed fucker showed up not long after you left for the town,” Malcontent said, seeing Oats’s grimace. The Shard rider sneered and shook his head as he reined up inside the wall. “Reckon that’s a love that won’t be denied.”


“Reckon not,” Oats replied.


He watched as Thoon followed close behind Anvil, two heads taller than the thrice even when she was astride her hog. She’d told him to remain at the Pit, but clearly, he’d followed anyway. Thankfully, the lands north of the Smelteds were sparsely settled. Bandit raids were common even before the chief declared war on Hispartha, so most folk stayed well away from the border of Ul-wundulas. Still, Thoon was damn lucky he hadn’t been spotted by cavaleros, hunted down, and slain during his lonely march from the mountains. Though, in earnest, it would take more than a few brave men—or damn fools—to risk attacking the cyclops. Oats had fought several Aetynian giants in the Pit, but they were either old, crippled, sick, or all three. Thoon was none of those things. How the slavers managed to take him, big and hale as he was, remained a mystery.


Turned out, Thoon wasn’t the only unexpected face.


After Malcontent and several of the other boys helped Sluggard down, Oats found Jacintho waiting behind them.


“Thought you ran off,” Oats said, easing himself off Ug’s back.


“Ran ahead. There is a small, but very important, difference.”


The bandit had shed his pilgrim’s rags and once again wore his squashed mushroom of a hat, along with a bandolier filled with more knives than a butcher’s block.


“You warned Anvil we were in trouble,” Oats realized aloud. He huffed a laugh and rubbed Ugfuck’s snout. “So much for you.”


“Truly, your . . . incomparable beast beat me to the warning. He was barreling down the slope as I came up. I merely provided detail of the plight. Though how he smelled you through his own significant aroma . . .”


Some of Jacintho’s men had also made it back. Oats counted eleven of the bandits milling about behind the barricade. They’d taken twice that many into Ellerina, but if Jacintho was concerned over any absences, he gave no sign.


“Well, whatever you merely did, it got us here alive. I’m grateful.”


Jacintho gave that smile that made him look even more like a ferret. “What was it you said? ‘Free but not safe’? The blare of the cavaleros’ trumpets says we are far from out of this cookpot.”


“Likely got another fight coming,” Oats agreed.


The hoof didn’t need to be told. Across the hilltop, preparations were being made. The hogs were corralled in the center, their riders taking position in the best spots they could find on the barricade, stockbows trained through the gaps.


“Are you certain it would not be better to ride straight for the mountains?” Jacintho asked.


“Not certain of shit,” Oats replied, too tired for the coddling games of leadership. “We might make it. But we don’t know how many men have been marshaled to hunt us. Fair wager Ellerina has sent word to the nearest castiles. Could get caught out there by three, four times our number. More. Rather meet them here.”


“Where the enemy can surround us?”


“We’re in Hispartha, Jacintho. The enemy already surrounds us.” Oats glanced at the cuts on his arms. “Need to get these sewn up.”


Leaving the cutthroat, he found Caltrop.


“Better to douse these in boiled wine before I stitch,” the Freed rider said, inspecting the wounds. “Wait here.”


Oats’s ass hurt too much to sit, so he leaned on a convenient limb sticking out from a felled tree within the barricade, favoring the not-punctured cheek.


The enclosed portion of the hilltop was about half a thrumshot across. It provided enough room for the hogs to be kept well away from the perimeter, but wasn’t such a large area that they couldn’t defend it with the mongrels here. Still, Oats couldn’t help but wonder if they should just mount up and get gone. His hope was that the nearest cavalry would take too long to muster and the hoof could slip away during the night when their half-orc vision would give them an advantage over the frails. But waiting out an entire day on such a wager was starting to seem like a fool-ass course. He decided any decision could wait until after his injuries were tended.


Half a turn down the barricade to his left, Ellerina’s other fugitives were getting what measure of succor could be found on the hill, scrubbing themselves clean with rags soaked from waterskins. As the muck was banished from the stripped forms of Thresher and Rant, some of the boys on the wall grew distracted. Oats wasn’t the only one to notice the stares.


“Shake your head, cunt, your eyes are stuck!” Roar barked at one of the mongrels ogling his sister.


The sight of several blooded hoof-riders—fully armed with brigand, tulwar, and stockbow—being spooked by a single city-born mongrel standing with nothing but his cock hanging down made Oats let go of a silent chuckle. His mirth didn’t last long. Soon, there was a new spectacle drawing the hoof’s attention. This one even encouraged a few whistles.


“Fucking hells, Caltrop, would you fucking hurry!” Oats complained with his breeches around his knees. Half bent over the limb that had been his perch, he couldn’t really see what the Freed was doing, but from the feel, he was making the stab wound in his haunch worse. “Ow! Fuck!”


“Sorry, Oats. It just . . . won’t . . .”


“We can stitch that if you’d like.”


Oats craned his neck to find Rant and Roar, still damp from their rag baths and wearing borrowed clothes, standing behind the kneeling Caltrop. The brother’s scowl hadn’t washed away with the shit. The sister’s grin seemed to have thrived beneath the fertilizer.


“What makes you think you can do better?” Caltrop demanded, sounding as if his pride suffered a wound deeper than the one he was failing to close.


“We were mending sails before we could talk proper,” Rant said. Her gaze shifted to Oats. “So which one?”


He didn’t like the glint in her eye. “Which one what?”


“Which one of us do you want to do it?”


Oats smelled a trap. “Him . . . I reckon.”


“He wants a him to mend his ass,” Rant mused.


“Whichever one ain’t going to take offense to me asking the other, how’s that?” Oats exclaimed. “Just someone get in here and have done so I can pull my damn breeches up!”


Most of the hoof was laughing now.


Roar all but shoved Caltrop aside and took hold of the needle.


Oats turned back to the wall. He hardly felt the pain through the hot throb of embarrassment.


“Done.”


It was over so quick, Roar was on his feet and walking away by the time Oats turned around. He was so surprised he’d left his breeches where they were.


Rant hadn’t left with her brother. Bold eyes lowered, she clicked her tongue. “Oats, was it? I’d have made an argument for Yard Arm, I was you.”


Oats jerked his breeches up. “Hells!”


Laughing, Rant took the barber’s satchel from Caltrop without asking.


“Here. Sit,” she told Oats. “I’ll do the rest.”


Lips drawn tight with displeasure, Cal walked off.


“He sweet on you or something?” Rant asked, merriment still in her voice as she poured the boiled wine over Oats’s arms.


“No,” Oats replied, trying not to flinch and failing. “Not that I know anyway. Just likes to be useful is all.”


It was more than that. Caltrop, like all the Thrice Freed, had been a slave to the Orc Stains. Despite his liberty, the old habits died hard. Serving a thrice-blood with absolute devotion came to that mongrel like breathing. It made Oats damn uncomfortable at times. Other times it was a welcome change from the prideful resistance to his leadership he got from the other hoofs’ riders. Oats hadn’t asked Caltrop to stitch him up because of that, though. It was because he was the best with needle and gut. Until now. . . .


“What’s the story with the brand on his forehead?” Rant asked, pulling with a deft hand on the threaded needle. “Those three lines?”


“It’s a hoof mark,” Oats said, not wanting to truly explain.


“Like these tattoos? You keep getting cut up, this ink will be nothing but scars.”


Oats had never thought about that before. But Rant was right. By war’s end what would he look like? Like Hoodwink, maybe, hoof ink all puckered over and marred. Hells, he was well on his way. Would folk mistake him for a nomad soon? Would the battles erase all sign that he was a Bastard? Did that even fucking matter anymore? The chief had said the way things were would not win them this war. The hoofs, the Lots, it was all part of Hispartha’s cage. And that cage needed to be broken, melted down, forged into a weapon that could pierce the heart of the kingdom. Free mongrels could do that, not the hoofs. She’d said the True Bastards still mattered, though. They were the few she could trust, her eyes and arms.


T’huruuk. “Arm” in the orc tongue. And the name for the leaders of their raiding bands.


“You not going to tell me?” Rant was done with one arm and moving around to the other.


Oats’s eyes were very dry. He blinked hard. “Pardons. What?”


“I asked about the cyclops.”


Thoon was across the hilltop, strengthening the wall at Slim Shanks’s direction with Anvil acting as translator.


“You ask a heap of questions,” Oats said.


Rant’s steady hand faltered. Just for an instant, but it happened. “Just trying to get my bearings.”


Her voice remained light, but Oats detected the fear. Hells, she’d just abandoned a life for what she must have reckoned was a better one. And what had been the result? Caught by the frails, starved and imprisoned, nearly caught again. Now she was stitching up a grumpy brute behind a barbarous wall. Surrounded by monsters.


“Thoon’s harmless,” Oats said, trying to soften his voice without sounding like he was talking to a child. “He’d have to be or he wouldn’t be here. You know the Pit of Homage?”


“Heard tell of it.”


“Well, we took it over, the hoofs. But it was awhile before the slavers got word, so a few came with a mind to sell without knowing we’d shut the fights down. Thoon was in the last batch to come. He took a fancy to Anvil. Like a huge, one-eyed puppy. Bit unfair, being earnest, considering it was both of us that struck his chains. Shows he’s smart, though. Given a choice between Anvil and me? Reckon Thoon would rather a her mend his ass.”


He gave a big smile, but Rant was too focused on her work to notice. Fuck, he was trying too hard. Wanting to smooth over his ill temper and ending up sounding a fool-ass.


Oats cleared his throat. “Anywise. Like I said. Harmless. If he didn’t fight them slavers when they came for him, I doubt he’d hurt anyone.”


Rant shrugged. “Well, he’s copper cursed.”


“He’s what?”


“Copper cursed.” Rant paused her stitching and gazed across at the cyclops. “That red hair of his. The one-eyes always banish their kind with heads like that. It’s possible he was given to the slavers and went willingly.”


Oats was baffled, but impressed. He felt a grin growing. “How do you know that?”


“Shipwrights and sailors keep company. I’ve even seen Aetynia, the cyclops’ isle. Never set foot on it, but saw its shores once. But that’s when I heard the story. Copper cursed is just what the sailors call it. Martyred Madre-only-knows what the giants say. Or the reason.”


“Huh,” Oats grunted. “Wonder if Anvil knows. She can talk to him. Only one of us that can.”


“She must speak Aespardoric, then. Only tongue that comes close to how the Aetynians talk. And you’re an idiot.”


Oats gawked at her. “The hells?”


Rant tipped the needle in Anvil’s direction as she was tightening a stitch. “She’s the only one that can talk to the cyclops and you think he’s attached to her because she’s a woman?”


“No! That’s not . . . of course I knew . . . I was just trying to . . . Hells! Never mind.”


Rant was laughing again so he let it go. No need to defend his bad jest now that she’d lifted her own spirits. At his fucking expense.


Biting through the gut string, Rant slapped down on his thigh. “You’re ready for the next full wind.” She stood, dropped the barber satchel with a gentle toss. “Any food to be had?”


“Should be,” Oats told her. He looked about for a moment before pointing. “See that mongrel there? With all the charms and shit around his neck? That’s Knuckle Child. Generous sort. He’ll share some salt meat, whatever else is in his saddle bag.”


“Thanks.”


“Thank you,” Oats replied, indicating his stitches by a slight rotation of his arms.


He made a point not to look at Rant’s backside as she walked away. Wasn’t hard with Roar trying to boil him alive with a frown from a stone’s throw away.


Oats waved, pointed down at the side of his ass. “And thank you!” Then, under his breath, “Ornery boat-fucking fuck.”


He sat for a span, knowing there was a choice to be made and not wanting to make it. The sun wasn’t hot, but it still blanketed the bald hilltop in a glaring light. The orc wall was of uneven height, but in places tall enough to provide a little shade. Oats spied a likely spot and began to amble over on stiff legs, kidding himself that the ephemeral shelter would speed his decision.


He didn’t make it.


A sharp whistle from the north side of the wall yanked him away from shade and delay.


Jacintho stood balanced on the wall’s many natural footholds alongside Malcontent, Cut Wolf, and Duster. Stepping on rocks and trunks, Oats clambered up to join them, then looked overtop the wall and down the slope of Ul-zuwaqa to the grassland spread below.


He set his jaw.


The comfort was, he’d been right not to leave. But it was a comfort made of cold . . .


“Shit,” Duster said. “How many is that?”


Oats remained silent, but he knew the answer without having to count the cavaleros riding hard for the hill.


More than enough.










CHAPTER 5



“ THE FUCK ARE THEY WAITING ON?” BATSHIT COMPLAINED. There was one mongrel asking that question at every strong-point along the wall.


“Infantry,” Mope said.


And one sage with a ready answer.


Though, in this instance, Oats agreed with the hangdog nomad.


It was possible to ride up Ul-zuwaqa, but not with any speed. The cavaleros would only make themselves bigger targets during the ascent. Those who reached the wall would have no advantage while ahorse. It was too high to be leapt, even at its lowest stretch. There was a reason the orcs had lasted as long as they had. Cavalry was the only thing that gave the frails a chance in battle against thicks. Take that away and each attempt on the walls had done little but replenish the orcs’ source of meat.


Still, Mope was right. If Hispartha was going to try to take the Heap again, it would be conscripted peasants tasked with the job. The cavaleros below were just a means to keep the hoof contained. They were waiting on the poor peons to arrive. Oats was waiting on the sun to set. Another damn race, one that required the hoof to sit still.


It was only now noon and patience was beginning to fray.


“Wish them blue bloods would dig their manhoods out of each other’s assholes, get down off their nags, and have a go themselves!” Batshit shouted down the slope, but the distance swallowed his taunt.


Dry Gulch spat, the gob barely clearing his receded chin. “No, you don’t.”


Oats was glad the old Skull Sower had said it so he didn’t have to. He stared down at the cavaleros, the view so unchanging he had to force himself to really see it. For a moment he wasn’t certain which way he was facing. The midday sun gave him no aid. Who was here? Mope. Batshit. Gulch. That Shard whose name he could never recall. Cuirass? Cured Ass? Something like that. Pommel was here. And Worth-A-Damn. This was the western strongpoint, then. Oats had crisscrossed the hilltop between the defenders so many times he’d lost track. He’d carve letters in the logs to remind himself if he didn’t know the boys would think him brain-baked. No way he was. The day wasn’t even hot, just bright, the sun amplified by the haze. Made the watching tiresome. Didn’t help that the view was the same in all directions. Blocks of horsemen connected by picket riders, ringing the hill. Three hundred and fifty cavaleros trapping his forty-one mongrels, twelve bandits, and one cyclops.


Oats peered up at the sun.


Sink, you fucker. Sink!


He could only hope Hispartha’s peasants marched as slowly.


Climbing down, Oats didn’t bother with parting words of encouragement or reminders to stay vigilant. That would only insult these hardened mongrels and make him look soft. Reaching the ground, he hesitated. Where to go? Where hadn’t he been in a while? Nowhere. Damned hill wasn’t that big. He decided to give the boys a break from his tedious pacing and went to the remuda.


Sluggard was among the hogs, brushing Palla down. He and Thresh had been forced to leave their barbarians behind on the last two excursions into Hispartha after the Crown decreed any half-breeds found on the backs of hogs would be put to death on the spot.


“Should you be on your feet?” Oats asked, pushing his way through the grunting current.


“I don’t need to be nursemaided, Oats,” Sluggard replied without looking up from his chore.


“You see my tit in your mouth?”


He meant it as a jest, but Sluggard didn’t even smirk. “No, but your shoulder was in my gut. You didn’t need to carry me.”


“You’da done the same for me.”


That did get a laugh, though Oats hadn’t been jesting and the sound was bitter.


Sluggard met his eye, shaking his head. “No I wouldn’t. Couldn’t. I’m not as strong as you, Oats. Don’t have feet toughened by a life working the fields like Thresh either. Hells, even those shipwrights have got thicker soles.”


“Ain’t no shame in needing a brother’s help after what you been through.”


Sluggard’s face darkened. “What I’ve been through?”


Shit. Oats should have known better. Sluggard’s pride had grown prickles since the Orc Stains gelded him. Mead had gotten like that after losing his hand. Oats had often pondered which he’d give up if the awful choice were put before him. Not having two strong hands was an unpleasant thought, but having your seed sack cut off? He could hardly think on that at all.


Oats decided it was best to keep his teeth tight.


Sluggard, however, had more to say. “Think I don’t know why you have me minding the remuda?” He lifted the flap of his saddlebag and put the brush back. Every hog remained tacked so the hoof could ride at any moment.


“Slug, someone has to.”


“May as well be the nutless, scalped gritter with feet that turn to deer jerky when he doesn’t have boots. No, it makes sense.”


“It makes sense because of how you spent your last few days. Just need to get your strength back is all.”


“Truly?” Sluggard craned his head in an exaggerated way toward the southern strongpoint. “Where’s Thresher?”


Fuck. “You know she and Anvil are insep—”


“Anvil is with the northern watch.”


Ass fuck! Oats took a long breath, rubbed his face.


“You even got Rant and Roar on the wall,” Sluggard said, voice low and hot.


“They know ships, not hogs. And I need every eye on them cavaleros. Still need a mongrel here too. But yes, in earnest, it’s you because you ain’t fit for much else at the moment. If it makes you feel better I wish I could trade with you.”


“Not even a bit. And I said I didn’t need nursemaiding.”


Oats held up an apologetic hand. “You did. But being here won’t spare you from the fight, Sluggard. You’re keen enough to know that. Won’t matter what’s going on with your feet or your fruits if those frails charge this hill. You’ll stand with the rest of us. Die with us too, more than likely, especially if any infantry arrives before nightfall.”


He watched his words cool Sluggard’s temper. A bucketful of cold truth would do that.


“Pardons,” Sluggard said with a sigh. He made an annoyed gesture to his ragged scalp. “Lost my hat when they took us. This sun beating down, just . . . puts me out of sorts.”


Oats removed the kerchief from his own head, offered it out.


“Take it,” he insisted when Slug tried to wave it off.


Sluggard gave a grateful nod and tied the kerchief over his scars. “Thanks.”


“So,” Oats said, “think they will?”


“Who? Will what?”


“Infantry. Arrive before night.”


Sluggard considered. “This is the Outmarch. The barons here take pride in being the wardens of Hispartha. They keep strong castles, loyal cavaleros, and large levies. So yes, it’s very possible an army will arrive before we can get away. We can hope the regidor of Ellerina was quarreling with the nearest lords and they’re dragging their heels out of spite. The nobles delight in their petty rivalries. But they love killing rebellious soot-skins more.”


“And what would Thresh say if I asked her the same question?”


Sluggard gave a perplexed shrug. “She’d say . . . let the thumb-cocked bunch of them come and we’ll see who’s better at killing.”


Oats nodded. “Near enough, I wager. Ain’t exactly helpful, though, is it? Her feet may be tougher than yours, but none of us know the kingdom like you. You’ve seen it, ridden it, you weren’t stuck reaping grain on some blue blood’s damn thife.”


“It’s . . . fief.”


“See there.” Oats let his point sink in for a moment. “You ain’t weaker than us, Sluggard. You’ve survived shit that would kill the toughest mongrels. More than once. So, if you don’t want to be nursemaided, stop fucking squalling for a tit to suck on.”


“Hells.” Sluggard gave a wry chuckle. “You know you sound like her.”


Oats knew Slug didn’t mean Thresh. “I know,” he replied, letting out a rough sigh. “Best go sound like her in these other mongrels’ ears.”


“Oats,” Sluggard said, stopping him. “The infantry may come, but there’s something that should worry us more.”


Not liking the sound of that, Oats frowned.


“Cannons,” Sluggard continued. “Not saying they have any close by. Not saying they’d bring them if they do. It would only slow them down. But. If they haul any bombards to this hill, we will have to run, sun or no. This place would have a very different name if the frails had guns during the Incursion.”


Oats encompassed the remuda with a gesture. “Then this duty just got more important. Make sure these hogs are ready to straddle. I don’t want to give the order to ride and find half tangled up and the other half ruttin’.”


“Understood.”


“You hear that, Ug?” Oats said, stabbing a finger at his hog. “Keep your sow tamer sheathed.”


Ugfuck blinked at him and pissed hard in the dirt.


The day limped slower than a one-legged mule. Impatience turned to boredom, the hoof lulled by inaction. Jacintho’s cutthroats were the first to begin napping, some coming down off the wall for greater comfort. Rather than fight it, Oats arranged a rotation. Why not? They’d need the rest and his own eyelids were drooping, every third breath a yawn. He put himself among the second batch and reclined against the most comfortable boulder he could find. But he couldn’t fucking sleep. His stab wound was barking and the mongrels on the wall above kept jawing.


“Knuckle. Psst. Knuckle.”


“He ain’t gonna heed you, Brow.”


“Just wanna ask him a question. Knuckle? Knuckle.”


“Oh shit. He’s clutching his necklace gods. You done it now, Hardbrow.”


Spills of laughter.


Baiting Knuckle Child was a favorite foolery of this blended hoof.


“Shows he’s listening.” Hardbrow gave a shit-eater’s chuckle. “So, Knuckle, you think if the frails come and all seems doom for us, you think your mother will appear from the clouds and save us? Think she’d do that for us? That among her powers?”


This time it was Manacles who played the part of the uninformed.


“Wait?” he asked with unconvincing ignorance. “She’s got powers?”


Hardbrow was a far better mummer, but no less a cunt. “You ain’t heard? She’s a right walking miracle.”


“How’s that?”


“Well, Manacles, I ask you, who was your sire?”


“Some thick. Raped a woman.”


“Yours, Rabid?”


“Same.”


Hardbrow concocted a mournful sigh. “Mine too. Orc had his way with my unfortunate mother, whoever she may have been. I suppose that’s the sad tale for us all, eh mongrels? An orc raped my madre, Rabid’s madre, Manacles’s madre. And . . . Knuckle’s madre.”


“Lies!” Knuckle Child’s furious protest was high-pitched and shaking. “My mother was a virtuous woman, constant and chaste! Confronted with the threat of the orc’s violent lust she prayed! Prayed to Blessed Magritta, prayed to the Yoked Sisters, prayed to Endramari, prayed to Herathos Lionclad. And so was delivered from harm! The orc could not touch her for her piety and was forced to sate himself with his own hand!”


The infuriated mongrel’s voice was nearly drowned by howls of laughter.


“And such was the strength of the thick’s seed that she got a swollen belly from just looking at the spend dripping down its hand!” Hardbrow hooted, nearly breathless.


“It’s true!” Knuckle Child exclaimed. “She would not lie to me!”


“Oh fuck, that never tires!”


Oats disagreed.


Faced with a choice between the gnawing discomfort of lying down while listening to this fool-assery or the grinding fatigue of standing, he got up and moved away from the merriment. He could have called for the mongrels to put a cock in it, but their jibes were keeping them awake, providing something to do beyond gripe about the waiting. Besides, Knuckle Child may have been a kind mongrel, but he was also the stupidest fucking son of a thick Oats had ever known. He courted the insults with his beliefs, goaded their repetition by refusing to ignore them. He’d be better off embracing the slights. Hells, if Oats had been saddled with that hoof name he’d have milked his cod every time a brother made sport and punched him in the mouth with a hand covered in spend. Strong wager the jest wouldn’t live long once that began.


Leaving Knuckle Child to his own defense, Oats walked the perimeter of the wall. Well, hobbled the perimeter of the wall.


He’d set six mongrels at each strongpoint with the remainder strung along between, bolstered by the bandits. The watch rotation allowed a third of their number to sleep at a time. He passed the shipwrights, Roar’s head resting in Rant’s lap while she slept upright the way Oats had tried to do. Jacintho too was on his back a few strides farther on, hat covering his face. Thoon squatted on his heels, his sprawling shadow keeping the glare from Anvil’s closed eyes. The cyclops was dozing, the lid of his large eye languidly drifting a short span from closed.


It snapped open when the cry came from the northern strong-point.


“BIG BASTARD!”


Oats hurried over, the hilltop rousing as he went. Gritting his teeth against his straining stitches, he climbed up beside Slim Shanks. The older mongrel’s arm was outstretched. Oats didn’t need to follow the pointing finger to see what had raised the alarm. The slightest difference in the long day’s unchanging scenery was as obvious as a young thrice-blood’s first erection.


It wasn’t an army. Wasn’t cannons. It wasn’t even a few dozen infantry.


It was one rider.


Oats shielded his brow with a hand. “A messenger?”


“On a mule,” Mile Eye said.


Oats squinted harder, leaned out a bit. As the rider drew closer to the line of cavaleros he saw the earnestly named Tusker was right. The smaller animal moved through a break in the horsemen and continued toward the hill without slowing.


“Talk to me, mongrels!” Oats bellowed to his encircled defenders. “Any movement?”


He got answers from the other strongpoints, confirming all around what he could see from his own vantage; the cavaleros were staying put.


The mule kept coming. Alone.


It reached the slope of the Heap, began a steady, plodding ascent. The rider bore a spear and round shield, and was encased in burnished armor. Not the scale shirts and half helms of the cavaleros, but a suit of bronze-chased steel.


“What we got, Oats?” Thresher called from her post at the south.


Oats didn’t give an immediate answer. What did they have coming? Some kind of herald?


To his left, Cut Wolf answered for him. “It’s an ass on an ass!”


This drew some chuckles along the wall. But Sluggard wasn’t laughing as he came darting from the remuda.


“A woman?” he asked, face disturbed as he craned his neck up toward the strongpoint.


“Nah,” Cut Wolf replied. “Not in all that plate.”


Sluggard was not eased. “The shield! What’s on the shield? A heart pierced by a banner?”


Oats couldn’t quite tell.


“Aye,” Mile Eye said.


Sluggard’s eyes went wide. Wider. “Kill her!”


“Wha—?”


“Oats, kill her! Now!”


“Lad’s lost it,” Slim Shanks said. “Feather some messenger and them frails will charge for certain.”


Sluggard was running toward the wall now. “Bring her down! She’s a Maiden Spear! Kill her!”


Oats cast his gaze back to the rider, halfway up the hill now.


“Don’t let her get close! Give the order! Oats!”


One warrior on a mule. And Sluggard near panic. Slim wasn’t wrong. The cavaleros would attack if the hoof killed this rider in cold blood.


“Dammit! Loose! Before it’s too late!”


Oats could see the rider clearer now, steel-clad and heavy astride the mule, though not a large figure for all that. It might be a woman. The helm’s visor hid the truth. What would make her so dangerous? Some manner of wizard? Oats didn’t damn know. Just like he hadn’t known about the Steel Friars, the danger they posed. Sluggard had. If Oats had listened then . . .


“LOOSE!” he screamed.


The mongrels at the strongpoint hardened their aims and, a heartbeat later, thrum cords hummed.


The mule brayed as the volley struck, its harsh cries cut short as bolts buried in its neck and chest. The rider swung clear of the dying animal, hunkered behind its shield and kept coming. Oats ordered the volleys to continue. Bolts snapped against the shield, the curved metal surface ringing with the assault. A few penetrated. A handful of the keenest aims managed to hit the exposed portions of the warrior, striking legs, the shoulder, and the arm bearing the spear. The shafts bounced away, splintered on the armor plates.


Half a thrumshot away now, the brazen figure continued to climb, weathering the storm of bolts, using the scrub and boulders for cover when possible. Another few dozen strides and it would reach the level stretch of hill before the wall.


Sluggard scrambled up beside Oats, shoving Cut Wolf to make room.


“No. No, no, no . . .”


“Your post is the remuda!” Oats barked, glaring at his stricken brother.


Ignoring him, Sluggard brought his stockbow to his shoulder and sent a bolt at the warrior, cursing as it made no difference.


“We have to stop her,” Sluggard proclaimed to no one, to everyone.


“What is she, Slug?”


“A Maiden Spear! A Chosen of Magritta! If she reaches us . . .” Sluggard didn’t finish. He was casting about the surface of the hill in some frantic search.


“Could lead a sortie,” Slim Shanks said. “Four riders t’would be enough to tusk-fuck that frail all the way down the Heap.”


“No!” Sluggard snapped. He froze and waved at the southern strongpoint. “Thresh! THRESH! Tell Anvil we need Thoon here! Now!”


Thrice and cyclops reached their strongpoint in moments, both remaining on the ground.


Sluggard explained what had to be done and Anvil repeated the instruction to Thoon in his own tongue. Oats wasn’t sure he’d even do it. The cyclops had never shown any capacity for violence. Yet, he hoisted a stray boulder from the hilltop. Damn rock was bigger than Ugfuck by half. Tucking it into his hip with one hand, Thoon seized the top of the wall, planted a foot on the curve of a downed tree in its middle, and hauled himself up. Balanced there, he stood over the defenses and lifted the boulder in both hands above his head.


The armored warrior was an arm’s length from the flat ground when the cyclops made his cast. He’d risked overthrowing at that angle, but the boulder smote the ground in front of the warrior, bounced, and collided. Oats winced. Metal crunched and shrieked as the rock smashed into shield and armor, bowling the warrior over. Rolling now, the boulder took the limp form with it down the hillside until they were both lost from sight behind rocks not hurled by an Aetynian giant.


Looking up at Thoon, Oats saw no pride, no thrill in the act. The cyclops appeared . . . sorry.


“They ain’t moved,” Slim Shanks declared, voice low and raspy. His gaze was fixed upon the cavaleros, still arrayed below. Those screening the northern side could not have failed to see what befell their holy warrior, yet they continued to sit their steeds without action.


Oats looked to Sluggard. “Now, what had you worried? Why was that one so dangerous?”


Sluggard did not respond. His stare was locked on the place the warrior had fallen out of sight.


“Slug, answer me!”


“No,” Sluggard hissed.


Oats felt his anger rise at the refusal. But it wasn’t a denial meant for him.


“Hells overburdened,” Cut Wolf said. “Ain’t no way.”


More oaths and curses were muttered by the mongrels along the wall. Movement among the rocks had them all fixated.


The armored figure crawled up over the rocky tumble, rose on shaky legs. And began to walk forward. The shield was bent all to hells and was dropped after a couple of drunken steps. The armor too was ravaged and dented, the helm gone.


“Shit,” Mile Eye said. “It is a woman.”


Oats didn’t have the Tusker’s vision, but there was no reason to doubt him. Each step brought the details closer. Fair skin, blazoned with red smears, the largest running from the mouth across the cheek. Oats knew that decoration well, the sure sign of one wiping blood from busted lips. Dark hair, cut short and severe, matted with sweat. The spear was unbroken, as were her limbs, despite the crushing embrace of the boulder. Unbroken, but not unharmed. Oats could feel the pain in her progress, his eyes were seduced by those laboring strides up that pitiless slope.


A bolt struck her shoulder plate, sent her reeling, and snapped Oats out of his awe.


Sluggard was reloading, cursing and agitated.


“Help me, damn you!” he cried at the surrounding mongrels.


None moved. Most were still staring at the woman. Those who looked at Sluggard did so with bald disgust.


“Ain’t putting down some loon-brained lass,” Slim Shanks declared. “She can crawl up and be a prisoner.”


“She won’t!” Sluggard raised his stockbow once more. “She’ll kill you. All of us!”


Oats wanted to believe him. He slapped Sluggard’s thrum down instead.


His brother’s incensed stare whipped up. “You’re being a fucking fool! She must die!”


“Slug . . . look at her.”


The woman’s steps were nothing but inching slides now. Her head was hanging, blood pouring from between her lips in a steady rope. She was close enough now to hear the wet rattle of her breath. Or perhaps the hill was just that quiet.


She stopped at the lip of the slope, head rising to gaze at the wall. Hells, she was so young. Oats expected to see hatred in her face, but there was something else. Something . . . calm, yet vibrant. Water in a cauldron just beginning to boil.


She’d been using the spear as a support. She lifted it again as if to move it forward to aid another step. But she half-turned, thrust its butt end into the slope behind her at a sharp angle, wedging it between some rocks.


“No!” Sluggard snatched his stockbow up and loosed before Oats could stop him. The bolt took her in the side of the neck, coming down at an angle to lodge between her yoke bone and the edge of her armor. She lurched, gurgling, choking. And fell upon her spear. There came the shriek of rending steel. Oats’s spine crawled as the woman’s body slid down, the spearhead punching through the plate at her back, blossoming from a garden of flesh and metal, watered with gore. Her body came to a shuddering stop. She hung upon the spear, toes touching the earth, the rest of her suspended above the slope. Oats could hear the patter of blood upon the rocks.


“And so, upon that field of death, did the blessed Madre, fearing for the life of her son, thrust his banner through her own breast.”


Oats looked over to find the source of the strange recitation. Knuckle Child stood just beyond Sluggard. Oats didn’t know when he arrived. He was supposed to be on the eastern watch. Gazing down at the grisly totem of the woman’s body, the devout mongrel clutched one of the many charms about his neck.


“Upon her body it stood. Within her heart it rooted.”


Oats nearly told Knuckle to get back to his fucking post. Nearly.


But the impaled woman twitched and the words died upon his tongue.


“With her sacrifice was victory assured.”


The hoof expelled shocked breaths as the woman began to lift from the spear, raised by some gentle, unseen force.


“For her son and his stalwart brethren did rally around that woeful pennant, that sacred, selfless woman. Blessed Magritta, Martyred Madre.”


Borne aloft, the woman was delivered from the transfixing pike and set down upon her feet on the blood-soaked stones. Her head raised, her arm reached out. She took hold of the spear and pulled it free from the earth. Slowly, though not weakly, not timidly, she turned, once again fixing eyes upon the mongrels. No longer calm, her gaze was a livid, living thing.


“And beneath her protection the faithful companions of her son, for whom she had died, could not be slain, though they were grievous set upon by hordes of their foe. They were all her sons now, Men of the Mother, and woe to all who dared give them battle.”


The Maiden Spear came toward the wall, and behind her, in the plain below, the cavaleros rode forth.
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