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CAINE BLACK KNIFE






For Robyn, again. 


And always. 






The future outwits all our certitudes.


—ARTHUR M. SCHLESINGER JR.






“This is my battle wound,” he said, and he laid his stump on one of the gangrenous sores on Caine’s leg. “This is your battle wound. Our wounds are one. Our blood is one.”


“What the fuck are you doing?”


Orbek’s lips pulled back from his tusks. “I’m adopting you.”


“Are you nuts? I’m the guy that—”


“I know who you are,” Orbek said. “You remember who I am. Dishonor you put on the Black Knives. Now that dishonor, you share.” He showed Caine his tusks. “Now what honor you win, you share that, too. Good deal for Black Knives, hey?”


“Why would I want to join your fucking clan?”


“What you want? Who cares?” Orbek rose, grinning. “You don’t choose your clan, Caine. Born Black Knife, you’re Black Knife. Born Hooked Arrow, you’re Hooked Arrow. Now: say that you are Black Knife, then let’s go kill some guards, hey?”


Caine lay on the stone, silent.


Orbek growled, “Say it.”


The lamp gave Caine’s eyes a feral glitter.


“All right,” he said at length. For all his tiny, mostly useless human teeth, he managed a surprisingly good mirror of Orbek’s tusk-display. “Like you say: I am Black Knife.”


—Blade of Tyshalle
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The dirt-colored cloud spreads wide, hugging the horizon, draining into hollows of the distant hills. “That’s them,” I say to no one in particular.


The bloody sun behind my left shoulder stains cloud and hills together, and the shadow of the escarpment overhead spreads like oil across the badlands.


Tizarre stares. Her face goes pinched, and her knuckles whiten on the scabbard of her broadsword. “You’re sure? How can you be sure?”


I could quote Sun Tzu at her: Dust high and sharp will be chariots. Dust low and wide is infantry, but instead I shrug and hand her the monocular. If Sun Tzu had ever seen infantry like this, he would’ve crapped his silk fucking pajamas.


Tizarre puts the monocular to her eye, and what’s left of her color drains out of her cheeks. “Shapes in the cloud . . .” A whisper. “A lot of them.”


I nod at Rababàl. “Maybe you want to have a look, huh?”


Platinum flashes in the flick-flick-flick of the coin-size disk that appears, disappears, and appears again between Rababàl’s stubby fingers: this is what he does instead of thinking. His jowls, gone slack and sweat-streaked through the grey-coating dust, belie his carelessly nimble hands. “We have only a tendays’ supplies. We cannot afford any delay; our backers—”


“Aren’t about to get assboned by a couple hundred ogrilloi. Unlike, say, us.” I lean on the parapet and look down into the rumpled badlands. “If that band weren’t coming here, we could have maybe broken camp and scattered into the wadis. Maybe.”


“Get away? You mean retreat? Run? Flee?” Marade gives me a reproachful stare I can see upside down in her impressively curved cuirass. Must have caught her at prayer: she’s in full armor, and I can’t pretend I don’t like the look. She gives whole new meaning to the word breastplate. The twist of scorn on her face favors her—S&M cheesecake on steroids. “I would dislike to use the C-word—”


“My name’s a C-word.”


Her sudden booming laugh spills blond hair down her back. The hair’s almost as shiny as her armor, and I can’t help thinking one more time that I could really kinda get into her if she ever gave me look one. Those thighs . . . man. She could crush my pelvis like a biscuit. “But we cannot let them simply drive us like woodcocks, can we? Without a single engagement?”


“You’d know more than me about wood cocks.” Her smile slips a little. Sure: dyke jokes. Brilliant. That’ll make her like me. “One engagement is all we’ll get.”


“We have more than two dozen men under arms—”


“Porters with swords.”


Pretornio, fumbling within his cassock: “With the Skills of Dal’kannith Wargod, those porters—”


“Sure. Those porters.” I make a face. “You think they’re looking to fight ogrilloi on five royals a month? They’re just hired labor.”


The platinum disk suddenly stills. “Need I point out—” Rababàl’s scowl probably used to really impress teenage apprentice necromancers. “—that you, Caine, are yourself ‘just hired labor’?”


“Shit, no. You remind me twelve times a fucking day.” This work-for-hire stuff sucks dogshit. The best boss in the world is still only a butt-whisker this side of a collar and a whip. “So if you ignore my advice, you’re not exactly getting your money’s worth, huh?”


“Perhaps—” Pretornio coughs a wad of dust out of his throat, and wipes sand from his lips with the back of one bloodstained sacramental glove. “Perhaps we should, um, pray. For guidance—?”


“Maybe he’s right.” Dark swipes underline Tizarre’s eyes when she lowers the monocular. She’s talking about me, not the Lipkan priest. Out of all of them, she’s probably the only one who buys what I’ve told them. A close-up view—courtesy of Mr. Zeiss—of a few hundred ogrilloi converging on you in that twenty-mile-an-hour grizzly-bear lope can make a believer out of anybody. “Maybe we need to run. Right now.”


That gets the partners squabbling again. Everybody’s worried about their fucking money.


Shitheads.


I let them argue for a little, then I break it up with a sharp “Hey. Nobody said run now. We can’t run. They’re coming here.”


They stop and stare at me like I just blew tentacles out my nose. I swing an arm over the parapet at the fever-tossed bedsheet of the Boedecken badlands. Wadis spray out from the base of the city in a sagebrush tangle that used to drain off whatever dead river once fed this hellhole. Though a thousand folds cover you from pursuers at ground level, from this high up the cliff wall you can see the bottom of every twist. Probably why those millennium-dead elves built a city here in the first place. “Once they hit these ruins, where are we gonna hide?”


Rababàl’s gallowglass Stalton nods toward the dusk-shadowed lip of the plateau that eclipses half our sky. “What about upland?”


“You’ve seen it. A tabletop for five days’ ride. Rising to the mountains. We can’t even hide over the horizon.”


He nods, understanding. Grim. “At least we’d have a head start.”


I could get to like him. We working stiffs oughta stick together. Except I keep wanting to smack the crap out of Rababàl, and if I try it Stalton’ll stomp me into a Caine-shaped grease stain. Not personal. Just his job. But it puts a cramp in our friendship.


I give him a shrug. “Nothing outpaces a hunting ogrillo. Especially not us.”


“A Cloak.” Tizarre’s looking a little wild around the eyes. “I can do a Cloak—”


“No, you can’t.”


“It’s just grassland, right? Right? Grassland’s easy. It all looks alike anyway. Easy. Even all of us. Even the horses. I could—I really could—”


“—waste your time,” I finish for her. “Ogrilloi are scent hunters. How good’s your nose?”


“How do you know they’re coming here?” The platinum disk vanishes again, and Rababàl heaves himself off the stone-cut bench. He joins me at the parapet. “They could just be—I don’t know, following a herd of bison. Migrating. Something.”


I open my hand toward Tizarre. She puts the monocular in it, and I pass it to Rababàl. He hefts it appreciatively. “Nice metalwork. Dwarven?”


“Yeah. Dwarven.” Like I’d tell you even if I could. “Pick up the vanguard just below that double notch.”


He puts the monocular to his eye. He flinches, and has to swallow twice before he can say, “Yes.”


I don’t blame him for the flinch. “Now track straight down, about halfway from them to here. See the two riders?”


He smothers an indistinct curse. “They look human.”


“Yeah.”


“That’s what the ogrilloi are chasing—?”


“Yeah.”


“They’re leading them straight here!”


I spread my hands silently: quod erat demonstrandum.


Everybody goes quiet, and their gazes all turn inward while they calculate what that might mean. I flash my teeth at Pretornio. “You want to pray? Pray the grills catch those guys.”


He stiffens, and color flares high on his cheekbones. “I will not! We should be trying to find a way to help them—”


“I’d help them, if I could. I’d help them to a couple arrows through their skulls.” I get the monocular back from Rababàl and squint through it again. “But my bow doesn’t have the range. And anyhow I’m a crappy shot.”


Thunder gathers on Marade’s face, and her eyes go colder than her Ice Queen cheekbones. “Caine—” She leans toward me. “I shall decide that was a joke.”


The chill in her eyes reminds me that for all her bluff good-natured piety, you don’t get ordained a Knight of Khryl unless you really kinda enjoy killing people.


“Decide whatever you want.” I can do that I like to kill look too. “If those guys make it here, the grills’ll come after them. Here. Looking around. Searching. Sniffing. Hunting humans.”


I let them roll this around their mouths for a second or two. They seem to find the flavor bitter.


“There’s two of those guys. There’s thirty-eight of us. There’s a couple hundred ogrilloi. At least. Do the fucking math.”


They turn on each other and everybody starts to talk at once. I shouldn’t have mentioned math: they’re arguing about their sonofabitching money again.


Ever wonder what the gods think of money? Just look at the people they give it to.


I bring up the monocular. One horse is down, struggling, vomiting bloody foam. The other rider has turned back, whipping his horse to reach his partner, but his own horse is stumbling already, barely even carrying itself—it’ll never manage a gallop with them riding double—then the horse stumbles again and pitches into a face-first roll, the rider sprawling from the cliff shadow into the bloody sunset, and he comes up limping but still humping ass for his partner who’s pinned under his dying horse, and maybe they might get him free before the ogrilloi get there, but even if they do they’re on foot now and they don’t have a chance of reaching even the scrub-covered fold of dirt that was once the city’s ringwall. They don’t have anything like a chance, and I have this sinking knot at the bottom of my throat and a cold twist in my guts and I—


I lower the spyglass and stare at it in the palm of my hand: an abstract shape of brushed steel that no longer makes sense to my eye. I looked into the distance and got a twenty-power view of myself. What a sick, sick sonofabitch I am.


I hate that those guys are on foot now . . .


Not that I was rooting for them. No. Not even that I don’t really want to see what the ogrilloi will do to them. If I don’t want to see it, all I have to do is put away the Zeiss.


No.


I’m disappointed . . .


What the fuck is wrong with me?


In some shit-rotten depth of my cesspit heart, I want the ogrilloi to trap us here.


I want them to hunt us through the ruins. To catch and kill and eat these men and women with whom I have eaten and drunk and joked and slept. To catch and kill and eat even me.


In this stark mirror, I finally recognize my face.


Things just aren’t ugly enough yet.


I want this to get all the way worse. To go so dark it erases the memory of day.


It’s got nothing to do with balancing on the bubble between Hot Prospect and Never-Was. Nothing to do with slipping backward into the second half of my twenties, trailing three years of hit-challenged Adventures. Those are only surface images. Reflections on a black pool.


A deep one.


I put the monocular to my eye again, unable to believe I actually want to see what I want to see—but I do. I do. God help me.


I want maximum bad.


The guy’s out from under his dying horse. He’s got a rotten leg, limping raggedly, leaning on his partner, shin pouring blood: compound fracture. Poor bastard doesn’t have a chance. Now it’s just a question of whether the grills’ll take them before they can kill themselves.


That sick greasy slime is back in the bottom of my throat, though I am relieved. I really am. I know too well what’ll happen to us if we’re taken by ogrilloi.


But at the same time, y’know . . .


“It’s over,” I say, glass still to my eye. “This has all become academic.”


The discussion behind me breaks off and Rababàl’s breath starts to warm the back of my right ear. “They’re caught? Let me see.”


I don’t move. “You really want to?”


I can’t help thinking of Dad: he used to tell me praying is only talking to yourself. A useful form of meditation, nothing more. But that was back home. Things are different, here.


So if my prayer is to be granted, I should probably figure out what the hell I’m asking for.


Tyshalle? You listening?


The humans crest a spine in the badlands and go skidding down the slope into a wadi. They sprawl on the sand-dusted rocks; the uninjured one manages to sit by pulling himself up a scrub joshua hand-over-hand. He leans on it for a second or two, watching his friend’s blood soak into the thirsty earth. He says something, and his partner casts his arm across his eyes, lies there like he’s not going to answer—and a strange light kindles between them, an insubstantial liquid iridescence scattering prismatic splinters that spreads to touch them both, crawling their bodies in a halo of rainbow—


And they are gone.


In the dusty creekbed, only scuffs in the dirt and a black splotch of drying blood shows they were ever there.


Well.


I hear my own voice, dry as that empty creek. “How about that.”


“What? What’s happening?” Now they all cluster around me, demanding answers that my conditioning won’t let me give. Those guys were in my line of work.


They got pulled home.


Funny. I should tell Pretornio: the trick to getting your prayers granted is to ask for something that’s gonna happen anyway.


Okay. Not funny.


The ogrilloi are still coming at a gallop, following a trail they’re going to lose . . . on a straight line with the ruined city where we’re standing right now, which kindles a strange hot black anticipation down somewhere around my balls.


They’re coming. Here. They really are.


Hunting humans. Humans they’ll never find. Humans who no longer exist in this universe.


They’ll have to settle for us.


I raise the lens to take another look at their approach.


On they come: part bear, part gorilla, all predatory leather-skinned dinosaur with warthog tusks and fighting claws as long as the knives in my rib sheaths. They run with spear and shield and bow strapped across their hogshead-size backs, their long gnarled arms becoming front legs for that ground-eating lope. It’s almost enough to raise a smile.


For a second or two.


Then one big bastard pauses for a second to rear up on his haunches for a better view of the land ahead, and I get a good look at the blazon, the clan sign, painted on his chest, and all at once that anticipation in my balls goes ice cold and my scrotum’s clenching hard enough to squeeze tears from my eyes. Because the blazon’s a single swipe of obsidian angled from left shoulder to right rib, gleaming as though the paint’s still wet, curved and wickedly pointed in the shape of an ogrillo’s fighting claw.


I know that design. Everybody knows that design.


Okay. I take it back. I take it all back. Fuck all the way worse.


Now I’m fucking scared, and I want to go home, and that’s not gonna happen, it’s never gonna happen because those guys got pulled exactly there to do exactly this to exactly us, and my guts dissolve into water chilled by the column of ice that is my spine, and all I can say is—


“Wow.”


I shake my head and start to laugh. I can’t help myself. Out of all the clans in the whole fucking Boedecken—


Those are Black Knives.


I never even knew what maximum bad looks like. That’s why I can’t stop laughing.


Because I guess I just found out.






GIFT


And you know already it’s not a dream.


You know it by the smell of scorched pig fat trailing up from the lamp’s smoking wick. You know it by the dirty yellow light leaking in through the veiny grease-smeared parchment that covers the shack’s lone window, by the grey splinters in the weathered plank door on trestles that passes for a table, by the mildewblackened straw humped into a pair of beds back by the earth-wall hearth.


But you know only that this is no dream; you have not yet guessed that this is My Gift to you.


There is the feel of alien muscles, too long and hard for human; your arms are now a double-span longer than your legs. Your pebbled hide slides over ribs too heavy, not flexible enough, guarding a heart that beats too hard and too slow. Pale northern sun barely warms your spinal ridge through the heavy leather of your tunic. Your trifid upper lip parts around your upcurved tusks and you growl, Kopav Dust Mirror. They tell me he dens here.


The smaller of the two ogrillo studs inside swivels on his stool till his back is to you. His spinal ridge is bent like a bow: pup rickets, maybe. His skull crest is bald and bleached with age. You smell human.


The big one snorts. Hrk. Human.


You take a step, clearing the doorway. I want to find Kopav Dust Mirror. I can pay.


Bet you can, citybred. The small one glances over his twisted shoulder. Nice boots.


Yeah. Hrk. Boots. The big one snuffles a gust of corruption. Something rotten’s stuck in his teeth. Maybe it’s just his teeth. Don’t see boots like that in Hell.


Or Ignik Dust Mirror. Either one. Ignik ’Tchundiget.


Don’t know you, citybred. The little hunchback flips one fighting claw forward over his fist, examining it ostentatiously. Name your clan.


Black Knife.


Both studs go still. They stare at you so they won’t look at each other.


Finally the hunchback says, Ain’t Black Knives. Ain’t since the Horror. His shell of overplayed boredom has dissolved into wary tusk-display.


You shrug. I can take that up with Kopav.


Black Knife? Hrk. Black Knife? The big one sniggers. Looks more to me like No Knife. He looks at the other. Good one, hey? No Knife.


Your heart thumps into a heavier cadence that swells your brow ridges with angry blood, and you look down at your arms, at the sleeves of your tunic; sleeves longer than any ogrillo ever wears, sleeves so long they’d foul your fighting claws. If you had fighting claws.


Your wrists are empty as a human’s. Blank except for wads of scar tissue.


The stumps of your shame.


You give your shame the answer you carry in a sheath sewn inside your tunic: an SPEF KA-BAR, seven inches of matte-black chrome steel blade so sharp that just its pressure against the side of the big one’s neck draws a thin chain of blood-beads gemlike along its edge.


This enough knife for you?


Hey now. He doesn’t move: not as stupid as he looks. Hey now.


The hunchback rises, slow, hands up and open, the human gesture of surrender. His fighting claws fold along his forearms. No need to hook red, hey? Easy now. Just say what you want, hey?


I want some eyeball with Kopav Dust Mirror.


You might like to tell me what for, he offers, sidling closer.


You might like your fuckbitch’s head where it is. You add a little pressure to the knife. Blood spoor pumps your salivary glands. Keep your teeth off my kill.


Hey—hey, fuck! The big one looks puzzled. Offended. Not frightened. Not hurt. Hey, I’m cut! He cuts me. Hey—


The hunchback considers this. Here’s the call, citybred. Come back two league-walks after sundown—


Your eyes flick toward the window, instinctively, to check the light and gauge the hour, just a flick, less than an eyeblink, but they knew you’d do it and the big one jerks his head back from your blade and one fighting claw jams for your groin while his other slashes for the forearm tendons of your knife hand. You twist sharp enough to knock the groin stab aside, but you feel the tug below your navel and a sudden flood scalds your crotch and thickens the air with sweet hot blood. You flick the KA-BAR in a short arc and the blade sticks in bone; the big one howls and wrenches his arm away into the table and it collapses and he goes with it. The little one lunges fast as a pro but your other hand comes out full of Automag and a single squeeze of burstfire unlaces his belly and blows him spinning backward to crash into the shack wall.


The parchment window rips. Sunlight stabs a curl of gunsmoke.


A continuous clang sings in your ears.


The big one cowers, kneeling, tears painting crimson streaks along his snout. The hunchback sits crumpled against the wall, cursing in a low, steady monotone while he tries to hold his guts in place with both hands. Fuckbitch. You got a gun. A fucking gun. You never say you got a gun, you fuckbitch.


You step over to him, Automag leveled on the big one. Kopav Dust Mirror, you remind him.


Fuck my bitch. I never be shot before. Fucking guns. This kills me, hey?


Likely.


You fuckbitch.


Want to go easy? I track that. You squat beside him and show him the knife.Want to go hard, I can track that too.


He stares through you.


You shrug. Or lie in your shit and hope a Knight comes. Maybe Khryl grants a Healing after you tell him how you try to gut me for my boots, hey?


His eyes drift shut.


What you want?


It’s you, hey? You’re Kopav?


Yah.


You’re Kopav ’Jurginget? Kopav Black Knife once?


His eyes open again. They’re the same color as yours. Once, he says. In puptime. Before the land hates Black Knives. Long gone now. I’m Dust Mirror since the Horror. No more Black Knives.


Your upper lip curls under and your lower peels down, baring your tusks to the roots. Except for me.


His gaze fixes on you, and there’s a hint of a spark there before a spasm of pain smudges his face blank. What you want?


You stand, knife in one hand, Automag in the other. Submission.


Huh. His face goes old now, tired and sad. Just that?


Yeah.


Fuck my bitch. Dint have to shoot me.


You cock your head half an inch. Dint have to rush me.


So—submission. His jaw works. And?


And you go easy.


He stares at you for a long time. From outside come grunts and distant shouts and shuffle and scuffle, drawn by the shots. Inside there is only blood and bowels and the whimper of the bigger one clutching the spurting gash in his forearm. You can see pain picking up steam by the waves of emptiness that roll through the hunchback’s eyes.


Finally he hisses resignation. Dint have to shoot me.


You wait.


He rolls himself forward off the wall, kneeling, and lowers his face until his forehead rests on your insteps. You thumb the Automag over to single shot.


He says, I give myself to you—


You center the muzzle on the crown of his spinal ridge.


—fuckbitch.


The slug splinters a fist-size hole through the floor planks. A wet one. You track the hunchback’s brains over to the other.


Ignik? Ignik Dust Mirror: Tchundiget?


Uh. He lifts eyes like bloody eggs. Kill me too, you gonna?


You twitch the Automag and point it between your boots.


Down.


Whimpering, he presses his forehead into his sire’s gore. I, I, I give—he’s snuffling so hard he can barely get the words out—I give myself to you.


You drop to one knee and tuck the Automag back into its holster by your kidney. Ignik gasps when you grab his wounded arm—bone scrapes together in there: splintered ulna, maybe. You press the gash your knife left on his forearm to the shallow rip his fighting claw gouged in your belly.


This is my battle wound. This is your battle wound. Our wounds are one. Our blood is one.


His jaw hangs open like he’s trying to draw flies to the rot on his teeth. I uh I uh I uh—who are you?


Use your fucking feet. Black Knives don’t kneel.


Bu bu bu hrk? He smears crimson tears off his face with a greasy hand. Black Knives?


You palm the KA-BAR and roughly square his shoulders. You’re filthy, little brother. And soft: too long in Hell. Your tusks are grey. Your neck bends easy.


He slobbers. And you—you—and you—I am Black Knife. You flip the KA-BAR pommel-first and hand it to him. Now, so are you.


My Gift has now been given, and I release you: you open your all-too-human eyes, stare at the mold-eaten plaster ceiling above your bed, and mutter, “Son of a bitch.”





And I imagine that it is the weight of years you shed to rise in that grey dawn. The deep ache in your joints may be the memory of dread: darkness and terror, the cotton-rip of flesh tearing under blunt claws, the icy inevitability of agony and death—


And yet it may be only the scars of half a century at war.


I cannot know. Though I feel the grinding of hip and shoulder and the scrape of hangover-dried eyelid, taste the fewmets of last night’s brandy and smell the old sweat that stains your tunic with salt rings—though I can count the pulse in your temples and calculate to a nicety the uneasy pressure in your bladder—I can never know what you’re thinking. Perhaps this is why you have fascinated me so. It is as good a reason as any.


Which is to say it means nothing at all.


You limp, stiff with morning, to the dirty bubbled window and rest your forehead against the autumn-cool glass. I fancy you wonder how you came to be so inexplicably old; I fancy you recall yourself facing Black Knives at twenty-five and marvel that as many years have passed from then to now.


You turn aside to the water stand and mop your face with a dripping towel that smells of rot. When you regard your reflection in the silvered glass above the basin, you scowl at the scrapes of white at your temples, at the salt in your once-black beard. You scowl and you shake your head and you scowl some more, and you sigh like a tired old man . . . but we both know it’s a pose.


Shall we say: an act?


The dark flame in your eye is as plain to you as it is to me.


Your scowl turns thoughtful, and I know: you’re thinking that I could be lying to you.


What My Gift has shown you—is it history? is it news? is it prophecy?


Is it horseshit?


And I watch your scowl settle, and harden, and finally crack toward a grim smile, and I know: you have discovered that you don’t care.


I have Called. You will answer.


Have you found in your heart yet a story you can tell your daughter, that sweet half-godling child who dreams of you in her castle bed so many leagues away from this mountain town? Will you share with her guardian a reason? An excuse?


Or when they call for you, will only echoes answer?


Will you say to Lady Faith, ten-year-old Marchioness of Harrakha: “Your Uncle Orbek’s getting himself into some trouble. I owe him. He went into the Shaft for me.”


Will you say to Lady Avery, the formidable Countess of Lyrissan: “I have to go north for a while; there’s news of Black Knives in the Boedecken. You don’t want that kind of trouble to your north.”


Or will you tell them the truth?


Will you reveal the fresh trip of your pulse? The high sweet song adrenaline hums in your veins, the youth My Gift breathes into your old, tired legs?


Will you tell them that you feel alive again?


This is My Gift to you, My Devil. Come out from your place and walk once more to and fro upon the world and go up and down in it. I give you back your joy. I give you back your passion. Come forth, My Caine. My love.


Come forth and serve Me.


Come out and play.
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BELOW HELL


I leaned on the deck rail and silently numbered my dead.


The slow heartbeat of the riverboat’s steam-driven pistons pulsed in my bones. The waterfall hush from the sidewheel’s rising flukes shuffled the chatter and bustle of passengers and crew into white noise. I preferred it that way.


I’ve never been exactly social.


I had barely spoken since Thorncleft. I traveled alone. I couldn’t have made myself bring companions.


Not to the Boedecken. Not on this river. My river.


Fucking astonishing: how many people I knew who died up here. I couldn’t remember all the names. Rababàl, Stalton, that Lipkan supposed-to-be priest of Dal’kannith . . . Pretornio. Hadn’t really thought of them, any of them, in maybe twenty years. Lyrrie. Kess Raman. Jashe the Otter. Others. Dozens of others. Thirty-five? Thirty-six?


I couldn’t pin down how many. I wasn’t sure it was important, but somehow I thought it ought to be.


Back on Earth, it’d have only taken a minute or two to dig the cube out of my library and start to live the whole thing again. I didn’t think I would have.


Didn’t think I could have.


After I retired—in the bad days, that seven years when my legs never quite worked and the background music of my life was a mental track of the nearest bathroom because I could never tell when I was about to shit myself—I sometimes cubed my old Adventures. Caine’s old Adventures. Just on the really bad days. In the bad nights, when the shitswamp I’d made of my life sucked me down and drowned me. But I never cubed this one.


Not that I had to. All I had to do was stop holding it all down.


I still held it all down. Still hold it all down. I didn’t even know why. They’re fucking dead. Every one of them. Dead in the Boedecken Waste. Nameless corpses in the badlands’ dust. Left to the buzzards, the crows and the khoshoi.


Left to the Black Knives.


And if somebody let any of them out of Hell long enough to take a new look at this fucking place, the shock’d probably kill them all over again.


The gravel-scoured folds of the badlands had softened into rolling fields of maize and beans, well-ordered woodlots and neat rows of birch and alder windbreaks. Where the land was too rugged for food crops, the hills were terraced with vineyards: long trellised racks of twisting bark-shagged vines hung with purple and red and green clusters that I could smell even down here on the river. The river was itself new: shallow with youth and careful engineering, its broad slow curves fed the vast network of irrigation ditches and ponds and reservoirs that had brought the Waste to life. And somehow I couldn’t make myself believe this was a good thing.


These waves of living green looked like less to me.


The old Boedecken had been exactly that: old. Carved by time into its true shape. Harsh, jagged, scarred by existence, grim grey jaws locked onto the ass end of life.


I’d kind of liked it that way.


The river was the only change up here that hadn’t surprised me. Whenever I let myself, I could make the river’s birth happen inside my head vivid as a lucid dream. Like lots of births, the river’s had been ugly. A sea-wrack of pain and terror. A hurricane of blood.


The kind of fun I hadn’t had in a long, long time.


I kept my head down while the riverboat churned through the outer sprawl of Purthin’s Ford. I wasn’t ready to look up at Hell.


I knew it was there. When the light was good and the air was clear, I’d been able to see the Spire for two days.


But I didn’t look up now, while neat rows of white brick houses and red tile roofs around well-ordered plazas commanded by greystone Khryllian vigilries drifted south behind the docks and warehouses to either side, while chill black shadows of high-curved bridges wiped the ship from bow to wheel to stern, and the tiled arches were tight enough around the deck that I could smell the soap somebody had used to scrub the stonework clean.


I made a face that cracked the dust on my cheeks. When I licked my lips, they tasted like an open grave.


What was I, superstitious? Didn’t feel like fear. Didn’t feel like what people used to call post-traumatic stress disorder. Sure, if I let it, every second of Retreat from the Boedecken would come alive in my brain just like it was happening all over again. But that shouldn’t scare me. Just the opposite.


This place made me. I came here a nobody on my way to never-was. I left here the legend I always wanted to be.


Everything I’ve ever done pursues me. Like a doppleganger, a fetch, my past creeps up behind and strangles me in my sleep. When hunted by a monster in your dreams, you save yourself by facing the monster and demanding its name. In learning the monster’s name, you rob it of the power to haunt you. But I was awake. And anyway I already knew my monster’s name.


It was Caine.


My father used to tell me that you can’t control the consequences of your actions. You can’t even predict them. So all you can do is your best, and all that matters is to make sure what you do will let you look in the mirror and like what you see.


I can’t remember the last time I liked what I see in the mirror.


There was a writer from Earth’s twentieth century who wrote that “sin is what you feel bad after.” Of all the things I’ve done, what I did up here—


Maybe that was the feeling that made my mouth an open grave. That hung a brick around my neck to hold down my head. Maybe it was shame.


Maybe that was why I couldn’t put a name to it.


I’ve never pretended to be a good man. I have done very, very bad things in my life. Anybody who believes in Hell believes that Hell exists for men like me.


Fair enough. I was on my way.


On my way back.


After a while, I pushed myself off the rail and went into my cabin to organize my shit for debarking.


I still hadn’t looked up at Hell.





Just so we’re clear: I didn’t come to the Boedecken to save Orbek. I didn’t come to save anybody. Saving people is not among my gifts.


Shit needs to be settled eventually. One way or another. That’s the only way I can explain it.


Or even think about it.


There was a novelist on Earth, back around the beginning of the twentyfirst century, a guy my dad admired quite a bit. He wrote some books where the basic idea was that since you can’t control the consequences of what you do, the only thing that really counts is why you do it. You get it? The measure of right action is righteous intention. This writer was a religious type—a Mormon, don’t ask—and I guess he figured that if your heart’s right, God takes care of the rest.


Well, y’know . . .


I know some gods. Better than I want to. Not one of them gives a shit about your heart.


A couple of years ago, a friend of mine wrote a book that was supposed to be the story of his lives. Or stories of his life, you pick. Anyway: he wrote that what your life means depends on how you tell the story.


If it makes you feel better to pretend I had some noble purpose, knock yourself out. If you’d rather pretend I was driven by guilt, or by personal obligation, or that I just finally grew up enough to want to clean up my own fucking mess, that’s fine too.


This is the story of what happened when I came to the Boedecken. What happened. Not why. The only why is that I made up my mind. I decided, and I went. That’s it. Anybody who needs to know more about why should go ahead and fuck off.


Reasons are for peasants.


My dead wife—the one who decided she’d rather go play goddess than be married—she used to like to say that not everything is about me.


Screw that.


Who’s telling this story, anyway?





I dragged the travel trunk bouncing down over the ribs of the gangplank. At the foot of the plank I took a couple steps to the side to clear the way for the passengers behind. I stood the trunk on end and sat on it.


*All right, you bastard. I’m here.*


I’ve been doing the Actor’s Soliloquy for so many years it’s mostly reflex: whenever my attention starts to wander, I find myself narrating my life in subvocal twitches of lips and tongue and glottis. I used to make a good living at it; back in the day, such subvocal twitches had been registered by a tiny device inside my skull behind my left ear and transmitted a universe away to Earth, where a sophisticated computer algorithm had translated them into a quasithoughtlike internal monologue for the amusement of tens of thousands of narcotized fans who’d paid obscene amounts of money for the illusion of being me.


My life always played better than it lived.


Those days are long gone, but I still monologue. Now I play for an audience of one.


*Dammit, I’m here. How about a hint? A clue? A pillar of cloud? A burning sonofabitching bush?*


I waited, but there was only dockside chatter and the rustling thump of cargo nets, whistles of distant birdsong and the ripple-slap from the river.


God doesn’t talk to me anymore.


“Fine,” I muttered. “Fuck you anyway.”


Maybe He’d decided to hold a grudge for that sword-through-the-brain thing. Which suits me fine, most of the time; I have a grudge or two of my own.


I shoved myself to my feet and dragged the trunk back into the line of passengers filing toward the customs barn.


The queue was minded by spearmen in cheap-looking hauberks, Khryl’s sunburst displayed on their chests in scuffed and faded yellow paint. Their helmets and the shields slung on their backs looked like quality work, though, the sunburst design inlaid in polished brass, and the half-meter blades that tipped their spears were conspicuously well tended. Hand labor on the docks was done by teams of ogrilloi, who wore light tunics in various degrees of stained disrepair. The tunics seemed to be some kind of uniform; each of the various work gangs had its own distinctive design.


They also had their fighting claws sawed blunt.


Each gang also had two or three grills in oversized versions of the sunburst hauberks, with helmets that bore flares of steel bars descending from their lower rims, fanning to guard the neck. These supervisors each carried thick hardwood staves maybe five feet long, their ends capped with steel and knobbed with nailheads.


More interesting were four humans who patrolled the dockside on the backs of heavily muscled horses. No cheap chainmail for them; theirs was so fine-linked it rippled like watered silk, and their sunbursts gleamed with gold leaf. Most interesting of all were their weapons: in addition to the traditional seven-bladed morningstar of the Khryllian armsman, each of them carried slung on a shoulder what looked like the most serious kind of riot gun, despite being filigreed with gold on the intaglioed walnut stocks and chased with electrum: under short straight no-choke barrels, their tube-mags terminated in foot-long, no-frills, cold steel bayonets.


Times change.


Some people blame me for that. Go figure.


I gave a sidelong squint to the nearest of the horses until my attention drew its gaze. And got nothing. The horse’s stare was bleak: dead as a chip of stone. Curls of foam dripped around the pivots of the curb bit wedged deep into his mouth. A martingale with straps an inch thick locked his head down. And spending all day hauling around two hundred fifty pounds of chainmailed pain-in-the-lumbar wasn’t doing the poor fucker any favors either.


It hurt me just to look at, and I don’t even like horses all that much. Horses in general. About all I can say for horses in general is they’re a hell of a lot better than people in general.


The dockside was eerily quiet, despite the crowd of passengers from the riverboat, despite the teams of sullen hulking dockers cranking donkey-wheel cranes to swing cargo nets off or onto barges, loading or unloading chockedwheel wagons that stood with yokes and traces empty, despite all the sausage carts, the pastry kiosks and the dozens of little freestanding market stalls thrown up in the shade of high warehouse walls. When the riverboat’s steam whistle shrieked noon into the silence, people all over the dockside jerked and jumped and then laughed at themselves—but even the laughter was subdued. Self-conscious. Nervous. People instinctively knew that the quiet here was no accident.


The dockside was quiet because the Khryllians like it that way.


It wasn’t a good quiet. It wasn’t library quiet, temple quiet, evening-by-the-fire quiet. It was lying in bed without moving because Dad’s drunk in the hall and you don’t want to give him the idea of coming into your bedroom quiet. When your authority comes straight from God, shit always turns ugly.


And these were the good guys. I’ve known my share of Khryllians. And they are good guys. Honest, upright, true-motherfucking-blue do-or-die parfit gentil knights of renown. That just makes it worse.


As long as I was just shuffling along in line, it wasn’t too bad. A couple of feet every minute or two, dragging the trunk, leaning on it when I had the chance, shading my eyes against the sun to watch the grills work the docks—


I could take it. Being there.


I didn’t have to do anything. Didn’t have to make any moves. Nobody got hurt. Nobody died. Nothing unlocked the black vault inside my chest. Not even the Spire, a thousand-odd feet of whitestone looming behind my left shoulder. The glare off its facing made a pretty good excuse not to look up at Hell.


The passenger queue snaked to one side of the customs barn; most of the smothering semi-gloom inside was full of cargo crates and livestock and whiteshirted human clerks with clipboards, charcoal pencils in stained fingers and behind blackened ears, damp seeping rings below armpits. Autumn sun heated the corrugated steel roof to a medium broil that cooked human sweat, cow and pig farts, machine oil, wood mold and rotting straw into a chewy stench, familiar, suffocating.


Smelled like civilization.


I passed the time reading an enormous poster of fading edge-curled parchment that listed in six languages the bewildering variety of items which nonSoldiers of Khryl were forbidden to possess or import into Purthin’s Ford. Some were understandable enough: a variety of impedimentia related to combat magick, edged weapons with blades longer than two-thirds handbreadth, that kind of thing. But others made me shake my head. Grapevine cuttings? Beverages of greater than 17 percent alcohol? Live mealworms?


The lower margin contained two vividly recent additions painted in doublesize brushstrokes of arterial scarlet:





CHEMICAL EXPLOSIVES


FIREARMS







A handful of customs inspectors worked their way among the crates and nets and cargo pallets. They wore circlets of what I guessed might be electrum strapped around their skulls; from those circlets depended an array of individually jointed mechanical arms, each of which supported a lens. The lenses varied in size and color, and the inspectors would squint through each in turn while examining a suspect container. They looked bored, as did the inspector who stood beside the passenger queue, similarly scrutinizing hand luggage.


I smiled bland-friendly as the inspector examined me and my trunk through a succession of six different lenses. All I had with me were clothes, toiletries and gold. The inspector frowned. “You show positive for weapons.”


“Can’t help that.”


“Extend your hands.”


I did, palms up. Open. Empty.


The inspector switched lenses, then nodded to himself, muttering as he jotted notes on his clipboard. “Crimson, grade six—arms, legs . . . hmp. And head.” He looked up. “Monastic?”


“Used to be.”


He nodded. “Very well. Pass along. Be advised that Khryl does not recognize Monastic sovereignty. On the Battleground, you are fully subject to the Laws of Engagement.”


“Yeah, whatever.”


“Be sure to examine the Laws in your visitor’s guide. Monastic training beyond grade four designates you an Armed Combatant at all times. Unarmed Exemption never applies.”


“Grade four?”


“Combat grades are detailed in your copy of the Laws. Grades beyond four involve the use of magick. Or, in your case, Esoteric Control Disciplines.”


“You seem to know more than most about Monastics.”


“I am a Soldier of Khryl. We know more than most about fighting.”


“Huh. Fair enough.” I leaned a little closer and lowered my voice. “You get a lot of trouble with that stuff?” I nodded toward the poster. “Firearms and explosives?”


“More every day. Ever see what a gun can do to a man?”


“Once or twice.”


The inspector shrugged down at the paper on his clipboard. “Bombs are worse.”


“I’d rather get blown up than a couple other things I could name.”


“Yes.” The inspector squinted up. “Know anything about the Smoke Hunt?”


The back of my neck tingled. Smoke Hunt. Like an echo of something I almost heard . . . Finally I shrugged. “Fuck all.”


“May Khryl grant you keep it that way. Pass along.”


I shuffled forward. This trip was turning interesting already. Not in a good way. But I hadn’t expected good.


The stamp clerk at the head of the line didn’t bother to look up. “Name and nation.”


“Dominic Shade.” I fished documents out of a worn leather purse that hung from my belt. “Freeman of Ankhana.”


The clerk took the documents from his hand and opened them, but instead of reading them he glanced to one side, where a mountain of blond human in glittering plate armor stood at parade rest, visored greathelm under his left arm. The mountain scowled faintly, staring.


I gave the mountain back the ghost of a smile. I learned twenty-five years ago that I can’t be read by the truthsense of even the most powerful Khryllian Lord. And nobody better than Knight Attendant—barely out of novitiate—gets stuck with shit duty like checkpoint verification.


Not that it mattered; I was telling the truth. I mostly do.


Dominic’s the name I’d gone by when I first came to Home, playing a promising novice at the Abbey of Garthan Hold. In the depths of the gambling hells of Kirisch-Nar, where men fight beasts barehanded in the star-shaped arenas called catpits, I am still remembered as Shade. I was granted the freedom of the Ankhanan Empire some three years ago—not long after I murdered the Empire’s god.


But let that part go.


The Knight’s lips tightened. The clerk nodded absently. “Welcome to Purthin’s Ford, Freeman Shade. I see here you are Armed grade six—impressive for an Incommunicant. Monastic?”


“Retired.”


“Ah. Very well.” He made a note. “Current occupation?”


“Business traveler.”


“Really?” The clerk sniffed and looked up through his brows. “We don’t often see Armed Combatants making careers in sales. What’s your line?”


“Wholesale weights and measures.”


“Indeed.”


I tipped a bland wink toward the Knight Attendant. “Prepare, lest ye be weighed and found wanting, know what I mean?”


The Knight Attendant’s left eyebrow twitched. Fractionally.


“Yes.” The clerk sounded less impressed than the Knight looked. “Duration and purpose of your visit?”


“A few days. Maybe a week or two.”


“And you’re here on business?”


Maybe it was worth telling the truth here, too. “I’m here to see my brother.”


“His name?”


“Orbek.”


“Orbek Shade?”


“No.” I deadpanned the scowling Knight. “Black Knife. Orbek Black Knife. Sept Taykar.”


The Knight’s scowl evaporated into blank astonishment. The clerk dropped his pencil, fumbled for it. Charcoal crumbled in his fingers. “Oh, very funny.” He brushed at charcoal crumbs, smearing black across his table.


“If you say so.”


“What’s his name?”


I nodded at the Knight. “Ask him.”


The clerk turned, mouth opening. The Knight’s astonishment had now given way to naked suspicion. “Our Lord hears no lie.”


The clerk pointed his gape back my way. “Your brother’s an ogrillo?”


“Is that a problem?” I turned a palm upward. “Other than for my mother?”


“I, ah, I ah, I—don’t know. I suppose not, er—”


The Knight’s eyes narrowed over a mouth gone hard. “You claim this socalled Black Knife as brother?”


“How many times do you want me to say it?”


“There are no Black Knives in Purthin’s Ford.” The Knight turned away, lifting a finger clad in jointed steel. A liveried page scampered toward him, and the Knight spoke in tones too low to be heard through the general bustle.


Couldn’t read his lips, either. Call it a wash.


The page headed for the cityside door at a walk with an eager tilt of the torso that hinted it wanted to be a run.


Call it a wash with dirty water.


I pushed a sigh through my teeth. “So all right, let’s go, huh?”


The clerk looked blank. “I’m sorry?”


“Is there a law against family visits? Is there some goddamn tax to pay? Do I need a dispensation from the friggin’ Justiciar?”


“I, ah, well—no, I don’t—”


“Then stamp my fucking papers, huh? It stinks in here.”


“Freeman Shade.” That mountain of Khryllian steel and meat loomed at my shoulder. “Soldiers of Khryl are treated with courtesy. And deference.”


“Yeah?” I showed teeth to eyes as blue and empty as a winter sky while I channeled the ghost of me at twenty-five. “Hey, sorry.”


I turned back to the clerk. “Please stamp my fucking papers.”


There came the metallic rustle that is the only sound well-tended armor makes when its wearer shifts his weight; it didn’t quite bury the strangled growl the Knight failed to lock inside his throat. “Soldiers of Khryl are not spoken to in this manner—”


“No? Then I guess just now we all must’ve, what, nodded off and had the same dream?” I showed more teeth. “Does this mean we’re in love?”


Cunningly jointed gauntlets creaked with the clench of fists. “Freeman Shade, you are Armed as you stand, and your manner constitutes Lawful Challenge. Must I Answer?”


The second half of my life leaked back into me with a long, slow sigh of old-enough-to-know-better. I jammed the monster back in its vault, but I still had to lower my head before I could speak. Even at fifty, I can’t make myself back down while looking a man in the eye.


“No,” I said. “I apologize. To both of you.”


The Knight glowered into my peripheral vision, waiting for an explanation, an excuse, a Fatigue from my long journey or an I was only joking.


But I just stared at the floor.


“You apologize.”


“Yeah.” What do you want, flowers and a fucking box of candy? my young ghost snarled, but I fixed my gaze resolutely below the Knight’s chin and bit down till my jaw ached.


The Knight took a long, slow breath.


Then another.


“Accepted.”


“May I go now? Sir?”


The Knight lifted another finger, and another page scampered up. “Take the freeman’s trunk to the lucannixheril.”


“Hey—”


“Freeman Shade.” The Knight turned an open hand toward a nearby door of iron. It stood open. Down the hall beyond were more iron doors. They were closed. Each iron door had a head-high judas gate. “Wait in there. The page will direct you.”


“My papers—”


“You will not need them.”


“I said I was sorry—”


“And your apology was accepted. Wait in there.”


“Am I under arrest?”


The Knight inclined his very young, very blond head. “If you like.”


“For what?”


“Because it is my prerogative to declare you so, freeman.” His face could have been one of the walls. “As an Armed Combatant grade six, it is your right under the Laws of Engagement to Challenge my authority.” He nodded fractionally toward a sunlit opening on the far wall of the customs barn without shifting his expressionless gaze. “Should you wish to make such a Challenge, a sanctified Arena awaits through yonder archway.”


“Are you f—? Uh. You’re not.”


“The matter can also be settled here. You need only strike.”


“Strike.” I squinted at the Knight. The rules had changed since the last time I was in the Boedecken. Maybe because of the last time I was in the Boedecken.


The young Knight offered a bland smile that never rose past the temperate zone south of his arctic eyes. “If I have overstepped, Khryl will favor your cause; Our Lord of Valor is also lord of justice.”


“It’s a swell theory.” I lifted a hand to my face; a headache had begun to chew the backs of my eyes. “Have that page go easy on my trunk, will you? It’s new.”





The cell was immaculate.


Two doors, both of iron, scoured and freshly oiled; a wide barred window that let in the noonday quiet and a hint of autumn air; walls of whitewashed brick that smelled of clean chalk; comfortable cushions on the built-out brick benches along the walls; a gleaming brass chamberpot in one corner, and in the other, a small table with a pair of fired-clay beakers, an earthenware jug of cool water, a dish of dried fruit, shelled nuts, and a small plate with three different kinds of hard cheese.


Just about the nicest place I’d ever been locked up.


I’d said good-bye to Orbek . . . what was it, four months ago? Had to be. It had been late spring when we made it back to Thorncleft after we settled the thing on the Korish border. Orbek got on the Ankhana train at the Railhead, going home to visit his old friends in the Warrens, he’d said.


To look up some family.


Now with the leaves turning to gold and red we were both on the Battleground, and somehow Orbek had made enough trouble that just mentioning his name bought a quiet afternoon in jail.


I didn’t waste time in worry, or energy in pacing. They’d let me out, or they wouldn’t.


After a while, I ate.


The sun fell fully on the outer wall of the cell. The brick got pleasantly warm. I stretched out on those comfortable cushions, laced fingers behind my head, and let the headache sew my eyes shut. And for a time I was twenty-five again, young and stupid and vicious, playing Beau Geste with the Black Knives in the vertical city . . .


Despite what you’ve heard, I’m not stupid. I knew already what had been eating me up: that twenty-five-year-old kid. I don’t like remembering him. I don’t like sharing my life with him. I don’t like being reminded I haven’t changed all that much.


What’s really creepy is that I don’t like being reminded how much I have changed.


Because, y’know, those black screaming nightmares of blood and terror—


Those aren’t nightmares. Not for me. When the scrape of iron on iron wiped away blood and screams and sucked night back inside my head, I was sorry to wake up.


That’s the permanent carnival of me.


I rolled onto my side. Slanting sunlight through the barred window loaded my shoulders with an extra quarter century.


The outer door swung open. The first armsman through went left, the next went right, and the third came up the middle: pro style. Each of them had one of those fancy riot guns at slant arms to go along with the morningstars that swung from their belts. Each of them had a forefinger resting lightly on the guard alongside the trigger. Each of them had creases on windburned faces and the lizard eyes of veteran killers.


They wore full-length byrnies and studded steel caps that the afternoon heat must have made resemble walking around with their heads in frying pans. The one in the middle stopped in front of the bench and let the riot gun’s business end sag. The muzzle didn’t quite cover me. Not quite. “On your feet.”


This day was slipping from crummy toward downright fucking grim. “I just woke up.”


The armsman stepped back and racked the slide on his riot gun. The muzzle shifted, and the finger slipped through the guard, and I felt a decidedly cold twinge in my testicles. Which was where the muzzle now pointed. “On your feet, friar.”


“Or what? You’ll shoot my nuts off?”


“Or you will insult my office.” A new voice, from outside the still-open door: mellow and friendly, traces of a Jheledi lilt making it as deceptively light as the top notes of a pipe organ. “Freeman Shade. Please rise.”


A reluctant sigh swung my legs over the edge of the bench. I was too old for this big-dick horseshit anyway. Still, I couldn’t help deadpanning the armsman when I stood up. “A boy likes to be asked, dumbass.”


Must be something in the Boedecken air. Or something.


Through the door ambled an exceedingly ordinary-looking Knight, below average height—a full hand shorter than me, and I’m not a tall man—well into middle age, thinning hair above a round, kindly face. The Sunburst of Khryl on his cuirass looked shrunken compared with the volume of the chest it didn’t manage to cover. A cloak thrown back over his pauldrons was shimmering white only as far as his waist; below, it was splashed the same muddy reddish brown as his greaves and sabatons. A greathelm he carried in one hand was casually passed in the direction of the nearest armsman as he came in. The armsman blanched as he desperately shifted his grip on his riot gun and nearly dropped them both. The Knight didn’t appear to notice.


His eyes were warm and brown, and sparkled with some secret amusement as he flicked a finger at the other armsman and waited for him to close the outer door.


The cell felt a good deal smaller.


“Freeman Shade,” he said, “I am Tyrkilld, Knight Aeddharr. I would be the Knight Householder for the Riverdock Parish.”


“Would you? It’s damned swell of you to come personally to welcome me to town. I’m sure you’re a busy man.”


“Oh, that I am indeed.” The Knight chuckled. He blinked as though surprised to find himself standing there. “And to deliver a welcome is exactly why I have come.”


“In your Khrylsday-go-to-Tourney armor too.”


“Well, that’s but to impress the worthy.” He crossed his wrists and unfixed the jointed fasteners that clipped his gauntlets to his vambraces. “No one expects to find your name numbered upon that gloried roll, freeman.”


Knight Aeddharr passed the gauntlets to another of the armsmen. His hands were large and square. The fingers on those hands were short and thick and looked about as nimble as wagon spokes. And about as soft.


This was going to suck.


“So.” I let my knees bend a couple degrees, quadriceps and femoral biceps taking the weight that shifted slightly forward, onto the balls of my feet. A breath or two of Control Discipline goosed my adrenals. Everything went bright and slow. “This is where the gloves come off. As it were.”


“Of a certainty.” Tyrkilld opened those large square hands and spread them in a man-to-man shrug of regretful necessity. “A mailed hand may well slay before you reveal the truth that God and the Justiciar require.”


“You can just ask—”


“Oh, that I intend. Pynhall.”


I saw it coming: the Control Disciplines had my reflexes hyped enough for that. I saw it clearly. Not that it mattered.


Just a slap. Open-handed. A wide flat palm that crawled with eldritch blue witchfire came up from hip level to the corner of my jaw like it had been shot from a rifle. I didn’t even manage to blink before the room whited out and thunder crashed into the tolling of the vast carillons that call the Beloved Children to Assumption Day worship at the White Cathedral and I bounced off something hard and fell on something harder and when the world darkened back into existence and the bells began to fade to distant chimes I was on hands and knees on a stone floor, staring at a blurred and doubling pair of jointed steel sabatons caked with brownish-red mud, and Christ my head hurt and I gave it a shake that made it hurt worse and I said—


“Wow.”


“Do we understand each other, now?”


I didn’t risk another shake of my head. It might fall off.


“You have a gift for expressing yourself.”


“You’re not the first to notice, freeman.” The Knight took a respectful step back. “You may wish to rise. It’s best to be on your feet, and a fair distance from the nearest wall. I’ve good control with Khryl’s Hand, but there’s little help for you on the secondary impact.”


I made it to one knee and looked up into the Knight’s kindly round faces: all three of them. I closed my eyes, opened them, squinted, and there were only two. “Am I gonna live through this?”


“That remains to be seen. Up you go, then.”


My legs’d never make it. “I’m good right here, thanks. How do I get this to stop?”


“Tell me what I want to know.”


“And if I can’t?”


“I’m certain you can.”


“Then we have a problem.”


Armor creaked with Tyrkilld’s shrug. “You do.”


I looked around for something to lean on. The movement threatened to split my skull. “And if I Challenge?”


“We’ll take that as understood, shall we? What are you, grade six?” Tyrkilld chuckled indulgently. “Strike at your own inclination.”


“Oh, sure. Thanks.” Leaning with both hands on my bent knee, I let a few more breaths siphon clarity back inside my head. “This is about Orbek?”


“Was that a mystery? The Order of Khryl and the Civility of the Battleground have an interest in the dealings of this ogrillo of yours.”


“He’s not my ogrillo.” A hand to my temple helped squeeze the silent thunderstorm back down inside my skull. “He’s my brother.”


“So you told Knight Khershaw. And Our Lord of Valor still hears no lie.” Tyrkilld shook his head amiably. “With you a Monastic, too. An Esoteric. Likely an assassin.”


“I’m retired.”


“Not so long ago, you would have been mortal enemies.”


“We were. We got over it.”


“How this came about must be an interesting tale—”


“A long one, anyway.” Too fucking long. “It tells better than it lived.”


“—but it concerns me not at all. My first interest lies in what you will tell me about Freedom’s Face.”


“I’m sure I’d have a snappy comeback if my head didn’t hurt so damn much. What the hell is Freedom’s Face?”


Tyrkilld sounded honestly regretful. “Pynhall’t.”


I saw it coming again. Didn’t matter this time either. It was the other hand. Which also didn’t matter.


I was on my back when my eyes twitched open. The muscles on the right side of my neck were being chewed away by rabid squirrels. I couldn’t see them. Or hear them, or touch them when I pawed weakly at the pain. But they were enthusiastic little fuckers. Industrious.


A beige smear that was probably Tyrkilld’s face hovered in the middle distance overhead.


“Bodes fair to be a Minor Penance in this for me.” His voice had a vaguely oceanic quality, like distant surf. “Freeman Shade, I must tell you that by happenstance—by sad coincidence, for you—my dear father, a Knight of much greater valor and reknown than my poor self, was foully murdered. By a Monastic assassin. Are we becoming still more clear?”


Stone bled into flesh and back out again and my arms and legs spasmed at random; I couldn’t even roll over. “Fuck . . . me . . .”


“Though I know well it’s a dark sin to condemn a man for his brother’s crime, I discover I can’t help enjoying myself. Just a bit. Hence cometh my expectation of the Minor Penance I lately mentioned; I find myself hoping, in a shadowed corner of my tarnished soul, that you’ll play games and be evasive and insist upon this immoral defiance of yours, so that I might deliver Khryl’s Hand unto your sinning head, here, until out from your eye sockets leak the shreds of your vile Monastic brains.”


Use leaked back into my body. I made it onto my side and curled around the medicine ball of barbed wire that swelled under my ribs.


“I’d feel bad for you . . . about your dad and your tarnished soul and all—” A trail of blood from my mouth made a tiny fading spiral on the stone floor. “—if you weren’t beating the crap out of me right now.”


“Can you stand, then?”


“Do I have to?”


“You won’t like it if I use the boot.”


“I’m no fan of the hand, either.” I put out one of my own. “All right, wait. I’m getting up. Give a guy a couple seconds, can you?”


Tyrkilld opened arms to either side of an indulgent smile.


I found one of the built-out brick benches and pushed myself up. The room spun around me and the walls pulsed and my stomach heaved and I staggered past an armsman and made it to the brass chamberpot in the corner in time to decisively lose the cheese and nuts and dried fruit I’d snacked on an hour or two ago.


On my knees again, leaning on the chamberpot, I spat bloody vomit. “Does it matter I’m telling the truth?”


“Each true word scrubs one stain from your filthy heart,” Tyrkilld said agreeably.


“I never heard of this Freedom’s Face shit until you said the words just now.”


“Go to, freeman. Try not my patience.”


I got my feet under me and swayed upright. “You’re the one with truth-sense, shithead. Am I lying?”


Tyrkilld sighed. “Freeman Shade, are you the man to convince me that Our Lord of Valor’s ear for truth cannot be misled by the dark magicks of the elves?”


The vomit-knotted fist in my stomach clenched tighter. “Elves?”


“Next you’ll try to tell me that it’s pure coincidence that an Ankhanan Esoteric has come to visit this Ankhanan Orbek Black Knife just now.”


“Ankhanan . . . ? Oh, fuck.” I put a hand to my eyes. “Fuck me like a virgin goat. Freedom’s Face. Fucking Kierendal.”


“Ah, there. There, y’see? Perhaps there is some truth you can share after all.


A shy truth, it must be, requiring a bit of encouraging to poke its wee nose out into the light of day.” He spread those oak-knot hands invitingly. “Speak to me of this Kierendal.”


“Shit, ask me anything. I hate that fucking slag.” I wiped my mouth on my sleeve. “So what is it, some kind of Free-the-Poor-Oppressed-Motherfucking-Ogrilloi thing?”


“And behold.” Tyrkilld beamed. “Come then; coax your shy truth out from its cranny—” He flexed his right hand meaningfully. “—unless you’d prefer I extend the invitation myself.”


“I’m just guessing . . .” I panted harshly, wondering if I might spew again. Probably not.


Dammit.


If I hadn’t been so woozy I would’ve thought to puke down the bastard’s breastplate.


“Just . . . guessing. Three years ago the Folk were granted freedom of the Empire. Maybe you heard. They’re full citizens now. Full human rights.”


Tyrkilld shook his head dolefully. “Ankhanans.”


“Don’t start. Kierendal is . . . shit, I don’t even know what to call her, these days. Call her the Duchess; that’s as good a name as any. She’s a primal—what you call an elf—who runs some very successful businesses in the capital. Reason they’re successful—she also runs a criminal syndicate, a big one . . . grew out of an old-time Warrengang, from a part of the city called the Face. So they were the Faces. Get it? So if someone’s running some kind of underground Free-the-Grills shit here out of Ankhana, it’s a good bet she’s in it somehow. Which is a serious problem for you. Because she is very rich and very powerful, really goddamn smart and completely ruthless. Not to mention connected. Which are the other reasons she’s so successful.”


“Friends in high places, has she?”


“She used to bone the Emperor. Does that count?”


Tyrkilld accepted this news with a ruefully genial smile and nod. The armsmen didn’t even blink.


“Oh, for shit’s sake.” I shook my aching head and coughed up another wad of sick. “When I get to anything you don’t already know, wave a fucking flag or something, huh?”


“Oh, well, yes indeed, there is that. We have a way of uncovering the truth, as you’ve seen.”


“Is this where you start bouncing me off the walls again?”


“Very likely. Now that we’ve seen you can find it in yourself to be honest with me, when the effort you make—” His hands flexed again. “—is sufficiently sincere.”


“Shit.”


“Men often do, at certain points in these long afternoons. Let’s move on to your, ah . . . brother . . . and his friends in the Smoke Hunt.”


“The Smoke Hunt?”


“Oh, yes, freeman. You knew we’d come round to this, did you not?”


I took a deep breath, sighed it out. I lifted my head. It weighed a couple tons. “I guess I might have a shy truth about whatever the fuck that is, too.”


Tyrkilld nodded an encouraging smile.


I nodded one back. “I think it’s hiding up my vile Monastic ass,” I said. “See if you can suck it out my butthole.”


Tyrkilld’s mouth pursed for the labial consonant and this time I didn’t see it coming.


The hand took me below the arch of the sternum and shock blasted up and down my spine and out my liver and kidneys and though the top of my head and soles of my feet, then there was only air around me and I tumbled upward and crashed into the joining of wall and ceiling and bounced off the bench on the way down, and hitting the brick edge from ten feet wasn’t half the blow I just took; I barely felt it. I lay curled around my spasming gut and blood bubbled from my lips while I tried to remember how to breathe.


“Freeman, freeman.” Tyrkilld sounded honestly regretful. “You know how the memory of my poor murdered father tasks me.”


My diaphragm spasmed and air whooped into my lungs, and I coughed and spat bloody mucus up toward the Sunburst on Tyrkilld’s chest.


And missed.


So all I had left was words. I took them slow. Slow and clear and flat. No sense letting him think I was just pissed. “Your father. Was a low-rent. Thug. Piece of shit. Coward.” I gagged more bloody phlegm. “Just like you.”


I got my breath and steadied it. “He died on his knees.”


Tyrkilld’s face froze over. “You know nothing of my—”


“I know he died—” Slow and clear and flat. “—with a friar’s dick in his mouth.”


There was stillness then, and silence: only labored breath from both of us, half strangled and harsh, shared now, bound together. Finally our understanding had started to flow both ways.


Into the silence, a winter whisper. “Get him up.”


The nearest armsman, florid and glistening and greased with heat, shifted grips on his riot gun uncertainly. “Does the Knight—?”


Tyrkilld’s white stare swore murder, and it didn’t look picky. “Get him up.”


The armsman licked pale sweat from his upper lip and swung his riot gun to hang in a bore-down safari-carry over his shoulder. “As the Knight commands.”


From the floor I showed the armsman teeth that tasted like blood. “Touch me—you’ll wish I’d killed you . . .”


The armsman’s face wiped itself blank, and the armsman’s foot paused in midstep.


I rolled myself over and let the cool stone flags draw heat and twitching out of my face. “You and your fucking father . . .” I spat into the floor. “Let me tell you about my father.”


I got arms and legs under me and heaved up to hands and knees. My head hung between my shoulders. I didn’t have the strength to lift it. “My father,” I said, “lived every fucking day of his life with a steel boot on his neck.”


There it was, the strength I needed, trickling up my spine from my wounded guts. I could lift my head now. I met Tyrkilld’s stare with my own. His was white.


Mine’s black.


“My father . . . didn’t have armor of proof and the morning fucking star in his hand . . . didn’t have a god to heal him, didn’t have speed of lightning and power of thunder and the rest of your shit. Only a man. That’s all. That’s enough. My father died a little every fucking day just to—”


I bit down on my breath.


“—just to keep cocksuckers like you from getting comfortable with ruling the world.”


Tyrkilld said, “Get him up.”


The armsman crouched and reached down with his left arm, turning to keep his riot gun slung on the opposite side of his body. For all the good it did him.


I reached up with my right to take the armsman’s left bicep in a grip that has been compared favorably to a bulldog’s jaws; my thumb dug into the nerve that ran up the inside of his arm along the radial artery. The armsman gasped and twisted instinctively to wrench his arm away from the unexpected pain, which pulled me off the floor and freed my left hand to stab a thumb into his right eye socket while my fingers crushed the armsman’s parotid gland in the process of hooking behind the angle of his jaw.


Where the head goes the body will follow, and so when Tyrkilld roared, “Tashhonall,” and catapulted himself across the cell in a blurring blue-flamed shoulder-rush, instead of meeting my chest and crushing the life from me in a shower of splintering ribs and shredded lung and spray of blood from a burst heart, he met instead the armored spine of the armsman that I had wrenched between us to absorb the impact.


The armsman never even had a chance to scream.


Tyrkilld hit us like a bullet train on meth and crushed us both against the wall, and though I took it hard—my head blurred into fireworks and something gave in my guts—the poor bastard armsman from kidneys to asshole was just blood fucking pudding.


I couldn’t breathe and couldn’t stand and could barely focus my eyes, but none of that mattered because while I was sliding half-crushed down the wall in a dogpile with Tyrkilld and the dying armsman, all I had to do was shift my grip from the armsman’s face to the trigger guard of the riot gun that was still slung bore-down over his shoulder, because Tyrkilld was yanking the armsman off me and winding up for a killing blow with a fist that smoked arcwelder flame, and because the muzzle of the riot gun was against Tyrkilld’s cuisse. It made a sound like bwank.


The full charge of buckshot blasted through the armor into Tyrkilld’s quadriceps just above his knee.


A spray of blood and meat and bone blew a fist-size hole out of the steel covering the Knight Householder’s hamstring and spun him and before he could hit the ground I had my other arm around the dying armsman’s chest, hugging him close while we fell together toward the floor; I managed to rack the riot gun’s slide and got off another round at one of the armsmen who was jumping to the side for a clear shot.


A couple thumb-size holes burst open on opposite sides of the second armsman’s pelvis and sprayed jets of blood as he spun and slammed back against the wall and a ricochet screamed through the cell—slug round. The third armsman’s weapon roared and a buckshot charge slammed the dying first armsman against my chest and punched my right side but I had bigger problems right then because blowing most of his fucking leg off just wasn’t enough to slow down Tyrkilld, Knight Aeddharr.


The bastard had ahold of the armsman again and even with one hand reaching into the mess of his leg to pinch off his femoral artery the other would be enough to pull the armsman clear one way or another which would be goodnightfuckingirene because killing fire still blazed around that fist. So I let Tyrkilld have the next round in the face. Or tried to.


While I was still pulling the trigger, an impossibly powerful grip latched onto the end of the bore, and Tyrkilld took the whole charge right in the palm of his witchfire hand. Which did not explode in a shower of blood and bone. The blast did no more than knock his hand away. Spent buckshot clattered on stone.


With the twitch of a what the hell shrug, I racked the slide and fired again.


Tyrkilld got that undamaged hand of his back in the way . . . but its witchfire was gone. A hole appeared in its palm. And in Tyrkilld’s pauldron, beside his neck. And in the hip plate on the opposite side of his chest below his cuirass.


Another slug shrieked around the cell for what seemed like a long time before it stopped in someone’s body with a wet-sounding smack. Tyrkilld’s mouth worked, but no sound came out. Only a wheeze that bubbled with blood. He looked entirely astonished.


I racked the slide again and leveled the bore on Tyrkilld’s left eye. “Drop your weapons.”


I went on, louder, when I realized that I didn’t seem to be hearing anything except a long continuous clang. “By my count the next round’s buckshot again so fucking drop them or go home wearing his brains.”


Maybe one of the armsmen—the one standing with weapon shouldered or the ashen-faced one who was sliding down the wall, riot gun rib-ready in hands that were starting to shake—maybe one of them could read lips. They put down their guns.


“Kick them over here. Over by me. Now.”


They looked at Tyrkilld, but his eyes had rolled up in his head. Then they could only look at each other. After a second, they complied.


Carefully I shoved the spine-shattered armsman clear. Carefully I stood. My legs seemed to work. Hot syrup rolled down the back of my neck: scalp wound. I kept my elbow against the warm wet that spread down my right side, creeping toward my knee; no way to tell yet how bad I might be hurt.


Right then I felt no pain.


“Combat grades. Yeah, sure.” I hooked a toe under Tyrkilld’s shoulder and rolled him faceup. I lowered the riot gun’s bore to the Knight’s forehead. “School’s out till your next life, cocksucker.”


But instead of pulling the trigger, I stood motionless, head cocked, and listened to the singing silence. A second ticked over. And another.


“All right.” I tried a deep breath. It caught against a stab from my side. “You can come in now.”


I nodded at the uninjured armsman. “You. Get the door.”


The armsman looked blank. “Get the door for . . . ?”


“For whoever’s out there listening.” Wires of pain ratcheted my ribs tighter over my barbwire guts. “Whoever’s not letting a shitload of armsmen bust in here and kill me right now. Fucking let him in, will you? If I pass out, I’ll fall on this sonofabitch’s corpse, you get me?”


Light shifted in the cell, and a creak of metal on metal and the rise of dockside noise: the outer cell door had opened.


“Freeman Shade.”


This was a new voice: deeper, darker, low, and controlled, oiled and polished as ceremonial armor. “I am Markham, Lord—”


“I don’t give a shit. You heard?”


“I heard.”


“I made my point?”


“Yes.”


“They’re your fucking Laws of Engagement, and He’s your fucking god, and if I remember your stupid fucking rules, this means Khryl’s Own Motherfucking Self has just declared you cocksuckers had no business starting this shit up with me in the first place—”


“Freeman Shade—”


“And—and—” The cell darkened, and my tongue thickened, and I gritted my teeth and snarled, “And for shit’s sake, do something for that poor bastard armsman . . .”


“We will.”


“Fucking right . . . cocksuckers . . .” I said, and night rose up within my head and swallowed me whole.
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