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Chapter 1.



…city of Asylum lies gripped by the afflictions wrought by the four horsemen of the apocalypse. War and pestilence, famine and death. I know not for whom this ledger is truly intended, yet I suspect…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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The ship creaked and groaned, the hold’s swaying darkness nigh on complete barring a thin blade glowing between two slats in the upper hatch. I’d gotten used to the sway and the stink and the splinters. Had calluses in soft spots any hard-worn whore would envy.

“Krait…?” came the voice, brimming with concern. “Are you well, my son?”

I licked my split lips, winced, tasting the burn of scaled salt. “Never better.”

Dogs barked somewhere above.

Big bastards.

Mastiffs.

Mean.

“Please, you must listen.” Naught but a dim shade standing ramrod straight across the hold. His voice sounded familiar, but my mind was muddled, addled, skewed, and I couldn’t quite suss who. “You must listen, and you must focus.”

What had I not gotten used to? The rats. Christ. The bloody fucking rats. Tough warming to the squeaky fuckers creeping out, whiskers twitching, squealing softly as they nibbled your sodden boots. Gnawed through the thick wet leather. Cool snouts twitching past your toes, the balls of your callused feet. Squirming in for the softer flesh between. Sharp chisel teeth, just a prick, yeah, just a tickle, til it ain’t. You kick the bastards away, thrash and shout, spit and fume, but there’s always another, and you can only stay lucid so long.

“Is there some chance you might slip your bonds?” the shade asked.

I glared up with my one good eye. My one bad was still on sabbatical. Swollen shut. Figured it’d be that way for a stretch. Maybe til the end. The ripe old. Could feel my head swaying under the effort, a knot lolling at the end of a crusted rope, wobbling softly, bobbing, compensating for the yaw of the ship.

“No.” I rested my chin on my chest. “I’m past that now.”

The hoary ropes bit into my wrists, sawed away at my flesh, my arms bound behind, round a stanchion in the deep underneath of Slade Raachwald’s ship. I didn’t know its name. Hadn’t asked. Didn’t care.

Not that I’d have gotten an answer if I had. Nothing beyond another black eye or busted rib. Anyhow. I’d given up trying to weasel my way free days, weeks, maybe months, past. Slade Raachwald was as big a shite as his father, but he could tie knots.

“Luther…?”

My name was Sir Luther Slythe Krait, and I was fucked, proper fucked, at the very fucking least.

That was plain.

“Luther, you must formulate a plan. A sequence of action, something, anything, to begin plotting your escape.”

“Only plots I’m planning are cemetery.”

He ignored my clipped witticism.

“You must.”

“I am.” I dropped my heel on the back of a nosy rat, felt the crack of its spine, its ribs split in rapid succession — pop, pop, pop! My lip bled from grinning, the elation of victory, however meaningless, momentary, ephemeral.

Triumph? Joy? Pride? Rarities down here, sailing across the vast reaches of the Northern Sea.

“You’re grinning like a blasted fool.”

I didn’t argue the point.

“You must do something.”

“You blind?” I spat. “By the dead-end fates, I’m working on it. Starving myself solid. Barely eaten in weeks. And shitting piss…? Working wonders for my figure. Hazard another five pounds and I’ll slip clean and clear.” I nodded up at the hatch. “Probably cartwheel sideways through that crack. Then, voila, freedom!”

Claws scrabbled above as the mastiffs started barking again. Hungry fuckers. A muffled voice barked back.

“They’re coming.”

“Then why don’t you bloody well untie me?” I snarled.

“You’re not thinking clearly, son.”

Son…? I blinked, shook my head. Wasn’t my father. No. He could give a hang, even from where he was.

“No shit.” That voice was coming to me now. An old memory just beyond a dream, a dream remembered in tone, broad content, but whose specifics proved elusive.

Jesus.

Who?

All addled and out of context, nothing making sense.

“Lord Raachwald plans to execute you,” he warned. “He’s going to tie you down. He’s going to strip the rags from your back. He’s going to blood-eagle you before his very court. I should be sorely pressed concocting a worse fate.”

I closed my eyes, leaned against the stanchion, sighed.

“He vowed it before both old gods and new.”

“He is a thorough old fucker.”

“Bite your tongue, boy!”

“Boy…?” I spat.

“Son of the saints, you must start thinking,” he implored. “You must start doing. Something. By God, anything.”

“Can’t think of anything at the moment.” I shook my head. “Only one way out, really, and I can’t even manage that.”

“Get your head right, for a start.”

“My head…” My head’d been bashed in and smashed out like clockwork since I’d started on this little cruise. It was my sole respite from the dank, the darkness, the rats.

I’d garnered hopes that Karl’d be on my tail at some point, tracking me across the old dolphin-road, fast in pursuit of his bearded blackguard in dire distress. And the short little troll probably was, but rescue? Out here? In the vast beyond…? Christ. It was too much to expect of anyone, even the Skull-Splitter.

And my quip about starving…?

Wasn’t bluster. Wasn’t blather. I hadn’t eaten a decent meal since we’d disembarked from Esdraelon. Since Slade Raachwald and his fuckers’d ambushed me. Mother of Mercy. A three-year journey across Svaldrake and half the Holy Roman Empire. A three-year journey culminating in a crunch to the nuts with an iron boot.

Story of my life.

Footsteps creaked above, claws scraped, someone fiddled at the hatch.

Shit.

It was time.

They’d untie me, haul me up, drag me out, into the burning blare of harsh midday sun. Kick the shit out of me for sport. That was fine. That was dandy. I could muddle through pain and humiliation and hardship. I’d been married, after all.

Still, it was all a fair bit less than ideal.

A crack of sunlight, candlelight, and the hatch creaked open. I closed my eyes, inhaling, as fresh sea air poured in. Beyond came the bellowing of their mad priest, exhorting the god of storms and lightning, of the just and justice, the rancid fates of the deep eastern seas. A pair of shadows stood poised in the open hatch, listening to the grifting drivel. A third shadow nosed its way through the other two, snuffling, snarling, growling throaty low.

“Forgive the ‘boy’ comment. It’s merely I’m concerned, you understand? It can’t end like this. It shan’t. I’ll not allow it.”

Something struck me then, and I kenned who he was. My old Uncle Charles. The man who’d practically raised me. A good man. One of the only two I’d ever known. He’d taught me everything of worth I’d ever kenned. I’d forgotten most of it. Forcefully.

My stomach dropped.

“You’re concerned…” I croaked.

“Yes, my son,” Uncle Charles said. “I fear you’ve given up, given in, drummed out.”

“Know what doesn’t concern me?”

“No, my son, speak,” Uncle Charles said. “Tell to me your truth.”

“Them dragging me back up on deck, letting that bald-headed dago-fuck have another go at me. Breaking something. Knocking me across the salt. Then having to sit back down here, feeling bones shift and scrape with every wave that hits the bow of this bloody cog.”

“My son, it’s always darkest before—”

“Know what else doesn’t concern me, Uncle?”

“Eh…?”

“That you’ve been dead some twenty-odd years.” I closed my eyes, tried doing the math, then heartily quit. “Give or take.”

Uncle Charles said nothing. What the hell was there for a dead man to say? He’d said enough.

“Know what does concern me?” I stretched my neck til it popped. “That if you’re talking and you’re dead, then maybe I’m dead, too. Maybe it’s all over, this is it, and I reaped what I sowed. Rotting for eternity in the hold of a hell-bound ghost ship.”

“Listen to me. You’re not dead, and this isn’t hell,” Uncle Charles whispered close in my ear, his hand balling to a fist, “and when they come, you must fight.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I nodded sloppily. Was a fair bit surprised my head didn’t just plop right off. A fair bit disappointed, too. “Fight…”

“You must.”

“I’ve got nothing.”

“Bite your bloody tongue.” My Uncle Charles’s eyes widened, and for a moment my blood was up, boiling, and I was ready, but it passed. Passed as quick and sudden as it’d risen. “Don’t prove your father’s words true.”

I blinked, sniffed, swayed, unmoved.

The pair stood at the bottom of the ladder. The hulking behemoth and human stiletto. The mastiff above pawed and scraped. Could hear its chain jingling, throat rumbling.

“Who’s he jawing with?” the behemoth grumbled.

“Fucked if I know. Strange-Land…? Or’s he cracked?” The Stiletto touched his temple. “If Carlo broke his skull, I’ll keel-haul the fucker til his bones fall apart.”

Fight, my boy. You must.

I shook my head, wincing as my glass vertebrae groaned and fissured.

The Behemoth, the hulking stoop-shouldered apelike blackguard, ambled around behind me while the sliver-thin coffin-nail took station over, arms crossed, a belaying pin in hand. He was tall and spare and angular. Looked like nothing so much as a jagged scarecrow sprung to life. “Miss me, Krait?” Slade Raachwald rasped.

“No,” I deadpanned, “not especially.”

“They say absence makes the heart grow fonder.”

“We could give it another go?” I offered.

Slade’s lips peeled back in a grim rictus. “I could cut yer clever tongue out?”

“Your mother might take issue.” I waggled my eyebrows and leered. “It’s her second favorite part. And I’m lauded both far and wide in its most fruitful use.”

Slade stood there fondling that belaying pin. “My mother was a filthy whore.”

“You say it like it’s a bad thing.”

Ape set about untying my bindings. He was somewhat less than gentle. I winced, grimaced, stifled a groan.

“Need some new boots.” Slade toed my chewed leathers.

“I put in a request with the quartermaster,” I said. “For a feather pillow and silken sheets, too. I’ve a mind to file an official complaint.”

My Uncle Charles stood behind them, teeth bared gleaming as he shouted, screamed, rallied, railed, silent, mute, voiceless, useless.

“Don’t think they can hear you,” I muttered.

“Huh?” Ape worked my knots free then ripped the rope off like some shitty magician revealing the prestige of his most painful trick.

“Nnnn—” I stifled a whine.

Could feel Slade’s rictus wax like the rising sun.

Please, my son…

Fight.

You must!

Slade shifted his stance, maybe sensing something. Maybe just being cautious. Slade was many things, but stupid wasn’t one.

“No tricks now, Snake.”

“As you can see,” I winced, touching my blistered wrist, “I’ve nothing up my sleeve.”

“On yer feet.”

My joints creaked as I grabbed my legs and manually bent them, wincing as my heels dragged across the rough decking.

“Mother-fucker…” Slade waved a hand. “Ye shit yerself, Krait?”

“I’m going for the record.” My legs still weren’t responding. “I tried availing myself of the usual amenities, but…”

“Gods damn you.” Ape snatched me by the hair and arm, hauled me to my feet like a petulant toddler.

“Jesus—” For an instant, my legs gave out, but I caught myself on the stanchion, clutched on for dear life, reveling in the smooth wood against my rough cheek. I considered bashing my head against it. It felt so brittle. So hollow. A rotten egg. One good smash…

“Pat the fucker down.” Slade pointed with the business end of his makeshift truncheon. “Make sure he ain’t hiding anything.”

“Huh?” Ape straightened, eyebrow raised.

“Do it.”

Ape grunted, slumped, grumbled, then lumbered toward me. My knees shook. From malnutrition and thirst, not any sort of fear or lack of manly character. Obviously. Ape manhandled me til he was satisfied and I was not.

“You have such gentle hands,” I said.

“Hrrm…” Ape ignored me, frowning, wiping my shit from his monstrous mitts. I grinned harsh in the cold gloom. Another pyrrhic victory. “No weapons, boss.”

“Though,” I adjusted my lapels, “many claim the edge of my wit cuts sure as any blade.”

“That right…?” Slade cocked his head. “Cause ye sound like a slack-jawed, half-wit dullard to me.”

“Yeah well,” I fumbled along up the ladder, picking my way toward the harsh glow, “I get a fair bit of that, too.”


Chapter 2.



…am no warrior, no sage, no priest of the blessed cross. I am but a scoundrel who trades in flesh and secrets, and this dying city conceals a treasure trove for such a…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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The dago bastard ducked my leaden, looping left with a crisp uncanny ease, sidestepped, then socked me rotten in the liver, dropping me seething to my knees. He turned, arms raised as the crew cheered, wagered, guffawed. Dangling from the rigging, their mad-priest bellowed exhortations of blood and beggars and Holler’s decayed frame. Coin changed hands. What the hell were they betting on at this point? Whether I’d piss? Pass out? Shit myself? Or maybe the whole damned trifecta?

On the starboard side, Ape’s pack of monstrous dogs strained against their chains, barking, snarling, snapping just shy of my puckered arse.

I wiped a wobbling string of pink bile from my lower lip. Snorted. Dry heaved. The ocean blazed on for ages, a storm brewing far off. Long gone. Could see lightning and rain, torrent and wave. It was gaining, just not fast enough.

“On your feet, you fook!”

“You prissy little bitch!”

They all hollered.

They all japed.

It warmed my frozen heart.

“Huh…?” I leaned over the gunwale, squinting with my good eye. A swarm of sails billowed off before the storm. A shit-ton of warships. Jesus. A fleet. A whole bloody armada.

“Get up, you stupid piece of shite.” Carlo danced on the balls of his feet, rubbing his knuckles, cocking his head. “Show ain’t done. You ain’t done. We ain’t done.”

“Yeah. Sure thing. Rrrrg…” I spat, turned, lifted a finger. “Be right with you.”

I dry heaved.

“Loki’s labyrinthine benedictions be execrated upon thee, sir knight!” the mad-priest called down through the spray of salt and sea. “Strapped down and drowned in the adder’s venom, yet he perseveres! May all the gods of chaos, disorder, and ochlocracy be with you!”

“Ochlo…?” I turned as Carlo’s fist came whipping at my skull.

I’d have ducked or slipped if I’d had the starch. Instead — my back groaned at the mere thought — I raised my elbow pointed forth, and Carlo, the stupid-dago shite, punched it square.

Hard.

Bones shattered in his fist, a fair number, too. “Son of a—!”

Another trifling win.

Blocking one nostril, I blew bloody snot out the other, Carlo capering in circles to the mad delight of his adoring crowd.

“Punching elbows…?” I deadpanned. “Not recommended. You see, there’s all these tiny bones in your hand. But my elbow…?” I patted it, buffed it, blew off the dust. “Not so much.”

The monkeys ate it up. But monkeys’ll eat anything. Especially a month out at sea. Pounding the gunwale, shaking their cages, they catcalled to all hell and back, cause as much as they hated me, they loved giving Carlo shite.

“Dance us another jig, ya greasy dago prick!”

To be fair, though, giving Carlo shite was my favorite current pastime, too. And it wasn’t often I got the chance. At first, he’d beat the shit out of me til I was a pool of lumpy gruel slathered across the heaving deck. But the crew disapproved. After that, he learned, eked it out, bided his time.

“Saint Sebastian calls! The defecation of grace be upon—!” the mad-priest’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he dropped like a stone to the deck, twitching, convulsing, seizing.

“Thank Christ.” I rubbed my elbow.

Might be my day was turning north after all.

“Sorry about that.” I nodded to Carlo. “Gonna be rough on your other hand. All these pricks begging for pleasure, and you with only half your arsenal.”

“You mother—” Carlo suddenly forgot his busted knuckles.

And I’d learned from first-hand experience he was proficient with either fist. He clubbed me across the skull, and I dropped fair quick and with firm purpose. Two of my martial strengths. A weak jaw and keen aversion to pain. Shielding my squash, I formed a question mark, trying to absorb his blows with forearm and shin.

“Enough!” a voice bellowed. “Enough o’ that!”

The mad gallery fell silent.

Even the mastiffs stilled.

Only the wind dared draw breath.

Carlo snuck in another kick.

“Rrrrg—”

“Enough, I said!” Ape stepped over the spastic priest, pushing up his sleeves, and horse-collared Carlo nigh off his feet.

The monkeys squealed.

“What’d I tell you about stiffing the prick in the skull?” Ape bared his teeth. “You hit him wrong, addle his squash?” He glared down at the twitching priest and spat. “Gallows-Lord wants him kicking and squealing and clear for his final prize. Ain’t that right, Snake?”

“I know I don’t want to disappoint the mad old bastard,” I admitted.

“Skull intact.” Ape squeezed the back of Carlo’s neck.

“Nnng—” Carlo winced, grimaced, wilted to his knees. “Forgot myself, is all.”

Ape growled and loomed and glowered. He was fair adept at all three. Could’ve taught a doctorate course at university.

As I lay splayed out, bleeding from every orifice, listening through the jeers and catcalls, the barks and snarls, I rolled over, moaning, and pulled in some slack from the chain bound to the manacle fixed round my ankle. The mad-priest lay beside me, tattoos stark across his face and skull, his eyes wide, unblinking, far-seeing.

“…and I’ll toss any o’ you shit-heels overboard what don’t pay no heed!” Ape barked. “Now, get this sack of shite up and drag his arse below. And bind the fucker tight.”

Grinding his teeth, Carlo bent over and gripped a fistful of my hair. “On your feet.”

“Certainly know how to show a fella a good time.” I grunted to my feet, gazed north, but the mist and distance and storm’d swallowed the armada whole.

“Land ho!” someone bellowed above.

The ship lurched suddenly, shifting in the wind, tacking over, groaning like some elder god nightmaring beneath the sea. Off beyond, to the south, land rose along the horizon.

“Move it, prick!” Carlo drilled me, “Argh—” and winced, cradling his hand like a sick kitten. It was swollen, red, wrong.

“Pricks’re your specialty, yeah?”

Carlo swatted at me again, but I caught his arm, wrapped the slacked chain round his wrist.

“Eh—?”

“Bon voyage,” I grinned and launched myself overboard, falling, weightless, free. The ship’s Fenrir figurehead leered, teeth bared, watching me fall, all while swallowing the earth. A cacophony of stifling cold, suffocating silence, a torrent as Carlo crashed above. Thrashing foam. I lashed out, kicking hard, scoring solid as the ship’s hull bludgeoned past, sideswiping me sloshing through a gloaming swirl.

The chain went slack a blessed instant, then ripped taut, nigh on dislocating my hip as I broke the surface, sputtering, hacking, coughing, Carlo flailing alongside.

“Man overboard!”

The rigging monkeys cheered and jeered as the ship forged onward. Carlo snatched for my throat as the chain dragged me sluicing through the numbing cold. I stiff-armed him back, jamming fingers in his eyes, prying him back, hard, away.

Screams in the deep…

I was nigh on numb and senseless when they hauled me back aboard, hand over hand by my fettered ankle, dripping, dangling inverted like the hanged man of some sea-witch’s tarot.

Blood coursed down, dripping pink, but Carlo…?

Heh.

Carlo was nowhere to be seen, even when we rounded back. But the storm was gaining, and time was tight. Which was a shame, a god-damned, full-blown shame.

“Hey!” I hollered as Ape shoved me stumbling towards the hold. “Any of you inbred shites bet on that?”
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…guildsmen have issued yet another grievance to the local constabulary, pleading for aid in locating a slew of folk who have reportedly gone…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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The mad-priest slopped rotten through the clotted blood, the gristle and gore, leaving behind hand prints and slick crimson furrows. Kneeling beside the sheep carcass, in the ever-expanding pool, he leaned forward, groping through the entrails, adjusting them, squinting, his pursed lips twitching.

“I prefer mine medium rare,” I said.

“Shut it, Krait.” Slade Raachwald lounged on the bottom step of the gangway, long shanks splayed out, a dagger in hand, wheedling grime from beneath cracked, yellow nails. “What do ye see?”

“I see death, Master Raachwald.” Thorfin Strange-Land’s bloodshot eyes bulged wide, far-seeing beyond the confines of the ship’s claustrophobic hold. “A cornucopia of death in all its earthly delights.” He was gangly and gnarled and wiry, like a weathered stick. Middling or old, it was difficult to discern. “In Asylum, I see plague.” The mad-priest’s face screwed in confusion. “I see war. I see murder for the sake of murder. Death for the sake of death. I see the Ephesian’s Revelations of Ragnarok.”

“So,” I said, “the usual?”

“Nay…” Strange-Land ran a hand across his bald pate, leaving a swathe of red across the dragon tattoos festooning his dented skull. “Blood and iron — yes — but also something bad, something wicked.”

“Does sound like Asylum.”

“Ye crack yer skull or something?” Slade scowled.

“Once or thrice.” Strange-Land winced, picked something from between his toes, flicked it. “Why?”

Slade just scowled.

I laughed til it hurt.

It didn’t take long.

“It’s all well and good your father sent me to retrieve you. Eh…?” Strange-Land squinted as he drew a rope of entrails through slick fingers. “Trouble stalks the city.”

“What is it?” Slade leaned forth, senses perked, pointing with that knife. “What trouble?”

“Mmmm…” Thorfin tossed the length of entrails slopping aside.

“Do you have to do that in here?” I asked.

“What else?” Slade ignored me. Which was the best one could hope for with a shite like him. There are those who’d have begged to be ignored. Pleaded for it. And here was I, mouthing off. Trying to get a rise. Small stakes. Small stakes til I set foot on the shores of Asylum.

But I still had time.

There was still a chance.

There always was.

Til there wasn’t.

“Buggering priests,” Slade rasped. “What is it?”

“Blood and iron.” Strange-Land went suddenly pale. “I see someone, a woman, a girl, drowning in earth. Gasping… I see murder for the sake of love, love for the sake of salvation, and salvation for the sake of murder. I see old geezers withering to dust and blowing away before the mounting storm. I see something,” he leaned in, squinted, poked the glistening gore, “taking folk.”

“Taking folk…? Ye mean killing ‘em?”

“I…”

“What is it, ye mad bastard?”

“I … I don’t ken what.”

“What’s my father doing about it?” Slade demanded.

“Everything, Master Raachwald. All he can, which,” Strange-Land tugged at his scraggly beard, staining it pink, “which is nothing.”

“Don’t make any sense.”

“What does?” I asked.

Strange-Land beamed, lips split in a hideous grin. “The vagabond knight kens it.”

Finally, I’d found my people. Unfortunately, they happened to be a rabid-mad bastard priest of Wotan and Saint Peter.

“What about the snake?” Slade fingered that blade, his yellow eyes gleaming. “He’s so full of shite it’s dribbling out his ears. He telling the truth about them ships? Cause no one else saw ‘em.” He rounded on me. “Not a bloody one.”

“Yeah. All eyes were fixed on me.” I batted my eyelashes. “Cause I’m so handsome.”

Strange-Land chuckled.

“Shut it, priest.” Slade turned. “Ye can play that mad-bastard hand with any of the crew. Any of the others. Any except me.”

Strange-Land’s eyes twinkled with glittering mischief. “Aye, Master Raachwald.”

“So…?” Slade crossed his arms.

“I saw your father standing astride the mouth of a raging river, a foot to either shore. He gripped a noosed rope in either hand, struggling to bind them into one. But they were too short. And he was besieged on land by foes from on all quarters. By wolves. By bears and snakes. From the air by eagles and a … blood and iron.” His face fell. “A-And from the sea crawled a leviathan the likes of which swallowed Jonah.”

“So, what’s it mean?” Slade’s face lay hidden in shadow.

“It means the serpent knight speaks truth.” Strange-Land lifted a fistful of entrails. “It means your father stands in dire straits, besieged on all fronts. And the leviathan…?” Strange-Land waggled a finger my way. “His armada.”

“Told you so.” I nodded sagely.

But entrail auguries’d never impressed me, especially when they confirmed what I already knew. Seemed the same with all soothsayers. Tell folk what they want to hear then collect your fee.

“Thought ye were trying feed the leviathan.” Slade turned back to me. “Jumping overboard like that.”

“I was,” I said. “And Carlo helped. Immensely. Thank him for me next time you see him, would you?”

“Unlikely.”

I grinned. “Maybe he’ll wash ashore.”

“Hmmm…” Strange-Land leaned against the wall, massaging his cheeks.

“Can’t say as I miss the greasy dago,” Slade rasped.

“We’re on the same page on that one,” I said.

“But still, I can’t let it go as such.” Slade tapped the flat of his blade across his palm. “Can’t let some piece of shite hedge knight drown one of my crew without reprisal.”

“Why not?” I said. “Keep ‘em guessing. All of ‘em. Every single one.”

“Like the mad-priest said, Krait, ye ken it. Bad fer business. Bad fer morale. Bad all around.” His face split into that rancid grin.

“Worse for me.”

“Heh.” Slade tested his blade’s edge with his thumb. “Ye ken that, too.”

“I could promise to be more diplomatic next time?” I swallowed.

“Next time…?” Frowning, Slade scratched his neck with his knife. “Ain’t gonna be a next time. We’re almost there. And I don’t want any more shite outta ye.”

“Small chance, since I haven’t eaten in days…”

Slade blinked. “Ye hungry, Krait?”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Hey Brok,” Slade pounded the bottom of the gangway, “bring it down.”

The hatch atop creaked open, and Ape staggered through, carrying a steaming bowl of something. An aroma hit, warm and good, my stomach groaning. Ape worked his way down, palming the bowl in one wide paw.

“Poison?” My mouth watered.

“Think I’d poison ye? This late in the game?”

“Wouldn’t put it past you.”

“Poison’s no fun.”

“Can’t argue.”

“Untie him?” Ape asked.

“Nah.” Slade shook his head slowly. “Spoon feed him like a baby. Ye see any sigils on the flags, Krait? Anything ye recognize? Anything might help?”

I saw in my mind’s eye the armada, the ships, engulfed by the storm, one by one. “No,” I said, “nothing. Too far.”

“Damn shame.” Slade strode toward me with that knife tapping at his palm. “What’ll it be, Krait? You choose. Something plain. Something obvious.”

“Could do with a good shave.” But I swallowed, one hell of a gulping swallow, heart racing. “Or a bit of a trim. Lower the ears. Get me all dolled up and handsome for my big return.”

“Yer ears…” Slade grinned, skinning clean those yellow teeth. “Yer ears’ll do.” Like a vise, he gripped my right ear between thumb and forefinger, pulling it so tight I thought he might rip it off. He brandished the knife. “Handsome?” It looked fair sharp. “Handsome ain’t gonna to be a worry for ye from now on.”

“B-Blessings and benedictions be upon you…” The mad-priest plunked down on the ladder’s lowest rung.

Ape glared over his shoulder. “Huh…?”

“Do…” Strange-Land fingered his lip, licked his teeth, “do any of you smell that?”

“Fucking stinks down here,” Ape rumbled.

“I did shit my pants,” I said. “Again.”

Slade froze.

I swallowed, closed my eyes, held my breath as Slade’s blade kissed my skin.

“P-Pest…” The mad-priest’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he collapsed face-first, slopping over in the bloody sheep offal, twitching rigid in the gore. “P-Pest… P-Pest…” His mumbles morphed into bubbling babbles.

“He’ll drown,” I hissed, wincing at the blade biting infinitesimally. Just a twitch, and…

“Buggering priests.”

“It’s usually the other way around.” I caught myself against the stanchion.

“Get him out of that shite.” Slade slit my bindings, yanked me up, shoved me toward the prostrate priest.

I hunched down, dragged the babbling-priest clear of the carcass.

“Fucker shit hisself.” Ape waved a hand.

“Maybe it’s this hold,” I said.

The mad-priest writhed woodenly on the floor, fingers crippling in, lips pulled back, baring his gums and teeth as he stared off wide-eyed. “P-P-Pess…”

“What’d he say?” Slade strode forth.

“Don’t know.” Ape straightened.

I wiped the blood and shite off my hands and glared over, stifling a frigid shiver. “He said pest-jungfrau.”


Chapter 4.



…tells of the first family amongst those now called the Stolen. A fitting name, though, inauspicious as it carries with it…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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Madness prevailed, cacophonous across the docks. Folk clambered along the labyrinthine quayside, hurling rock and invective as I staggered nigh on blind down the gangplank. The sunlight burned. Waves crashed below. Ape strode behind, a heavy paw clamped to my brittle neck. As a stone sailed in, I flinched. Hissed. Winced. Only Ape’s round shield and quick reflexes saved my handsome mug from impending annihilation.

“Thanks,” I muttered, stutter stepping woodenly onward.

“Lord Raachwald wants yer squash untouched as a virgin’s virtue,” Ape grunted. “And if it ain’t, won’t be mine crossing the block.”

“Yeah. Sure. Thanks anyway.”

“Hang on.” Ape reined me in, nigh on yanking me off my feet. His five mastiffs sat quietly behind, still as statues. “Hold here. Until the path’s clear.”

Ahead, Slade sauntered down the gangplank, reaching its bottom, Yolanda, my Yolanda, my three-feet of castle-forged death sentence in one hand, an axe in his other. The gathered mob forced its way down the dock, low-folk yelling for food, for freedom, for justice, for anything and everything folk ever vied for and never got.

But Slade, the consummate politician, doled out what the low-folk always got. And he doled it out in droves.

“Shouldn’t you be the one doing that?” I asked.

“Naw,” Ape said, “the boss lives for this.”

“Death’s a hell of a thing to live for.”

“Long as it ain’t yer own.”

“No argument here,” I said.

The rioters at the fore stuttered to a halt when they saw Slade and his crew tailing. But it was Slade and Slade alone who gave them pause. Slade that stopped them dead. Slade that sent them clamoring back, scurrying to and fro and piling into one another. And it was Slade that hacked into them with the fury of the old gods.

With nowhere else to flee, folk pitched off docks, bodies splashing, crashing, thrashing in the crimson foam. The low-folk retreated, scattered, dispersed into the Jewish Quarter, or died with grim precision.

The tide turned like quicksilver.

Corpses floated, rag-dolling, bobbing, splayed out flaccid in the surging surf.

Stacks of empty crates littered the quayside, forming a complex of half-constructed ziggurats. The Old Temple of Moses rose overhead, still beat and broken. Thorfin Strange-Land strode barefoot in horror’s wake, a two-handed bronze crucifix levered over his shoulder as he exposed himself heartily to the dead and dying.

“Move it.” Ape shoved me along the dock, toward a gaol-wagon stationed at the end of the quay. The mastiffs as one followed silently but for the pad of paw and clink of chains.

A pair of horses whickered as Slade and his men approached. A rotund figure sat upon the gaol-wagon’s seat, his head bent over, heavy as lead, a set of reins in pudgy hand. He turned, met my gaze, the shock in his eyes so transitory I’d have missed it if I’d not been looking.

“My my my, Sir Luther Slythe Krait,” Lord Eustace Hochmund beamed, his cherub cheeks gleaming pink in the midday sun, “as I live and breathe.”

“Right back at you,” I said, “though my days of living and breathing seem numbered at best.”

“The same old Krait.” Lord Hochmund shook his head in wonder. “The last time I saw you was what? Three years gone, sacrificed to the grimmest of reapers? And you were playing at what? Swords, was it?” He tapped a finger against his lips. “Yes, I think it so. Below the ruins of Coldspire, above the seething abyss, beyond the raging chaos. Quite stirring. A veritable hero of old, you are. Certainly worthy of that insipid song.” He leaned forth. “You look like shit, by the by.”

“And you look like you’ve lost weight.” My chains clinked as I touched my swollen eye. “Or maybe it’s that I can only see half of you.”

“Trials and tribulations, old boy, trials and tribulations.” Lord Hochmund patted his rotund frame. “Belts have been cinched tight all about since the siege, though it wracks the mind discerning whether we’ve had any years of plenty since your impromptu departure.”

“Harmony and abundance trail ever in my wake.”

A guard opened the gaol door and pivoted aside, saluting. It was Lord Hochmund’s number two, the staid Captain Abel.

“Inside.” Ape shoved me in, the door crashing shut after.

“Comfortable?” Lord Hochmund glanced back.

“No,” I spat, picking wet hay from my greasy hair, “not even a little.”

“Well, enough said. I’ll have a toothsome chat with that devil of a concierge. We’ll harry up a brace of cotton sheets more to your liking. Velvet curtains, too, perhaps? For a touch of privacy?”

“Please do.” I gripped the bars. “And send the maid round to fluff my pillows.”

“Forthwith, old boy, forthwith.” Lord Hochmund stifled his smirk, game-facing it hard as Slade and his thugs streamed past. The rotund lord offered a half-arsed, flaccid salute that morphed into one lone middle finger. One surreptitious middle finger.

“Still forging friendships upon the very highest of rungs, I see.”

“Not so high as one might hope to aspire,” Lord Hochmund hissed out of the side of his mouth, “but far higher than I daresay you’ve soared. And friendships is a bit bold, don’t you think?” He snapped the reins and the cart lurched. “Tally ho.”

A smattering of small-folk offered timid glances as we trundled past, cringing, bowing, scraping at the sight of Slade marching along at the head of our sad, little parade.

“Allies…?”

“Allies…?” Lord Hochmund seemed to consider. “I suppose I can live with that, ‘live’ being the key term. But did you truly have to bring him?” Lord Hochmund grimaced venomously toward Slade’s back. “We were getting along famously without him.”

“I did ask him politely to leave.” I gripped the bars, tested them, pressed my face between. “He declined.”

“Gideon’s blade, you could have asked him impolitely. I’ve heard tell of your exploits in that realm from time to time. I’ve heard tell it’s your sole gift.”

“I finally mastered the high art of courtly manners.” I snorted, hacked, and hocked out a lunger.

“Well, your timing, as always, is shite, old boy.”

“Got the drop on me.” I offered a shrug. “It happens. You could give it a go? Utilize some of your erudite diplomatic skills? Get him to sign a strongly worded compact ensuring his imminent departure.”

“Nay, nay. You see, I prefer my perfectly round head precisely where it sits.” Lord Hochmund cleared his throat and sat up. “And even if I were to somehow prove successful, were my relations with King Raachwald damaged, my head would surely—”

“Whoa — Jesus.” I stuck a finger in my ear, wiggled it. “I hear you square? You say, ‘king?’”

“Did I stutter, old boy?” Lord Hochmund made a sour face. “Medicine may taste bad, but a strong dose is apt to lengthen your life.” He snapped the reins. “I mean, not in your case, per se. I wouldn’t want to be accused of offering false promises.”

“Not in a thousand years,” I deadpanned.

Lord Hochmund rolled his eyes. “False hope, then, let us say?”

“There any other kind?”

“Absolutely. There’s misplaced hope. Dashed hope. Ill-gotten hope.”

“That’s gains.”

“Either or, what difference does it make?” Lord Hochmund dug under his seat, retracted a flask, waggled it. “Here, take it. A peace offering.”

“What is it?”

“Strychnine. Hemlock. Black-Ivy. Does it matter?”

“Well,” I laid a hand daintily on my chest, “I do possess the most discerning of palates.”

“It’s wine, old son, and very good wine at that.”

“Sold.” I snatched the flask, popped the stopper, took a pull, and nigh on melted through the bars. For once, he wasn’t lying. It was good. Damn good. Though, in the state I was in, vinegar would’ve billowed my three ragged sheets.

“Consider it a going away present.”

“Oh?” I took another pull. “Leaving so soon?”

Lord Hochmund just shook his head. “Regrettably no, old boy.”

“Thanks.” I took another pull, closed my eyes, groaned. “Any chance you could…?”

“None, old son.” Lord Hochmund cut me off with a chop from his hand. “None whatsoever.”

“Look. The wily and handsome Lord Hochmund must still possess some modicum of—”

“Please, please. Enough.” Lord Hochmund waved a hand. “While wily and handsome are as accurate as the day is cruel, my vaunted honorific of ‘Lord’ is, tragically, a thing of the distant past. Gone with the chivalry of old. Now…?” He guided the reins. “I’m naught but the simplest of errand boys. Perhaps not a bit unlike you before your unceremonious fall.”

“Oh no, they held a ceremony.”

“Would that I had attended.”

“Would that I had not,” I said. “And I was an errand man. Get it straight.”

“Oh, Krait.” Hochmund shook his head. “How I’ve missed you. How cruel the fates that you should return only to once more disappear. Metaphorically, you understand? I’m sure King Raachwald will keep most you for about, here and there, for display and posterity and such.”

“I’ll make a fine pair of bookends.” I offered back the flask. “Want the last pull?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Hochmund waved a pudgy hand. “Bottoms up, old boy.”

“Works for me.” I downed the last of it and set it carefully through the bars. “Thanks.”

“But a trifle.” Hochmund guided the wagon south through the gates of the old Jewish Quarter and into Asylum City proper. “And I was thinking more of heads topping spikes, but whatever girds your storied loins.”

“Storied loins…” I shook my head and smiled.

“You’ve missed me a touch, too, I gather?” Hochmund said.

“You are hard to miss.”

Off to the west, across the Morgrave, men-at-arms stood at post atop Asylum’s walls, holding the line, battling hidden foes. The bark of war-leaders’ orders echoed above the clash of steel against steel. A trebuchet loosed, flinging a stone the size of a cow over the wall, crashing somewhere unseen.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“The business end of politics.”

“The sharp end.”

“Precisely.”

“Good old Asylum.” I wiped my mouth, savoring the wine’s aftertaste, its glow, its numbing warmth spreading throughout my body.

Hochmund glanced over his shoulder without a word.

“Hmm… Didn’t notice many Jews in the Jewish quarter.” I pressed my cheek against the cool, rough bars. “Maybe not any.”

“I simply cannot fathom it myself, old son.” Hochmund shook his head, his curly hair bouncing. “One teensie-little holocaust, and they all scatter like frightened rabbits. The few still alive, that is. It’s my understanding you fled with some of your own. The rest…? They’ve all but abandoned the whole of Svaldrake.”

“Didn’t notice much of anyone, truth be told,” I said. “Except Raachwald’s men and the folk they slaughtered.”

“Happily, overpopulation is no longer a dire concern in sweet old Asylum.” Hochmund worked the reins. “Dare I ask after your brother Stephan and Karl Skull-Splitter?”

“Stephan and Karl…” I closed my eyes, shook my head. “Jesus. Haven’t seen Stephan in over two years. Pulled another martyr job, just shy of buying it. He’s off marauding with a troop of scourgers.”

“Ah, youth…” Hochmund shook his head wistfully. “And Goodman Karl?”

“Goodman, heh, yeah.” I smirked. Karl was about as far from good as Cain from smoothing out familial disputes. “Hopefully on his way to save my arse. I expect him promptly at the twenty-third hour.”

“I believe, as the saying goes, it’s the twenty-fifth, old boy.”

“I’m hoping not to wait that long.”

“Quite right, quite right.”

Between breaks in the buildings, a fair large number of bodies and spears stood at post along the eastern wall, too. “We surrounded?”

“Indeed.” Hochmund nodded. “King Raachwald has forged such friendships and alliances as only legends can tell.”

“I saw a junkyard of empty crates around the docks.”

“Aye, well, the good city of Asylum has endured some … difficulties as of late.”

“Difficulties…? What sort?”

“Well, the siege, of course.” Hochmund’s hands moved as he spoke. “And the plague, naturally, and the—” Hochmund shook his head slowly. “Never you mind, Krait. Were I in your unenviable position, I should concern myself solely with my own dilemmas. Best not become inundated in others’ travails.”

“I am quite the adept swimmer.”

“Yes, I heard you swan-dived overboard at least twice on your little cruise. You’re fast gaining an affinity for the briny deep.”

Hochmund guided the cart down Crowley Street. To the south, Mummer’s Isle, the Rock, our destination, rose, a rocky fist aimed at the sky. Atop the acropolis, a black basalt castle and obelisk perched like a crow, set ready to take wing. But where the other four castles had once stood upon the Rock’s cliffs, now there stood nothing.

“They rebuilt Coldspire,” I said.

“Rebuilding, as in the process of.” Hochmund offered a nod. “And they’ve almost completed their flourishing touches.”

“And what of the rest? What of you and yours?”

“Me and mine?”

“Your keep,” I said. “And the three others?”

“I magnanimously donated Gold-Tooth for its various and sundry building materials. As did that Brulerin shite.” Hochmund waved a hand. “As for the Taschgarts…”

They were all dead, even I knew that.

“Magnanimously…?”

“Indeed, I gave until it hurt, or rather, to allay the incurrence of any further hurtment.”

“Hurtment, huh? That even a word?”

“It is now. And I’ve always so been a proponent of municipal projects. For the betterment of the community and the like.” Hochmund offered a tepid flourish. “It was the least I could do.”

“You changed your house sigil?” I blinked when he turned. Hochmund’s fox sigil had been supplanted by a fearsome crow imposed upon Yggdrasil, the world tree. “And took his.”

“Eat or be beaten, old boy,” Hochmund shrugged, “and I so like to eat. I like breathing, too, almost as much.”

“You joined that rat-bastard prick.”

“Please, no disparagements concerning my most-esteemed liege lord.”

I spat. “Still licking boots with the best of ‘em, I see.”

“Licking boots?” Hochmund recoiled. “Nay, nay, I prefer the kissing of rings or, at worst, of arses.” Gripping a fistful of his prodigious love-handle, he gave it a good shake. “One needs only bend over half so far. I’m not built for the true grovel, you see.”

“Never thought of it that way.”

“Tut tut. Just imagine. Me slithering on my belly like some torpid serpent? With my back and these knees?” Hochmund stifled a shudder. “It would take an army.”

I shook my head in wonder. “And folk think being an arse-licking sycophantic’s easy.”

“Truer words, old boy, truer words…” Hochmund hummed.

The Morgrave River below thundered as raging rapids sluiced past. The Rock loomed above, masons hauling cut stone, forging a curtain wall around the keep. Shaded depressions honeycombed the wall above and to the north, tarred corpses dangling from more than one.

Hochmund followed my gaze. “Decorated like a Christmas tree.”

“How festive.”

“How indeed.”

“Don’t suppose you could do something to get me out of here?”

“Don’t suppose I could,” Hochmund sighed. “Believe me, if I could without risk to my own person … but well, such an avenue is simply not possible. You see, it’s like this. I love you, Krait, dearly and truly I do.” He held his thumb and forefinger slightly apart. “But I do so love me just that teensiest bit more.”

I let it go.

Watched it fall.

Plummet.

Shatter.

“Fair enough,” I said.

The Bastard Bridge lay before us, followed by a long switchback road wending up to the summit. The last time I’d crossed the Bastard, I’d been chased by a hundred-foot tall corpse-born demonic monstrosity bent on my imminent oblivion.

My prospects this time seemed worse.
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…received word of Slade Raachwald’s arrival in the far off port of New Esdraelon, a backwater burgh newly erected upon the march-lands called the Grey…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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King Raachwald’s court was strewn with corpses. Headless corpses. Many headless corpses. The legion of heads laid there lolling, glaring, gazing to and fro, some with a visage of terror stamped on their faces, eyes clamped shut, others with cold glum resignation. Hochmund prodded me forth, his pudgy hand pressing insistently between my shoulder blades. “Just keep moving, Krait,” he whispered. “It’ll go easier that way.”

Slade marched onward, chin up, eyes on the prize, leading his entourage, cutting through the press, shouldering past recalcitrant folk, an aura of hushed terror preceding him.

“Easier?” I hissed. “Easier for who?”

Hochmund whispered behind his hand. “Why, me, of course.”

“Go fuck yourself.” I stood ramrod straight, leaning back.

“Gideon’s blade—” Hochmund breathed, desperation burning in his eyes.

Whispers blossomed as a fever of magpies rustled, chattering in our wake.

“Gimme another slug of wine,” I demanded.

“You snake, I already—” Hochmund bared his teeth.

“C’mon, I know you have more.”

Hochmund simmered an instant, then relented, digging under his cloak and proffering a small flask. “Fine. Here. Quickly now.”

Manacles clinking, I took a long cool pull, wiped my mouth, handed it back. “Thanks.” I strode down the row between the parted assemblage, stepping over the headless corpse of a Teutonic Knight, his white tabard stained red.

Someone ahead was jawing, his voice warbling, echoing “…and w-we must achieve some manner of accord, King Raachwald. Please, I beg of you. Mein Gott. We beg of you. This shall change nothing. Nothing, I say. And y-you can’t kill us all! You can’t!”

“By the bloody spear, is that a challenge?” It was King Raachwald. Like some monolithic elden god carved from the very rock, he sat upon a black basalt throne sculpted into an amalgam of Yggdrasil the World Tree and the wings of a crow nigh on taking flight.

“Y-You must do something to safeguard our persons.” The warbling voice rose an octave. “H-Hanseatic and guild. Merchant and tradesman. All are afraid to venture out. Afraid to work. Afraid t-to—”

“You speak of fear?” King Raachwald said.

“Eh…?”

“Ken you fear now?”

Nothing came in response but some stuttered whimpers as the crowd parted before us.

“Hold him down.” Two men-at-arms stepped forth, gripping a man in carpenter’s livery, forcing him down face-first onto a chopping block. They were somewhat less than gentle.

“Aye. Now bind him.”

Like a hoary old crow, King Raachwald groaned up from his throne, levering himself to his feet with a black-bladed falchion, and hobbled forth like some old broken thing. Which he was. Yet his infirmity seemed only to intensify his aura of dread.

“Please, no—!” the carpenter shrieked.

Clamping a hand on the condemned woodworker’s neck, feeling his vertebrae, perhaps apprising himself of their transitory nature, King Raachwald leaned down and whispered, slavering in the poor bloke’s ear. What he said I could not hear.

“Mein Gott, please!” A pool of urine grew round the carpenter’s boot.

I held no judgment.

“Please!”

“The time for begging is past.” King Raachwald rose, rolled back his sleeves, hefted that falchion to his shoulder. Its steel blade shimmered black, but I could see now it was also stained crimson. “The time for answers lies nigh. Truth shall spill in concert with your blood.” Evidence of his work lay all about. The room fell silent as he raised his falchion overhead. “Who is taking the folk of Asylum?”

Slade glared back, sneering over his shoulder, his yellow eyes somehow smiling.

The carpenter squeezed his eyes shut, trembled, and said nothing.

“Very well,” King Raachwald spat. “Bear your secrets to the grave.”

My mouth went so dry I could barely speak. Not that I had anything worth saying. Certainly nothing that’d change my predicament. Might be I could change someone else’s, though. Go to grace with something in my favor. I’d never set much of an example on how to live.

Dying though…?

“Lord Raachwald!” I hollered, my voice echoing through the hall.

Silence still, but for the death knell of my dying declaration, all eyes turning inexorably toward me.

“Eh…?” King Raachwald froze, his yellow eye widening, his dead-white one staying pretty much the same. “Krait…?” Recognition blossomed like black roses. “Krait.” His scarred wooden face might’ve been a statue’s except for a slight quiver at the edge of his wizened lip. “By the bloody spear…” King Raachwald absently lowered the falchion.

“Move.” Slade gripped me by the scruff of the neck and shoved me stumbling past Hochmund.

King Raachwald straightened. “The bastard son has finally returned.”

“And he comes bearing a gift.” Slade strode onward, shouldering folk aside. “Move it, fucker. Out of the way.”

“Slade…”

“Prince Slade,” Slade sneered, “your son and heir. As was agreed. As our blood oath bound us.”

“Prince Slade…?” I muttered. “Is this the shittiest fairy tale ever told?”

“Shut it, Snake.” Slade launched me forward.

“Jesus Christ—” I stumbled before the chopping block, righted, kicked aside the head of another Teutonic. “Someone’s gonna sprain an ankle in here.”

Slade Raachwald, behind me, offered a clipped snicker.

King Raachwald, before me, did not. Humor was not the source of his infamy. The Gallows Lord, or King rather, just stared, apprising me with those dead eyes, like some cold serpent hypnotizing prey. The point of his falchion scraped softly against the stone floor.

“Good sir,” I nodded down to the carpenter, “I believe you’re in my spot.”

The carpenter blinked and gasped.

King Raachwald swiped aside a hand. “Remove him from my sight.” His men cut the carpenter loose and cast him stumbling into the gathered crowd. They all wore the livery of one guild or another. Carpenters. Hostellers. Tanners. A couple of the corpses, too. A riot of color and tatter and blood. King Raachwald turned, rasping to a guard, “Bring me my bone-axe.” He wiped his glistening chin.

A quick explanation of King Raachwald’s bone-axe. It’s an axe. And he uses it to hack through, then pry up the ribs of someone he’s blood-eagling. But then I’m stalling.

Slade hovered over the chopping block, smirking as he patted it. “All warmed up.”

“Thanks,” I managed. “Nothing worse than a cold chopping block.”

“Bind him.” King Raachwald lumbered toward an open back door.

Eyes glared from all around, but one set in particular burned. I turned, blinked, straightened. It was Lady — no, she was a lady no more. It was Queen Narcissa, judging by her crown, her raiment, her mantle, sitting perched by the throne.

Queen Narcissa was as beautiful and harsh as a midwinter night, her long sable hair shining in the light, those twin indigo moons judging me in razor sharp silence. She held one hand upon her prominent belly. The other clutched the hand of a child, a boy nigh on two years old. He was dark-haired and pale, with his mother’s eyes. He peered up at me quizzically and blinked.

“Your Highness.” I offered a stilted bow.

The young prince beckoned his mother. Wide-eyed, the boy whispered in her ear. “Who is that man, mother?”

A pair of the queen’s handmaids stood behind, one whispering in the other’s ear.

“He is no one, my lovely son.” Queen Narcissa hugged her son to her breast.

For an instant, I saw her as I had three years past, standing out in the cold, the snow falling, her face an angry crimson where I’d struck her. I hadn’t forgotten. Nor, I’d hazard, had she.

“You look well, Your Grace.” I bowed. “Another one on the way?”

“Mother of mercy,” she sneered.

“Mercy?” I perked up. “If you’ve any to spare…?”

“That well, sadly, has gone dry.”

“You’re gonna need my help.”

“Your help…?” Queen Narcissa’s eyes sparkled cold. “It’s a chronic problem that you can’t even help yourself. Come, my precious Ragnar.” She took her son by the hand. “Let us away.”

A guard bore a pair of long-chained manacles, and King Raachwald’s men set to fixing them. As the first clamped round my wrist, Slade whispered close, prodding me in the kidney with a blade. “Just try something, Krait.”

“You’d be doing me a favor,” I grunted.

“Not in my nature,” Slade rasped.

“I’ll not argue the point, you stupid, ugly shit-head fuck.” I figured I might as well cram as many insults in as I could, even if they were low-grade, puerile bullshit. “Pardon the language, Your Highnesses.” I bowed toward the royal pair standing before me.

“Eh…?” Slade straightened, eyes widening, noticing the queen and her progeny, impending and otherwise.

Queen Narcissa froze as she met Slade’s glare. Blood drained from her face as they squared off, face to face, eye to eye, heir to heir.

Queen Narcissa’d borne a glare of annihilating disdain for me. Her glare for Slade…?

Somehow even worse.

“Meet your big brother,” I said to the little princeling. “He’s a right-rotten piece of cesspit shite. Pardon my French. Again.”

The boy hid behind his mother’s prominent belly.

It showed fair-good instincts.

Slade snatched me by the neck, dragged me back, then shoved me face first into the chopping block. The impact drove the air from my lungs, stunning me, as the guards pulled my arms out cruciform, nigh on out of their sockets, then bound them down.

“Jesus…” I hissed, gagged, drooled.

Sloughing, scraping footsteps from behind as King Raachwald trudged back with that bone axe. Gasping, I glared up at the guild-folk, huddled together like a spooked herd, then into the carpenter’s wide eyes. He knuckled his forehead surreptitiously, mouthed something I figured for thanks. But my focus lay elsewhere.

I licked my lips, nodded, turned my head as King Raachwald tested the edge of that axe. I’d hazard it would pass.
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…along with the general populace, did not miss the bastard prince. He and I have suffered our numerous feuds, and I fear that with my diminished status, he has finally gained the upper…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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“Any last words, Krait?” King Raachwald rested the very prominent beard of his bone-axe digging into my shoulder. “What?” Drool slavered as he leaned in. “Nothing…?”

I didn’t look back.

Didn’t start.

Just nodded my head.

“Yeah, you miserable old fuck,” I barely managed. “Just one thing. You owe me.”

“Owe…?” His breath reeked of onions.

“I slew two of your sons. Kraile on the field at Crecy, and Arrold in a duel at the siege of Calais. Honest combat. That’s why you hate me, yeah?” I said. “Cause of them. Well, that’s what happens in duels. In battle. In warfare. Each was a capable warrior. A deadly adversary. As was I. I say it not to boast. I say it merely for each contest was a fifty-fifty proposition. A coin flip. At best. And I won twice. Could just as easily’ve lost.

“But your third son, Cain. I hunted down his killer. Brought him to light. To bear. That rectifies one. And I saved her.” I nodded at Queen Narcissa. “And now you’ve two to replace the elders.” I glared at Slade. “And that bastard shite.”

Slade drew up, yellow eyes shining.

I ignored him.

“Is that all?” King Raachwald asked.

“All…?” I sniffed, hocked, spat. “Yeah, I suppose it is.”

Slade stepped forth and offered King Raachwald Yolanda.

“Nay, my son.” King Raachwald shook him off. “I’ll not touch it again. Though, I would that you sunder her before I sunder him.”

“Gladly.” Slade gripped Yolanda in two hands, raised her overhead, and smote down upon the stone dais steps. Sparks rained, and the guild folk shied back, away. Slade raised her again, and again, and again. He clove her into the block and bent her over in half, only to have her spring back, unmarred.

Slade rasped heavy by the end, chest heaving, staring wide-eyed at the bit of brilliance impaled through stone.

“Enough.” King Raachwald glared in wonder at Yolanda’s still pristine blade.

“Gonna need a stonemason,” I mumbled, squinting at the sundered rubble, more ramp now than stairs.

A cool buzzing numbness suffused my ears. At first, I thought it the guild folk chattering, gabbing, grousing. I blinked. A blurred mass, a massed amalgam of folk shifting from foot to foot as though in slow motion, but no mouths moving, no words forthcoming. Only wide eyes, pursed lips, signs of the cross.

For an instant, Karl stood foremost amongst the crowd, thane axe in hand, my brother Stephan beside him, a scourge draped across his scarred shoulders, a look of consternation glimmering in his eye. Behind both, my Uncle Charles stood, lips moving in silent prayer.

Then they were gone, the buzzing numbness a swarm of locusts on a hot August day. A warm, humming drone. My mouth was dry and tasted … strange.

Metallic.

Warm.

I managed to raise my lolling head, my body somehow absorbing the buzzing numb, drinking it in, spreading it out. I couldn’t feel my teeth, my lips, my tongue.

“Karl?” I slurred, snorted, squinted. “Stephan…?”

Intermingled within the crowd, glassy-eyed, Hochmund took a pull off his flask, offered a nod, then turned and disappeared. Across the hall, Queen Narcissa stood at the exit, glaring back for an instant.

“My Queen,” King Raachwald turned, levering himself up with that axe, biting into my shoulder, “I would that young Prince Ragnar stay and watch. To ken the fate of his father’s enemies. To ken the price.”

“For Christ’s sake, Pyotr,” Queen Narcissa shook her head, “he’s but a boy.”

“He needs to see,” King Raachwald growled. “He needs to understand.”

“It’s not so much the sight, Pyotr,” Queen Narcissa sneered, “as it is the stench. And the mess? Offal strewn about the great hall? Mother of mercy, we eat in here. How long must his indigent stink infect our new home? Do it outside under the moon’s merciless eye.”

I could hear the wheels turning in King Raachwald’s head.

But I didn’t let it touch me.

Didn’t bother with hope.

Hope…

I hocked a lunger.

“Oh, forget I said anything, Pyotr,” Queen Narcissa scoffed, gathering the princeling to her side. “Mother of mercy, just get on with it, then.”

Slade Raachwald hovered over my other shoulder, watching the Queen and his principal political rival march back toward the raised dais. I’d have cast some cutting remark, some biting jibe, but my mouth wouldn’t work. Nor my mind. There, but not there. The axe wheedling into my shoulder was all I could feel. The tear of the manacles across blistered wrists. The grit biting into my knees.

Opaque shadows refracted a wavy haze.

Sot, King Raachwald’s fool, jangled forth in his pale, soiled motley and tapped me on the forehead with a bent scepter. “Boop!” He giggled, covering his wreck of a mouth. Half his teeth were gone, the other half cracked and shattered. Courtesy of me and my favorite boot, from heady days of blessed yore. “And thus, I dub thee, the knave of spades!” Sot bowed to the crowd and grunted, squeezing out a wet fart. “So you’d best start digging!”

The guild-folk offered a nervous half-laughter alongside some palsied applause even I, through my half-witted fugue, could tell was forced. I didn’t blame them. I’d have been right there alongside, egging on and jibing sharp at the poor doomed bastard, were he not me.

Knee deep in imagined earth, Sot finished pantomiming the digging of my grave in the flagstone floor. He dabbed sweat from his brow. “T’is ready, milord!” Sot rolled imaginary dice. “Commence the dicing!”

Again that pitiful, forced, recalcitrant laughter.

“Remove yourself, Sot,” King Raachwald growled. “You crowd my path.”

“Of course, of course,” Sot groaned up from his knees. His red face faded back to pink, except for the wine stain coloring nigh on half his horrid mug. “A hand, my bastard prince. Though,” he reached up for Slade, “I ken you’re more used to shoving folk in than dragging them out.”

No one even pretended to laugh.

Not with Slade.

Slade sneered in derision. “I’ll bury you alongside him, freak.”

“Oh, how we’ve missed you,” Sot lamented, hands clasped over heart. “The city quivered to its very roots with you gone. Pain or pleasure? Assailed from within and without, she unfairly trembles at your inglorious return.” Sot shuffled forth on his knees, snatching at Slade’s cloak. “Please, dear prince, next time you go, take me with you!”

Slade socked him rotten across the floor.

“Bad dog!” Sot spat a tooth shard and spanked his own arse. “Bad! Bad!”

Slade cocked back again, but King Raachwald stayed his hand. “Enough!”

“What? Did I striketh a nerve?” Sot rubbed his swollen cheek as he rolled over onto all fours, looking up at me. “A pair of bad puppies.”

“Remove yourself, Sot.” King Raachwald thumbed the edge of that axe.

“Of course, Your Lowness.” Sot spat out another tooth as he clambered up the chopping block, blood coursing down his chin. Eye to eye, Sot grasped my face and planted a bloody kiss on my lips. “Good boy.” He patted my head. “And what breed of mongrel be ye?”

Shaking my head free, or trying to, anyway, I spat and gagged and garbled some flibbered gibberish.

“That’s a good boy!” Sot scratched behind my ears, blinked, then snapped his fingers. “I know, Your Gracelessness! He’s a blood-hound!”

“I’ll not say it again, fool.” King Raachwald gripped that bone-axe.

“Sir Luther Slythe Krait, the bloodhound who stalked the crow-killer from three years gone to dust. Sir Luther, who unmasked and beheaded the killer of your severely departed son, Cain. Abel might have been a more fitting name, no?” He placed a finger to his pudgy lips. “What? Oh, my. Too soon?” He shrugged. “And this, all just prior to your most recent nuptials?”

Queen Narcissa guided Prince Ragnar around the pool of Sot’s blood and teeth to stand by the side of her king.

“Krait…?” someone whispered from the crowd.

“Sir Luther Slythe Krait?”

“I remember him. He’s the one brought down the corpse-daemon.”

“I thought he were dead…”

I wasn’t either, but was in poor position for any stalwart refutation.

“They sayeth the veil thins for the man condemned to death, lengthening his eyes and ears, making him privy to sights and sounds beyond the ken of a healthier lot. So,” Sot cupped his ear by my numb lips, “what truths hath this condemned man to bare?”

“Fuck off,” I mumbled.

“Oh…?” Sot straightened, slapped me limp-wristed across the shoulder. “Oh dear. What’s that? You’re terrible. Oooo!” He leaned back in. “Tell me more!”

Dead silence.

King Raachwald didn’t bite. He merely stood there, carved from stone.

“What? The Serpent Knight claims he saw something?” Sot’s eyes bulged. “Something of import? Something His Majesty must avail himself of?” He patted me on the head. “Good boy.”

“Go. Fuck. Yourself.”

“He claims an armada bears down upon us, to seal off our precious harbor.” Sot whirled around, his arms splayed out, his scepter narrowly missing me. “The final lock in the siege.” Sot turned and pointed a finger at King Raachwald. “The final nail in your coffin. All of our coffins!”

“With the harbor blocked, we’re crow-food.”

“With winter closing in, we’ll starve as surely as…”

“We’re done for.”

“The Serpent Knight lies,” Slade rasped.

“Even the stopped cock crows, ‘Lice!’ my lowliest of lows.” Sot executed a nimble pirouette.

“I’ll cut yer tongue out.” Slade drew that dagger.

“An armada…?” King Raachwald shifted at that.

“Aye, my kingliest of kings!” Sot beamed through his wreckage of teeth. “A gift on your third anniversary! A bevied brace of warships! Hear, hear!” Sot tweaked his own nipples. “In fond remembrance of your most blessed nip-tuals. Hah!

“And it occurs to me another marriage might be in order, my loftiest of lofts.” Sot twirled his scepter expertly, then fumbled it across the floor. “Oops!” He let it lie, extending one hand. “On this one hand, we have a problem. Asylum lies gripped by the gripe. Yon guilds and workers and Hanseatic men fear for their lives and livelihoods as this silent killer runs rampant through the streets.” Sot extended his other hand. “And on the other, you, my King of Things, are under siege from forces without. Thus having not the resources to allocate to this other problem. So…”

Sot brought his two hands together, one hand making a circle with thumb and forefinger, the other a pointed index. “Why not marry the two?” He commenced the age-old hand pantomime for coupling. “Use this bloody-hound to address the issue within Asylum, while you focus your prodigious talents for mass-scale massacre and slaughter without? Two birds, as they say, with the one proverbial stone!”

Sot executed a slovenly pirouette, tipped his cap, and ended in a courtier’s bow coupled with blasting flatulence.

King Raachwald breathed heavy behind.

And me…?

I could barely lift my gaze, let alone focus.


Chapter 7.



…Jakub Lütkens, a fuller. Other family names and clans are lamented, but the tragedy of the Lütkens family has struck a particularly sensitive…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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As the sun set, a cold wind ripped raw off the ocean, blasting south, chilling me to the bone, huddled alone in my desolate cell. The cell was nigh on eight by eight. Not much to it, which is a fair common characteristic of cells, in general. A heavy oaken door, a ceiling, a floor, and three rough-hewn walls. But the fourth? The all-important fourth? That keeps actors from harassing the audience? There was none. Which seems like good news til you take a gander out.

Til you see a drop of nigh on a thousand feet into the roaring Morgrave below.

Til you feel the cold iron collar riveted tight round your throat, the chain bolted to the wall, long enough that you can make quick your escape any time you desire.

Til you see the bloke hung by his broken neck, spinning infinitesimally like clockwork, chain creaking, adding necessary perspective to the fearsome view.

Off to the west, beyond Asylum’s walls, an army sat encamped. Campfires dotted the slash of open ground between the city and the first boughs of the Hellwood. A riot of heraldic standards staked the grounds. Mercenary bands from as far-flung as Outremer’d taken up the call. Inside the walls, men-at-arms scuttled behind parapet and merlon, readying weapons and preparing. Others diced or played at cards. Waiting. Watching. Wary.

There was a fair lot of that going around.

Near as I could suss, I’d been there a day and a night and a day and was working hard on grim symmetry when someone shoved a key into the lock then opened my cell door.

I’d have swallowed, but lacked the spit requisite to accomplish the herculean feat. “Jesus…”

“So sorry to disappoint, old boy.” It was Hochmund. “I’m no messiah, but just mayhap your savior.”

In pudgy hands, Hochmund brandished a steaming bowl and horn flagon. Hochmund muttered to the gaoler and stepped past.

“Well…?” Hochmund stood poised at the threshold. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

“You a vampire, by any chance?”

“I’ve often been referred to as a blood-sucker, but nay nay, not a vampire.”

“In that case…” Sweeping aside my manacle chains, I executed a magnificent bow. “Entrez s'il vous plaît. Can I get you anything?” I shuffled aside as he entered. “Though I’m afraid my cupboard is a mite bare.”

The door slammed shut.

“Gideon’s blade— ” Hochmund blanched, crossed himself, swallowed, edging away from the precipice. “I … I’ll pass, old son. But I do most appreciate the offer.” He tugged at his collar. “What amenities were you offering, by the by?”

“Hell of a view while taking a piss?”

“A … A harrowing view, more like.” Hochmund turned from pale to green. “And I’d much prefer simply peeing my pants to risking my blessed neck if it’s all the same to you.”

“Well, here’s your problem.” I rattled my chain. “Now me? I take a piss and happen to tumble?” I pointed up toward my cellmate, hanging from the cell above. “I’ll only fall about seven or eight feet. See…? Very safety conscious.”

“It’s a miracle his head didn’t rip off.”

“Will miracles never cease?”

“Nay is the answer, but as they say,” Hochmund covered his mouth, “it’s not the fall…”

“Yeah. As they say.” I dropped the chain. “Any idea what he did?”

“More like what he didn’t do, old boy.” Hochmund dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. “He was a guild merchant, Hanseatic, who was having a myriad of difficulties motivating his underlings in continuing the clandestine import of necessary livestock. Horses, mostly. There’s been a dearth for quite some time, quite some time, indeed. Though, to be fair, there’s been a dearth of nearly everything for quite some time.”

“Well,” I scowled up, “his worries are at an end.”

“Ahem.” Hochmund blinked, forced a smirk, brandished the bowl and flagon. “I come bearing gifts. Now, I’ll not swear an oath that it’s the most tepid gruel you’ll ever taste, but…”

I shuffled forward, chains clinking, stomach groaning. “If you had lower standards, I’d ask you to marry me.”

“A bold proposition.” Hochmund handed me the booze and gruel, no doubt counting his fingers immediately after.

“They do say I’m the boldest.”

“Bon appetite.”

I downed the flagon without conscious thought, the cool rush of ale biting hard, good, weakening my knees, “Jesus…” then started on the bowl. I closed my eyes, chewed, leaned back against the wall, slumped down to a crouch.

I shoveled another mouthful.

“You dose me with the wine?” I glanced up through one eye.

“I thought it a prudent thing,” Hochmund said.

“Prudent…?” I shook my head. “No. Not even a little.”

Hochmund rubbed his throat, still eyeballing the edge like it was creeping up on him with a knife.

“The opposite…?” I pointed with the spoon. “Yeah. More than. If Raachwald ever realized? Put it together…?”

“Though, the name Eustace Hochmund also runs synonymous with the bearding of danger, does it not?”

“No, it does not,” I said with my mouth full, “but thanks.”

“Well, I owe you, old son,” Hochmund said. “I owe you twice.”

“Twice…?” I chewed, considered, swallowed.

“Twice. Yes. Once for selling you out, and once for you saving my arse. My prodigious arse.” He raised a finger. “But don’t think I wouldn’t sell you out again were my head resting on the sinister end of Forseti’s judiciary scales.”

“Duly noted.”

Hochmund crossed himself, inching along the wall.

The bowl was empty practically before I began. I scoured the sides for dregs, sucked the spoon dry, scraped for some more.

“A-Are you quite done?” Hochmund asked.

“Almost.”

“Good good. Now,” Hochmund took a breath, “down to business.”

“Business.” I nodded. “Have anything to do with why I’m still alive?”

“A thing or two, mayhap. It seems the king’s fool offered up some sound counsel.”

“Yeah?”

“So it seems.”

“And where’d he get it?” I asked. “Along with the balls to utter it?”

“Perhaps a little bird.”

“You’re hardly little.”

“Or a bird.” Hochmund glanced out the cell door window. “I was speaking more in the vernacular of crows, old boy.”

I stiffened, recalled Sot offering Queen Narcissa a surreptitious glance before his scorching diatribe. Her leaning over, whispering in her husband’s ear. “The queen, then.”

“With my adept assistance, but of course.”

“Well, thanks. Again.”

Hochmund offered a stilted bow.

“Raachwald still gonna kill me?”

“Imminently…?” Hochmund considered. “I think not. The old tyrant’s at an impasse currently. No, I should think he’s going to pulp you, press you, and extract whatever he can before he kills you. Lord knows you are mostly alcohol. That would be the sensible play. And while King Raachwald is neither famous, nor infamous, rather, for making the sensible play — he’s more of the gut feeling and expedience sort — I think in this he has little choice.”

“Well, either way, I’m in.”

“Eh…?”

“Whatever it is, I’m in. I’m always in. You know. Considering the choices.”

“The blood-eagle, yes.” Hochmund shuddered. “Barbarism at its most barbaric. It is, admittedly, dear Krait, not the filet mignon of choices.”

“Maybe from where you’re standing,” I said. “You mentioned an impasse. What is it needs doing?”

Hochmund held up his fingers. “Two things, old boy.”

“Two, huh?” I said. “My calendar’s chock full, but I suppose I could just manage to squeeze him in.”

“You could find it in your heart?”

“Well, it is my second biggest organ.”

“Not from what I’ve heard.”

“Well, my kindness is legendary.”

“That’s not what I meant, but very neatly done.” Hochmund massaged the back of his neck, eyeballing the dangling corpse balefully.

I followed his gaze. “Is it me, or is Raachwald executing more folk that usual?”

“Indeed.” Hochmund nodded. “Our lord and commander has taken to asking questions of the condemned in the belief, however dubious, that such a man standing on the precipice might be gifted unique insight into things normally beyond his ken. That such a man can but only speak truth.”

“Yeah…?” I frowned, the spoon poised before my mouth. “Sounds like black magic.”

“It’s certainly black, old son, but magic…?”

“Horse-shite, then,” I offered. “And how’s it going?”

“To hell in a hand basket, I believe, is the saying. Some speak while others withhold. As to the veracity of those who do choose to speak?” Hochmund shrugged. “Well now, who can say? Now then, on to more pressing matters.”

“What questions is he asking?”

“Well, old boy, as you may or may not have ascertained through your drug-induced torpor, the goodly folk of Asylum are gripped by a seemingly unnatural threat. Something reportedly from beyond the veil, from the land of Nod. Something, you see, or someone, is killing the folk of Asylum.”

“Yeah…? Again? What is it?”

“Well now, that is the executionatorial query, old son.”

“That even a word?”

“Why certainly.” Hochmund hugged himself, rubbed his arms, stamped his feet. “I just conjured it from the ether.”

“And what’s the answer? Any of the condemned letting slide anything useful?”

“Most? Nay, nay, not a single concrete peep worthy of preservation. A few, though, to be sure, have revealed some mysterious missive, some delectable little tidbit.”

“Yeah? What?”

“Pest-jungfrau.” Hochmund frowned, scratching his chin.

I straightened.

“You’ve heard of it?” Hochmund’s eyes narrowed. “Raachwald’s translator seems to think it means something along the lines of ‘sick-girl,’ albeit said translator is a notorious cad, liar, and drunk.”

“Were you said translator?”

“Why, you—” Hochmund balled a hand into a fist.

“Easy.” I raised my hands. “So, why is it you’re here telling me all this and not our blessed king?”

“Our most esteemed and blessed king wondered if he possessed the requisite restraint to keep from fulfilling his loathsome oath while in your immediate vicinity. Similar sentiments held by many and all.”

“But not you.”

“I am something of a saint by comparison, and I’d prefer not tarnishing my golden halo.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “And who’s it killing?”

“Why, everyone, all of Asylum, I should think,” Hochmund said. “The guildmasters banded together to beg for King Raachwald’s help. You see how that went. Work across the city has become impeded. What little trade trickling in, even black market fare, has been stunted, and with this impending armada of yours…”

“They’ll blockade the harbor, stopper it up, shut it down for good.”

“Precisely. And with the guild workers refusing to work…” Hochmund shook his head slowly. “Folk are afraid to venture out into the streets, to abandon their families, to even remain home. And this, all whilst knowing what awaits them when King Raachwald summons them to Coldspire. They fear this killer more than they fear the chopping block, the gallows, perhaps even the blood-eagle.”

“Yeah.” I scraped my spoon one last time across the bowl to no avail. “Would be a fine tactic for the besieging army. Sow discord within and without. Fuck up what supply chains are left. Put Raachwald on his ear. Whose army is it, anyway?”

“They call her the Witch-Saint of Wyrms. They say she holds sway over man and beast, weather and tide, earth and—”

“Witch-Saint…?” I tossed him the bowl. “And why Wyrms?”

“It—” Hochmund caught the bowl against his chest. “It’s just what they say.”

“They again, huh? ‘They’ usually have their heads shoved up their arses. Sideways.”

“It’s merely the prevailing rumor, then, shall we say.”

“Alright, so Asylum’s besieged by some killer dame, with some mysterious killer running riot inside, to boot.”

“That indeed seems the long and short of it.”

“Long and short, yeah?” I said. “What is it Raachwald wants me to do?”

“Our vaunted king bade you to do what it is you do best.”

“What…? Shit my pants? Bone his wife? Flee in girlish terror?”

“No, the other thing. The thing where you hunt down said killer, and bring him to bear and light.”

“Manfully. I manfully hunt them down.”

“Yes, forgive me. How you manfully accomplish said venture, undoubtedly with a heart of pure alabaster and wits keen as Damascene steel.”

“Exactly. So,” I struggled up, dusted off my ragged pants, “where do I start?”

“The throne room.” Hochmund rapped softly on the cell door. “We’re ready, my good sir.”

Footsteps sounded down the corridor.

“Eustace,” I paused, “what was the second thing?”

“Eh…?”

“You mentioned two things that needed doing.”

As the guard unlocked the cell door, Hochmund pressed a finger to his lips. “Loose lips, old boy, loose lips.”


Chapter 8.



…tales of a great army massing to the west. A monstrous conglomeration of foes of the King of Asylum, and our fairest of kings possesses no dearth of…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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Guildmaster Gergo Bice was the newly minted master of the carpenter’s guild. Currently though, he barely looked master of his own bowels. I didn’t blame him. He was the bloke bound long and low across the chopping block when I made my grand entrance two days prior. His position now was an improvement, but only marginally so.

I started forth, but Hochmund laid a hand on my shoulder, gripped firmly, shook his head, No.

Somewhere, echoing far off down the hall, a man screamed bloody murder.

“…b-but sire, we’re doing whatever we can, I swear it,” Bice stammered between the screams. “But our folk are p-paralyzed by fear.”

“And you fear your king cannot protect you?” Seated upon his midnight throne, King Raachwald calmly thumbed the edge of his falchion. Inspecting her nails, Queen Narcissa sat upon her unadorned seat to his right. Guards armed to the teeth filled out the remainder of the pastoral portrait.

“N-Nay, Your Highness,” Bice gulped, glaring past the king, to the heads spiked onto the wall.

King Raachwald cocked his head. “Then please, Master Bice, explain.”

The mystery man screamed again, a long protracted blood-curdling ululation.

“Mein Gott…” Bice dabbed his brow.

Scowling, King Raachwald waved a hand as though shooing gnats. “Proceed.”

“W-We fear the war, the army, th-this Witch-Saint, aye, but hold every confidence in you, m-my king.” Bice glanced over his shoulder at the nine other guildmasters, a gaggle of heads nodding so hard I thought they might all flop off. “And why shouldn’t we? You’ve done right by the citizens of Asylum.” Barring the Jews, I didn’t say. Or the third killed by the corpse-golem. “You’ve ended the incessant civil-wars.” By slaughtering all who defied. “You united us as one.” Under one prodigious, all-encompassing thumb. “And we are eternally grateful.” And when addressing a king, desperate boot licking is always the proper punctuation to the end of most any sentence, death or otherwise.

Lord Raachwald glared and said nothing, letting the poor fucker stew.

It was very deftly done.

“But these disappearances weigh heavily upon the populace. And we,” Bice glanced at his guildmaster compatriots whom, to a man, looked up, down, away, “or I — I should say — fear that with the war encroaching upon us, y-you may lack the resources to address it.”

The mystery man’s screams stuttered to an abrupt and gurgling halt. I could almost hear his soul wafting up to the great beyond.

“What the hell was that?” I hissed behind a hand.

“King Raachwald’s choir,” Hochmund said, “serenading with his favorite lullaby.”

“Jesus Christ…”

The guildmaster herd shifted from foot to foot, spooked, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Most like across Bice’s neck.

Lord Raachwald sat upon his basalt throne, so motionless he seemed practically part of it. “I was given to understand that lumber was held in abundance throughout Asylum.”

“Eh…?” Bice started.

“By the bloody spear, lumber,” King Raachwald rasped. “For the building of fortifications. We require hoardings upon the walls, both east and west, and catapults and trebuchets. Lumber, the heart of your very trade, Master Carpenter. Where is it all? You were ordered to stockpile the necessary amounts, were you not?”

“U-Understood.”

“Yet it is not so.”

“B-But—”

“T’was I who issued the order, you sniveling worm, so don’t try to wriggle free.”

“I-Indeed, it was your order, yet your order was given to my predecessor, my king.” The carpenters’ guildmaster licked his lips. “I was elected guildmaster little more than two weeks past. Nor did I keep tallies other than my own, Your Highness. I’m but from a small wood shop on the east side. What modest stock I held in reserve is long gone. And I can’t—”

“Prevarication, aye.” King Raachwald lowered that falchion. “And what of the horse stock?”

“Walfred, perhaps you…?” Bice looked to whoever Walfred presumably was, but found no aid.

“By the bloody spear, speak,” King Raachwald rasped.

“I-I’m told a b-blood fever struck months ago, d-decimating the populace. And with the army besieging, we can’t—”

“The besieging army’s horses have not suffered a blood fever, or a rain scald or the gut-worms you claim afflict ours,” King Raachwald said. “How can it be?”

“I-I don’t—”

King Raachwald silenced Bice with a raised hand. “You shall find me lumber, and you shall find me horses. An adequate number. You shall tear down houses and pilfer from our own or even this Witch-Saint’s army if circumstance allows. You shall do so without delay. I shall have a full tally of Asylum done by nightfall.” His eyes fell upon the rest of the guildmasters. “So goes for all of you and your respective trades. You ken the cost should you fail me.”

The spiked heads watched on from above. Behind. Beyond.

“A-Aye, my lord,” the guildmasters managed, each one surreptitiously side-eyeing the exit.

“As for this epidemic of fear gripping the folk of Asylum,” King Raachwald shifted in his seat as though perched atop a nail, “I present a remedy.” King Raachwald woodenly held his falchion out, pointed my way. “I leave you in the … capable hands of Sir Luther Slythe Krait.”

The guildmasters’ gazes as one turned toward me. Wide eyes. Desperate glances. More than a few signs of the cross. Good or bad, the guildmasters parted down the middle, forming a path toward the dais.

“At least the chopping block’s gone,” I muttered.

“He only takes it out for special of occasions,” Hochmund whispered.

“You saying I’m not special?”

“Easy, old son,” Hochmund pursed his lips, stifling a smirk, “the thing’s already worn ruts in the new floor.”

“Fantastic.”

Together, we ambled forth through the split.

King Raachwald rose from his throne, Queen Narcissa following suit, her cool gaze meeting mine, holding it for the sliver of an instant. It was impossible to read anything beyond pedestrian distain in those dark, indigo eyes. Slowly, and with the grave disgust only she could muster, she shook her head. “Mother of mercy, Pyotr, a remedy?” she scoffed. “He looks at best an emetic.”

King Raachwald turned, raising an eyebrow.

“A medicine that induces vomiting,” Hochmund whispered behind a screening hand. “I don’t think she meant it as a compliment.”

“Yeah, no shit.”

With that, the good and lawful king departed his court.

“Sir Luther Slythe Krait, we meet once more.” Queen Narcissa’s gaze was withering. “You have the rat’s talent for surviving the worst of crises.”

“And it’s lovely to see you, too, Your Highness.” I bowed as low as my chains would allow. “I love your husband’s throne, by the way. It’s very fancy. You’ll have to forgive my appearance. I’ve not washed proper since Esdraelon.”

“As always, the true personification of the institution of chivalry,” Queen Narcissa said before following her king.

I glanced over at the guildmasters. “Bet I instill a shit-ton of confidence in all of you, too.”

“The clothes doth maketh the man, as they say.” Grinning wide and garishly wicked, Hochmund hissed in my ear. “Bite your bloody tongue, Krait.” He withdrew a hand from my shoulder, promptly wiping it with a handkerchief.

Despite my appearance, the guildmasters all dropped to one knee before me, which proved one maxim: surviving under the rule of a king who ain’t shy about turning innards into outtards inspires manners if not confidence. The gathered masters bowed their heads as though I were the archangel Gabriel come to exorcise their demons and not some shit-heel vagabond hedge knight tracking his own filth through the foyer.

Wasn’t the best start to a job, but still miles shy of my worst.


Chapter 9.



…gleaned through gossip the whispers of a name, pest-jungfrau. What it translates to literally is ‘sick-girl,’ but what it truly…
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The rocking rhythm of the cart trundling along with the cool ocean breeze lulled me nigh on half to sleep. Hochmund and Ape sat in the driver’s seat, Ape driving, angled with one eye on the road, the other on his five slavering mastiffs loping behind. Hochmund sat keeled over a small journal on his lap, writing carefully between ill-timed bumps.

A skeletal horse lay rotting in the gutter, a hoary old crow sitting atop its skull, watching me intently.

Seemed a poor harbinger, at best.

Ahead, Slade marched, followed by four of his worst-looking blackguards. The mad priest strolled along behind, arms wide, grinning up at the sky, flanked by a pair of hairless freaks who had to be brothers, and bringing up the rear was the Bravo, a young dago bastard, a long and short sword at his belt, a flashy steel buckler at his wrist. Reminded me hard of Alonzo Casagrande, a shite from another time, gone to a better place, sent there care of yours truly.

Coldspire lay behind and atop the Rock, a long, lone middle finger aimed at my back. The way I’d keep it at all costs. The meeting with the guildmasters’d gone well. No one’d had their necks stretched, throats slit, or lungs hacked clean out their backs.

I could breathe again.

Freely.

Almost.

“Alright,” I’d said after the king and queen’d fled the chessboard, “tell me what the hell’s going on.”

A round table of gulps and groans and glares. Guildmaster Bice glanced surreptitiously at the guards, swords and shields in hand, stationed by the great hall’s two exits. Ape stood by as well, a discerning eye watching my every move. The hosteller’s guildmaster nigh on collapsed against the wall, his lips pale, hands quaking, clutching the horse insignia embroidered on his cloak.

“Walfred? Take a breath. Breathe.” Bice gripped Walfred’s shoulder. “Walfred…? P-Please, he’s gone.” He double checked the door. “For the moment, at least.”

Walfred Broumette bore the gaze and aspect of a woodchuck or marmot or any sort of critter that’s prey for all the others. His auburn side-whiskers met in a mustache, a futile attempt at covering his prominent teeth.

“Eh…?” Walfred blinked, patted himself, gulped. “I-I’m alive, Gergo. You’re alive. We’re all still alive.”

“Don’t get too used to it,” I deadpanned, hobbling up in my fetters.

All eyes were mine once more.

“This is no laughing matter, Sir Luther,” Bice said.

“Fair enough.” I ran a hand through my greasy hair. “Still just a little giddy being off the chopping block.”

“Mein Gott, forgive me.” Bice laid a fist over his heart and dropped his head. He was shorter than me, balding, with dark sideburns nigh on connecting at his chin. “I realize what you did for me. Don’t think for a minute I don’t. I draw breath only because you intervened and at potential cost to your own life.” He clasped his hands together and bowed. “I thank you for your altruism, your selflessness, your bravery.”

“Wasn’t bravery.” I shrugged. “Wasn’t a potential cost, either. Was the real deal. A certainty. The cold hard kind.”

“B-But then, why?” Bice asked. “We’ve never met, and I—”

“Just figured I could scrape a little red off my ledger before kneeling to the old man riding the sky. One last gasp to weasel my way into his good godly graces. Who knows? Maybe do my ancestors proud. God knows they’ve had few enough shining examples.”

“Even so, I thank you.” Bice offered an open hand.

“Sure.” I took it, squeezed, shook.

“We all thank you.” Bice turned to the guildmasters. “Don’t we?”

A round of muted thanks and reticent praise followed. Luckily, I wasn’t overwhelmed.

“Anytime,” I lied.

“Ahem…” Another bloke stepped in. He was tall and thin, his face long and somber and clean-shaven. He patted the weaver’s sigil embroidered across his heart, offering his hand. “Sir Luther, I’m Robb Reussenberger. I’m master of the weavers guild. I, too, would like to offer my thanks.” I took his hand and in turn took eight more, making the rounds, the greetings, the stilted introductions.

The guards watched impassively.

Ape cut a piece of dried meat and fed it to one of his rabid mastiffs.

“So,” I said, massaging my aching hand, “word is you need my help.”

“Yes, Sir Luther, we do,” Bice said, “as does the whole of Asylum.”

“So what? Folk are being murdered? Abducted?” I plunked down on the edge of the dais, took a breath, stretched my legs. “Cause I never garnered a clear picture.”

Nine pairs of eyes eventually fell upon Bice. “Why don’t you tell him, Gergo?” Reussenberger offered.

“Hmm. Very well, brothers, if … if I must.” Bice adjusted his spectacles, coughed, nodded. “It all began back in late March.”

“Early April,” Reussenberger said.

“Early April. Yes, yes of course.” Bice dabbed at his eye. “It all started when the Lütkens family went missing from the east side of Asylum. Atop Split Hill. Jakub was the head of the household.” Bice paused, his lip quivering. “A good man, a close friend of mine. He was a fuller, living down in the Confines with his wife, Aneta, and their daughter, Trudi. I…” Bice looked away, eyes welling, voice choking. “F-Forgive me.”

Shades of Hilda Quarry back in Untheim flickered through my mind. Another girl gone. Lost. Missing. Another I’d rather have not found, all warped and wrong and rotten. Sweat beaded cold on my forehead.

“A-Are you alright, Sir Luther?”

“Eh…? Uh, yeah.” I blinked, snapped to, forced Hilda’s wasted face back, down, away, her long claws and undead eyes gleaming. “Right as rain.” My stomach roiled. “Tell me about them.”

“What’s there to tell?”

“You say they went missing.”

“Yes.” Bice nodded as though unsure. “Yes, Sir Luther, and they were but the first family to do so. The community was overcome. We looked. We searched. We all did, to no avail.”

“Alright,” I said. “I’d like to take a gander at their place. Start at the beginning and all.”

“That…” Gergo glanced at the others. “That won’t be possible. The Lütkens’ home burned down shortly after they were stolen.”

“Burned down? How?”

“I … I don’t know. No one does.” Gergo spoke through his clenched jaw. “It was early on. Perhaps some effort at quarantine? It’s been difficult discerning between plague and … and whatever is happening.”

“Alright.” I bit back about a hundred questions. “What happened next?”

“A-After the Lütkens’ disappearance, there was nothing, nothing for nearly a month.” Bice pursed his lips. “It was simply thought an isolated incident, but the bad times soon began again and in earnest. Night after night, it seemed, good folk, whole families, began disappearing.”

“Where about?” I asked. “You said the east side, yeah?”

“Yes, initially, Split Hill, then down along Thorn Ridge.” Split Hill sat midway between the Morgrave River and eastern wall. “But it soon spread throughout Asylum. From east to west. North to the sea and south to Mummer’s Isle.”

“What do you mean, ‘it spread?’” I asked. “What spread?”

“The folk going missing.”

“Alright…” I shook my head. “How’s it happen?”

“How…?”

“The murders. The disappearances,” I said. “What were the corpses like when you did find them?”

“Nein, Sir Luther. You don’t understand.” Bice removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. “None have been found. No corpses.”

“None…?”

“Nein.”

“So how’s it you know they’re disappearing and not just high-tailing it clean out of Asylum?” I looked around, took in the faces. All around was the same expression. Harried. Wasted. Worn. Animals scraping by at the bottom of the food chain, always wary for the next predator. “Can’t see much reason for staying.”

“Whole families have gone missing,” Bice said. “We know this. Folk barricade their doors at night but come morning, there … there is nothing left inside. No one.”

“Yeah…?” I cocked my head. “How do you know they barricaded themselves in?”

“Because everyone does so.”

“Everyone? You’re sure?” Grimacing, I dug at the skin beneath my manacles. “You’ve gone through their houses? All of them?”

“Well, I haven’t personally, but…” Bice peered at his compatriots. They nodded their heads with all the certainty of a barber before surgery. “Folk have taken to barricading their doors in Split Hill for months. Now, everyone does it every night. We live in terror from the fall of the sun to its rise. From outside the walls and within. From the monstrous gangs to the…” Bice glared at the empty throne, his voice trailing off.

“And barricading doesn’t help?”

“Nein,” Bice said. “But we don’t know what else to do.”

“Has anyone done anything?” I asked. “Raachwald set any hounds on the trail? Or the church, maybe? The Teutonics or Haganites?” I glanced up at the heads lining the wall, a fair many of which wore tonsures. “How about your guilds? You said the watch looked into it.”

“Yes.” Bice nodded. “King Raachwald ordered watchmen to patrol the streets of Split Hill, yet to no avail. And men try to guard their families, but we are ordered to work every day. Long hours. Nights, too, and now with the siege…”

“You have nothing.”

“Yes. We go to work sleep-starved, toiling, worrying after our wives, our sons, our daughters. Mein Gott, and at night…?” Bice crossed himself. “We cannot sleep for fear of it all.”

“How many’ve been lost?”

“We… we’re not certain.” Bice held his hands out. “A great many would be my estimate, but even that…”

“Bloody hell,” I muttered. Nothing like digging graves from the bottom up. And that’s what this was. At least if you’re local for the start of a crime, you can try and grab the reins, draw it back, steer it or get ahead, but starting out six months behind with nothing but scraps of gossip and rumor…

“Yes,” Bice said. “With spring’s blooms and plague taking root, it was difficult to ascertain an exact number. Sifting fact from fiction has been an onerous task. And folk are afraid to enter the homes of the fallen. There’s as much chance of plague as of … of whatever this horror is.”

“Alright…”

The hall fell silent.

“Sir Luther…?”

“Yeah?” I was lost in thought.

“Have you any inkling as to what might be happening?”

“Hell no.” I chuckled coldly, shaking my head. “How about you?”

“Nein, Sir Luther, we do not.”

“What of this talk of pest-jungfrau?” I asked. “It mean anything to anyone? Any of you?”

“We were given to understanding that it means ‘sick-girl’ or something close to that effect.”

“Close, Gergo,” I waggled a finger, “but not quite.”

“What does it mean, then, Sir Luther?” Bice and the others edged closer.

“It means plague-maiden.”

The wagon creaked to a halt before a wide, squat, single-story abode sitting crooked on the corner of Sword and Fourth.

“This the place?” I shifted in the wagon bed, chains clinking as I took in the house. It was little more than a dilapidated shack. The shutters were closed, as was the front door.

“This it is, old boy.” Hochmund carefully unstopped an ink vial and dipped his nib. “First stop on our whirlwind tour. And, allegedly, the most recent of Asylum’s mysterious disappearances.”

“Allegedly…?”

“The Tilkens residence, I believe.” Hochmund squinted down at his notes. “Jan Tilkens. Yes. A male, thirty-eight, lives alone. A tanner — nay, nay — a leather worker.”

“Whirlwind tour, huh?” I deadpanned. “Hazard one might come along and suck us up? Drop us somewhere far off? Somewhere better? Anywhere would do.”

“I’d bet against it, old boy.”

“Yeah, me too, I suppose.” I nodded at his ledger and pen. “What’s that?”

“Why, a pen and ledger.” Hochmund brandished them. “They’re used for the recording of items and events and—”

“Great to have you along,” I quipped, but in truth, meant it. For as much of a weaselly pain in the balls Hochmund was, I knew him, understood him, and the fat fuck could still make me laugh. Which wasn’t nothing, even when I was spearheading the vanguard of a rusted chain gang.

“King Raachwald bade me formulate a complete list of the missing, and since I live but to serve and…”

“A count’ll help,” I said. “Give a lay of the land. I could’ve done it.”

“But you’re so busy, and I’m afraid the good fellows were reticent to allow you access to any sharp, pointy implements.” Hochmund brandished his pen then swept a hand towards the home. “Now, chop chop, as they say.”

“Yeah.” I offered my manacled hands to Ape. “Chop chop.”

“Grab an axe, and I’ll oblige.” Ape bared his prodigious simian teeth, nodded toward Slade, taking a piss against the house. “Convince him.”

“I need my hands.”

“Fuck off.”

“My legs, then. Unless you want to carry me.”

“Do it,” Slade rasped over his shoulder. “Enough to walk.”

“Horse-shite.” But Ape obeyed, pulling a key-chain from around his neck.

As I laid a hand on the wagon’s sidewall, a mastiff — Teeth, a bone-white blustery fucker — lunged for me, his namesakes gleaming, snot flying, as he strained like a son of a bitch against his chain.

“Jesus—” I dove back into the wagon bed.

All five mastiffs reared on hind legs, straining, slavering, claws scrabbling to get up, to get in, to get me.

Slade stood by smirking, watching, waiting.

I glanced over my shoulder at Ape. “Your dogs bite?”

Ape dead-eyed me hard as cold iron. “If they know what’s good for ‘em.”
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Ape had Jan Tilkens’ front door kicked in and saying its prayers before I’d clambered off the back of the wagon. Slade leaned by the wall, arms crossed, balancing his dagger point down on the tip of his finger. The five demon mastiffs strained against their chains, teeth bared fully on my humble behalf. Seemed I was topping everyone’s list.

“Show’s on, Krait.” Slade flipped the blade, caught it, pointed inside. “Get yer ugly arse moving.”

“Sure thing.” I gave my fine canine friends a fair generous berth.

Down the row, far down, a lone figure watched on from afar. Even at distance, something seemed off with the bloke, something about his face, but I couldn’t quite suss what.

Ape ambled back from his work, brushing off his hands, dust rising.

Manacles jingling, jangling, I shuffled past the mastiffs, each one lunging as if on cue. I mumbled a prayer to the god of stout chains.

“They hate me for any particular reason?” I asked.

“Aye,” Ape barked, “because I told ‘em to.”

“That’s not very nice,” I said.

“Just try running, Krait. Please. Try anything.” Slade leaned in close, laying the flat of his blade across my shoulder. “Seeing you torn apart by dogs…?” He hummed to himself. “Mmm…” Licked his lips. “Wailing. Whining. Writhing. Might be even more entertaining than the fucking blood-eagle.”

“Hard to imagine.” I swallowed.

“Just try…”

“If you’d doff my fetters, let me stretch my legs. I’d love to give it a whirl.”

“They have yer scent.” Slade nodded toward the dogs.

“Well,” I pinched a flea gnawing my throat, crushed it, flicked it, “there’s plenty to go round.”

Slade glared up at the sun then shoved me stumbling toward the door. “Just be bloody-fucking quick.”

“Oh, I’m the quickest.” I turned, bowed. “Just ask your darling mother.”

I nodded as Hochmund ambled to my side. “Wish me luck.”

“If I possessed any such djinn-like abilities to grant that most transient and maddeningly ephemeral of substances,” Hochmund offered a tepid ink-stained pat on my shoulder, “I assure you I’d have splurged it all on myself eons ago.”

“Fair enough.” I paused, saw our watcher duck into an alley down the road. “And keep an eye skinned.” I nodded down the street. “Someone’s tailing us.”

“Who?” Slade glared past me, but the figure was gone.

“It’s whom, you walking cock-golem, and how the hell would I know?” I scratched my neck with my middle finger, continuing past. “And they can’t be any worse than present company — Eustace excluded — of course.”

“Of course, and many thanks.” Hochmund executed a truncated bow, glaring over his shoulder as we continued on. “Always the model gentleman.”

“Yeah, that’s me.” I glared down the empty row. “Any idea who they are?”

“Regretfully,” Hochmund shook his curly head, “I don’t often hobnob with denizens infesting the leather workers’ district.”

“Your loss.” I stepped on the leveled front door.

It was dark inside.

Motes of dust hung stationary within the knife-slice of sunlight cutting in through the doorway. The shutters were all battened, latched. A thick cloying scent that wasn’t wholly unpleasant suffused the air. Sprigs of dried herbs dangled from the ceiling, interspersed with crucifix-branded leather amulets. I brushed a sprig with a finger. Rosemary. A protection ward. Protection against whatever occult powers ail you. I’d seen similar amulets and wards in the village of Untheim, when a werewolf stalked the populace.

They’d not proved overly effective.

Thoughts of this mysterious plague-maiden started running riot through my mind. What did it mean? Who? Was it one person, one entity, or multiple? Every shadow, every creak of the house settling startled me. Jesus, my nerves… Images of some pale, rot-faced wench hiding in the shadows, her long grasping fingers aiming to wring my blessed neck.

“All-Father’s oath.” I snatched a sprig of rosemary and tucked it in my belt. “Can’t bloody hurt.”

To ward off the dark, I hobbled over and unlatched a pair of shutters, pushed them open, drew in a deep, fresh breath.

It didn’t help.

Jan Tilkens’ house was a short, single-story affair. Not much to it. Similar to all the other houses along the street. The leather workers’ district lay upwind and hill, smartly, from Tannery Row. Most of the families here made their living the same way, and leather working was good, honest work. Wouldn’t break your back like carpentry, or destroy your sense of smell like tanning. And you could toil away in your nice dry home, hunkered next to a warm crackling fire, surrounded by your loving family.

But Jan Tilkens had no family, loving or otherwise.

What he did have was one large chamber that was mostly workroom towards the front. All manner of leather tools hung from the walls and posts: awls, skivers, mallets, knives. I heard their forgotten echoes, the pounding of the mallet, cut of shears, punching awls popping through taut leather.

The knives caught my immediate attention. Short hooked, medium thin, long straight. A collage of Slade’s face frozen in a myriad of death masques cacophonied before my eyes. I glanced back at the nasty bastard lolling in the doorway.

“Don’t get any funny ideas,” Slade rasped.

“I admit one or two did make me chuckle.”

“Either of yer hands get out of my sight, Krait, and my hound-master’ll be extra thorough searching ye. Fore and aft. Play you like a fucking squeezebox. Understand?”

“Shades of my honeymoon.”

But I kept my mitts in plain view. I was a big enough arsehole already. I smirked disingenuously, shuffled onward, fetters just short enough to hobble my walk.

A ledger full of numbers lay splayed out on the floor. A few loose sprigs of rosemary along with a streak of dust and a pair of socks. In the chimney hearth, a pot of something hung over dead ashes. I lifted the lid. Pottage. Low-grade gruel at best. A couple chunks of meat if Tilkens was lucky. It didn’t seem he was.

My stomach growled.

I scooped a spoonful, stole a whiff. No meat, only peas and lentils. It was cold and smelled borderline, but I slurped back as much as I could stomach, anyway. Might be I’d shit my pants something prodigious in half an hour, but I was already the world’s foremost authority.

According to Hochmund, Jan Tilkens was an unmarried man of thirty-eight. Word was he had a temper and a goiter, two traits each as likely to attract a wife. He lived like most unmarried men. Wasn’t an overly fastidious cleaner, but I’d seen worse. Far worse. He didn’t take to luxuries. None I could see, anyway.

I shuffled through the dust.

Probably got up, cobbled together a meal from the previous night, toiled all day til sunset, and ate whatever he could scrape together. Once he’d finished, he barricaded his door, locked his windows, knocked off to sleep.

Then started back over.

Wash. Rinse. Repeat.

But last night’d been different. Last night, something’d changed. Someone or something’d snuck into his home, without disturbing his security measures, and stole him. Stole. Whatever that truly meant.

My stomach groaned.

I wondered if the pottage might come up on stage and take a bow, but I pressed on.

When Tilkens hadn’t opened shop, his neighbors’d banged on his door, yelled, kicked, screamed, what have you. They’d even tried contacting his guildmaster, Fredrick Mottke. All to no avail. In any case, no one’d had the stones to break in.

And me?

I didn’t blame them.

Not one bit.

Good thing was, no one’d miss him. Not some single fella sporting a goiter. Probably scared the neighborhood kids. Their own personal bogey-man. Fair or unfair, it’s just how it was.

I was half-surprised no one’d come in and rifled through his shite. For all that his living quarters were a tad dingy, Tilkens kept a tight shop. His tools were clean, oiled, gleaming. For some burgeoning journeyman leatherworker, this place was a windfall. His neighbors were probably already licking their chops and arguing over the spoils.

Just like the good book says.

I shuffled toward the back, chains scraping.

His unmade bed sat in the rear left corner. The blanket was strewn, and a rumpled shirt and pair of breeches lay on the floor. A cross of coins was nailed to the wall above.

There was nothing. Nothing out of the ordinary, anyway, that I could suss.

I strolled around the inside one more time, feeling along the walls, eyeballing the floor, and finally, checking the ceiling. There were no breaks in the roof. None in the wall. No secret cellar hatch, which meant no passages in or out. The shutters were all intact. None busted. And while Ape’d made short work of the burglar bar with his prodigious boot, it’d been intact, too. Which begged the question, where’d the poor fucker go? Or rather, how’d the poor fucker go?

Slade shifted, watching me like a deranged hawk. “What of it?”

“If you told me Tilkens’d gone on sabbatical, I’d have bit and run with it.”

“But he didn’t?”

“No. Not according to his neighbors.”

“You believe them?”

“Don’t believe anyone,” I said. “Ever. But there’s either a case of mass-hysteria going on, or something I’m missing. Not to mention the house being buttoned up tighter than a nun’s virtue.”

Slade’s eyes narrowed. “Some fuckers are handy at snaking into joints.”

“To get in, yeah,” I conceded. “But getting out? I suppose someone could’ve burglar-barred the front door, latched all the windows but one, then using a string or wire or something, from the outside, worked the latch shut on the last window.” I scratched my beard. “Sure, it’s possible, but why? Why care? Why go through the trouble? Why risk getting seen or caught?”

“Fucked if I know,” Slade said. “But it ain’t my bloody job.”

“Which means my luck’s holding.”

“What else?” Slade cut me off with a chopping hand.

“House’s fair clean, for a single bloke’s, anyway.” I shook my head, raised my hands. “Most times, you stroll into a home bereft of a woman…? Old, middling, young? Makes little difference. We’re wallowing pigs and’ll tolerate nigh on anything. Surprised there ain’t a bucket full of shite reeking in the corner and a month’s worth of fish bones tiling the floor.”

Slade scratched his neck with the blade of his knife.

“Now, if you don’t mind.” I continued on, checked under the bed, inside the trunk, stuck my head in a small pantry, saw nothing of note, stood back, took it all in one last time.

“Well…?” Slade rasped.

“There’s a few coins nailed to the wall if you’re interested.” I pointed. “Sacrilegious, but I won’t squawk.”

“Not what I meant.”

“Then no,” I said. “I got nothing.”

“How’d he bite it?”

“You’ve eyes,” I said. “I’ve got no corpse. No proof. No nothing. Maybe someone killed him somewhere, then came back and buttoned the house up the way I said. ‘Course, they’ve been saying it’s the same across the city for nigh on six months.”

“Lotta practice.”

“Yeah, but in all that time, no one saw anything?” I said. “Heard anything? Jesus, maybe Tilkens just left. Maybe it’s a mass exodus.” I considered. “Neighbor said he closed shop around sundown. Says he had smoke coming from the chimney. Pottage. Stew. What have you. The shutters, the door, all locked.”

“So…?”

“So, I don’t have a fucking clue,” I answered truthfully.
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“This is bloody fucking useless.” I wiped the cold sweat beading on my forehead.

A cannon sounded off to the west. There’d been fighting there today. Word was, a squad of mad laddermen’d stormed the wall and failed. Spectacularly.

“Actually, useless’d be a vast improvement.” I gripped my manacle chains, hacked up half a lung, leaned back in the wagon. “An upgrade. No one’s ever gonna jaw with us if you keep pulling this horse-shite.”

I’d gone through another nine houses after the Tilkens’ manor, and found nothing but charms, wards, desperation, and dust. But that’s how it goes. You find nothing so go on looking til you do find something. Anything. And I hadn’t.

Slade ignored me, if he’d even heard. For the third time in as many days, he and his men’d driven a herd of Split Hill residents into the street. Talon Court, this time. Was Alderman Lane the day before. And the day before that…? Christ, I already forgot.

This was his way. Where I’d been a surgeon’s scalpel nipping away at the mystery, he was an elephant’s foot smashing down all in his path. The folk sat on their arses in a circle, in the muck, mist falling, coughing, shivering, whimpering. A mother gripped her wailing child. Slade stalked amongst them, circling through the poor fuckers like a shark, hip-deep in misery, giving the hard eye all around. Everyone stared down at the mud.

It was a fair canny thing to do.

But not proof positive against Slade. Just took it from a dead-eye certainty to a random blood lottery. The folk languished, trying to shrink from sight as much as possible. Cause it was coming soon. They could feel it. Cold and numb and exhausted, hell, even I could feel it.

The cannon sounded again along with the cacophony of stone shattering against wall. Men hollered and screamed, though whether it was terror or triumph I couldn’t discern.

Slade glared west longingly, pursed his lips, a gleam in his eye as he swore beneath his breath.

“Someone spill.” Slade crossed his arms. “Someone tell me why yer afraid to work. Someone tell me who’s disappearing yer folk.” He drew a long, curved sickle of a dagger. “Someone tell me who yer afraid of more than me.”

No one answered.

Not a peep.

“Someone tell me something.”

No one met his eye.

“Someone tell me anything.”

Shocked the hell out of me, too.

“No one, huh? Nothing…?”

Cause I knew as well as they what was coming. And me…? I’d have rolled the dice. Taken a shot. Maybe delayed the inevitable. But then, too, maybe not.

“Have it yer way,” Slade rasped, splashing forward, grabbed some poor fucker by the ear and dragged him, kicking furrows through the muck. The fucker screamed, high-pitched, like a woman, and Slade stumbled free, caught himself shy of falling, grinning as the skies opened up and the rains came.

Like hell they did.

Clutching the side of his head, blood gushing, the poor prick rolled over, whimpering, whining, wailing.

Slade flipped the man’s ear to Ape’s mastiffs who all fought like demons, two finally getting grip enough for a proper tug-of-war, short-lived though it was. The scrap was too small to follow, so it was tough to tell which’d won. Teeth or King. My stomach roiled. The other monstrosities jockeyed behind, whining and growling like a pack of purebred assholes.

But they’d all be winners in a minute.

I hocked a lunger over the wagon’s side, paused, glared up.

I’d seen the matinee and kenned the encore. “Huh…” I craned my neck. Something moved down an alleyway. “Our boon compatriots’ return?”

“Our what? Who?” Hochmund turned. “Where…?”

Deranged grins and yellow teeth gleamed in shadows not far beyond the more localized madness. The Upright Citizens Brigade, as I’d taken to calling them, cause I had a penchant for the highly ironic.

“Down the alleyway.” I didn’t look. “Over your right shoulder. Couple toughs. Hang-dogging us hard since the Tilkens house. Bunch of handsome dandies. Always a few blocks behind, peeking out, trailing along. Never too close. A few seem to be missing their lips.”

“Missing lips…?” Hochmund covered his mouth, crossed himself, and gulped. “Gideon’s blade…”

“A dentist’s worst nightmare.”

“You’d think it would make it easier.”

“Fair enough.”

Hochmund rubbed his throat. “Keen eyes, old boy.”

“You notice a lot chained in a wagon, focused on what’s behind rather than before.”

“Is that one of Jesus’s lesser known Gospels?”

“Yeah, the one where he pulls a reverse miracle.”

“Reverse…?”

“Like piling a whole crowd of corpses into one lonely grave.”

“That sounds more like the mundane order of things as of late.”

“Yeah.”

“And these blackguards are as far from miracles as you from high-society.”

“And just the other day, you were calling me a gentleman.”

“I was drunk, old boy, or forging forth toward that most auspicious of goals.” Hochmund snatched a surreptitious peek. “Gideon’s blade. But as I said, I’ve not been up to date with regards to the low-goings on around town.”

“Just the high crimes.”

“Precisely. There’s far more coin to garner. Why waste the posh and bother scraping soiled pennies from the gutter?” Hochmund hunkered shivering under his soaked cloak in the driver’s seat. “They’ll probably just watch and wait.”

“All they been doing.”

Hochmund stifled a shiver. “I had hoped with plague, war, and these mysterious disappearances, such ruffians might do us all a favor and make themselves scarce.”

“Always the opposite,” I said. “Think they’ll cause trouble?”

“Ruffians? Trouble? It’s all they cause. But head on?” Hochmund followed Slade as he stalked through the muck. “Against this crew? I’d guess it’s easier to wait for us to move on than deal with the fair Prince Charming.”

“Can’t argue that,” I said. “Though bastards mad enough to cut off their own lips and eyelids…”

“I had the same thought, old boy.”

Prince Charming was still hard at work. Rallying the public to his cause. Winning hearts and minds. Becoming one with the people. Another scrap of flesh flew to the scrabbling mastiffs.

“Please! Please, no!”

“None of ye had anything to offer.” Slade grimaced as he grabbed the same luckless fuck by a fistful of hair. “None of ye spilled.” Slade dragged the poor fucker kicking through the muck. “Rrrrg… And ye ken what happens when none of ye spill?”

Slade stood in the downpour.

That dagger gesticulating, precise and adroit, punctuating every single sentence.

Could barely hear him for the rain.

His mouth moving.

Nothing coming.

No big loss.

Folk looked down, away.

Closed their eyes.

Cried.

Prayed.

The hell-hounds were up at the scent of blood. The wagon rocked, groaning as their chains clanked taut. They knew what was coming, too. Slade had the poor fucker on tiptoe by the hair, an arm bent behind his back.

“They’ll all be winners.”

“Huh?” Hochmund raised an eyebrow.

“Nothing,” I muttered. “Here comes the grand finale.”

“I’ve seen this show before,” Hochmund looked away, “and there’s nothing grand about it.”

“Final though.”

“King Raachwald won’t be pleased,” Hochmund said.

“Is he ever?”

“He is a results-driven taskmaster, and I fear we’ve been…”

“Yeah…” I turned away, too. Was nothing worth seeing.

“When none of ye spill,” Slade shook his head in mock sorrow, “one of ye spills.”

The mastiffs were ravenous, barking, slavering mad, their fur all matted and spiked with muck and fever and blood.

“Oh, mother! Please!” the poor fucker screamed. “Please, no! I have a wife! I have a—”

He screamed.

He screamed the usual. The litany. The old standards. Nothing outlandish. Nothing surprising. I have a wife. I have a kid. I have a this. I have a that. Oh, dear — insert your favorite god’s name — please have mercy.

But his god was deaf, dumb, mute.

Just like all the rest.

“You’ve got nothing,” I whispered, “and it’s coming fast.”

Hochmund shifted uncomfortably.

“Still nothing?” Slade glared over his shoulder, the mastiffs riling just shy, chomping, slobbering, spittle flying.

“Kat, Katerina, I-I love—”

The poor fucker never finished.

Never fully declared his love.

But we all caught the gist.

Hopefully, Katerina did, too, wherever she was. Though jawing on hope at the start of a feeding frenzy seemed a little off key, at best.

Ape shook his head, arms crossed, leaning under the eaves of a building, rain pouring over.

Cannons sounded through the downpour, unless it was thunder. Winter thunder. A rarity but not unheard of. Tough dealing with fuses in the rain, so maybe. Or maybe that great trebuchet. What’d they call it?

Slade hurled the poor fucker headfirst stumbling into the slavering pack. Folk looked down at the muck. Lips moved in silent prayer.

Though it carried on for an eternity, it was over fair quick. A couple of screams. A couple of wails followed by the sickening squelch as one mastiff seized the poor fucker’s throat, shook him like a rat while the others did their best to draw and quarter. And their best was leagues more than adequate.

Another tug-of-war.

Another tie.

Another break.

Five, to be precise.

The wagon rocked and shuddered, the chains clinking taut as the hell-hounds fought and tore, gobbled and slobbered. But it wasn’t just an ear. A finger. A hand. There was plenty to go round and each and every one had their fair share.

Then, just like that, the rain stopped.


Chapter 12.



…folk gone missing. It is becoming an epidemic of monstrous proportions. Some twenty families have been wiped off the face of…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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“You and your brethren can go shove a bloody pike up your arse!” the gatekeeper roared from atop his ivory tower. The Teutonic Abbey was more of the fortress than convent variety, its gates looming nigh on as formidable as the city’s.

“So, that’s a ‘No?’” I hollered back up through both hands.

Our negotiations plummeted downhill strikingly fast after that initial exchange. I’d ferreted my way through a good twenty more empty houses and found nothing of note while Slade’d cut an equal-sized swathe through Split hill. And it was fair clear no one on the east side was going to spill, except quite literally.

Thanks mainly to Prince Charming.

He had a way with people.

The same way ogres do.

Thing is, you prod someone enough with a sharp stick, they’re like to puke up all manner of whatever it is they think you most want to hear. And they’ll keep puking til they get it right or so rotten with holes it ain’t spilling out their gob.

So in an effort to arrive at some actual tales that might prove at least somewhat useful, I diplomatically urged Slade to head over to the Teutonic Abbey. They were one of the few of Asylum’s institutions that housed a library.

I didn’t ken what they’d have in their stacks, but that’s the beauty of libraries. That, and the folk who run them usually don’t have their heads shoved quite so far up their arses as most folk. The monk-knight stationed in the tower might’ve been the exception, though it was a fair hazard he wasn’t head librarian.

Today, the Teutonics were in no mood for visitors. Most like thanks to Slade and the fact that his father’d adorned his great hall with nigh on a dozen of their brethren’s heads. I’d visited the Teutonic Abbey of Asylum once after a friend’d been laid low by crossbow-wielding assassins. Made me wonder if I pincushioned Prince Charming something fierce would they grant entrance? Certainly food for thought. A veritable banquet.

I had some parting barbs with the gatekeeper, working hard on my charms, but he wasn’t having it. Kept rounding back about me being a spy in the employ of King Raachwald, aiming for a foothold within to terminate them. Glaring over my shoulder at Slade and his motley crew, it was a tough statement to countermand.

The Asylum Guildsman’s Library on Congress Row was our next stop, but it’d been razed a few months past. Nothing but an empty shell. A few tomes’d survived, but they were mostly work orders, tax counters, and head counts.

Again, nothing of note.

Saint Hagan’s Cathedral was last on my list. It was still under construction, half of it burned down when the giant, immolating corpse-golem started a conflagration across the city.

That old story.

But they, too, had a library, which’d somehow miraculously survived, and just happened to be the biggest in Asylum. The former bishop’d born a grudge against King Raachwald, but since he was dead, and since there still wasn’t a new bishop appointed, authority over the site was somewhat nebulous.

Which meant no one had the stones or means to deny us access when we stormed right in.

Ribs of wood arched above, stays to buttress the stone arches under construction. Azure sky glared down from between. I trudged down the stairs, staring up at a lead-glass portrait of Saint Hagan at Acre, headless, fighting off the Mameluke invasion. Between him and John the Baptist, Asylum’s headless-martyr quotient was flush.

Within the church’s understory, the makeshift hospital spread forth, an exchequer’s board all neat as can be, a grid-work of taut white sheets and grey stone floor. Upon the legion of beds, men coughed and moaned and cried while others quietly died.

Nigh on a dozen patients filled about a tenth of the beds. A pair of nurses, their robes gleaming angelic clean, strode with firm purpose from bed to bed, talking low, changing wound dressings, knitting soul and flesh, and performing all the myriad tasks that good nurses do.

I wended through the dead press, nodding, smiling, sidestepping maimed hands groping at my legs.

“Please…”

“Tell my wife…”

“Yeah,” I said, disentangling myself from a clinging vine, “Sure,” and continued on. “Of course.”

The hall fell silent as we strode through the chessboard of man and cot. Behind, Slade eyeballed each and every pawn laid out long and low, halting before one poor sod bereft of any visible wounds. The fella lay curled in a question mark, nigh on sucking his thumb, staring up at the walls closing in.

“Get up.” Slade kicked the bed.

The poor sod muttered something garbled, something muted, something broken.

“What the fuck’s wrong with ye?” Slade rasped. “Get up!”

I continued into the virgin territory of empty bed. A nurse glared up from her patient, patted him on the arm. “Just a moment, Valmar. I have to go check on something.” She stood, clearing her throat. “Ahem! Sir! That man has suffered a grievous head injury. It’s best if you—”

I paused by her side, took her by the arm, lowered my voice. “Lady, I’d just turn a blind eye. Let it play out the way it’s gonna.”

Ape drew up alongside.

“His mind is addled.” The nurse drew herself up. “He’s not thinking clearly.”

“We talking Slade or the patient?”

Ape didn’t even crack a smirk.

Slade ripped the poor sod out of bed and dragged him across the flagstone floor. He made nary a sound.

“By the grace of Ruth!” The nurse drew herself up, looked me over north to south. “Why don’t either of you do something?”

I rattled my manacles. “Already done.”

“And your excuse?” She set her eye on Ape.

Ape leaned over and spat a long line right between her feet.

“Cowards.” She huffed, pushed up her sleeves, and marched off towards destiny. I continued toward a door on the far side, was knocking on it by the time Slade was carving off the nurse’s least favorite ear.

“Told her to turn a blind eye, not a deaf ear,” I said.

Ape ignored me.

I shrugged.

The library door creaked open, and a nun, an extremely lovely nun, stood by. “Greetings — eh?” Her eyes widened at the screams beyond and her mouth formed an ‘O.’ “Wh-What may I do for you?”

“Plenty.” I brushed back my hair, tucked my manacles under my sleeves.

She adjusted her nun’s habit, a strange ostentatious, unbalanced affair that somehow managed to not detract from her innate loveliness.

The poor sod and nurse were screaming a bloody havoc duet, echoing hard in the endless deep.

“Mind if we come in?” I asked.

“Uh, yes, certainly, certainly.” She stepped aside.

The stacks beyond went on for ages.

“Eh…?” In a small athenaeum off the main room, a tall, young priest sporting just the wisp of a burgeoning mustache looked up from a table strewn with books. He adjusted the collar of his vestment. “Would you gentlemen mind coming in and closing the door? It’s terribly distracting out there.”

“Yeah, no shit.” I scoffed, giving it a shove. “Bunch of inconsiderate pricks.”

Slade wedged his foot in before I could close it fully. “Don’t forget me.” He handed the nun something, then wiped his hands off on a book sitting on a shelf.

“If only,” I deadpanned.

The nun blanched, covered her mouth, then fled the room. “Sister Anichka…?” The librarian-priest rose from his chair and smoothed out his robes. “Are you—?”

“She’s fine,” I said. “Better the further from us.”

The librarian-priest swallowed. He was young and fit and handsome, playing against type. “How may I be of service, err, my good men?” he choked out.

“Forget your glasses?” I deadpanned.

“Pardon?” The librarian straightened. “I fail to grasp your meaning, sir.” Around his neck, he wore a chain with a bronze, hand-shaped talisman, each finger ending in a key. He clutched the odd implement. “My eyesight is as of yet quite hale.”

“If you say so.” My manacles clinked as I laid a hand to my chest and bowed. “I’m Sir Luther Slythe Krait, and these are my two inbred lackeys.”

Slade chuffed a laugh.

Still not Ape, though. All business.

“Eh? Oh. And I-I’m Lector Happ.” The librarian offered a stilted nod. “What is it that brings you to my humble abode?”

“Humble…?” I raised an eyebrow at the gleaming bronze sconces lining the walls. “Yeah. Sure. I’m looking into the disappearances.”

“The…” Lector Happ adjusted his glasses. “The what?”

“Disappearances. Of folk living in Asylum.” Jesus Christ. Cloistered clerics? Probably didn’t even ken there was a siege going on. “Women, children, men, whole families. Ring any bells?”

“Dear heavens.” Lector Happ crossed himself.

“Mind if I get one of those?”

“One of what?”

“Forget it,” I sighed. “I’m searching for anything you could find or research or tell me about something called the plague-maiden. It might be connected to the disappearances. Might not.”

“Well, as you—”

I cut him off with a chop. “I’m also looking for other instances of folk disappearing. Disappearing impossibly. From within locked homes, houses, castles. Anywhere. Whole families gone in one night with no bodies, no corpses, no evidence as to how or why.”

“Ahem, as you can see,” Lector Happ adjusted his lapels, “I’m afraid I’m rather engaged at present in concocting an in-depth dissertation…” His voice faded off as Slade, humming to himself, closed a book on his bloody dagger then pulled it out clean.

“What the fuck’s a in-depth dissertation?” Slade rasped.

“In this particular case?” I grinned pointedly at Lector Happ. “I’m hazarding sixty-forty they’re your last words.”
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…has been sighted personally by Captain Abel, my former seneschal. He claims the army comes heralded by a sorcerer bearing a chained book and scourgers flaying the very flesh from their…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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The fat prick was snoring, his breath burbling in short, intermittent spurts. Sleeping Beauty. Wart. Ugly. Take your pick. I had a few more names for him, too, none overly generous. He and his twin brother looked like the hairless spawn of toad and man, combining none of either’s better traits.

I heard him in my dreams, echoing through my skull, the sound of a dull, rusty misery-whip rasping back and forth, sawing away at the base of some poor lonely tree. But the tree never seemed to fall. A Promethean Tree. Just seemed to go on getting sawed on, eviscerated inch by inch, day after day, night after night.

It was a nothing dream. The kind you forget three seconds after you wake, no matter how much you try remembering. Which made it nigh on nirvana, considering my current state.

We were holed up in the Tanner District near the East Wall. I’d rifled through another five houses after our meet and greet at Saint Hagan’s, and found nothing but distant echoes and fistfuls of dust. Lector Happ’d altruistically agreed to perform some pro bono plague-maiden research on mine and Slade’s behalf. And Slade’d promised another visit at some unknown future date. Lector Happ’d had his nose to the grindstone, sparks flying, before we’d beat feet.

Thinking on it all, I lay shivering in the wet straw of some inn’s stable, hands and feet chained to a thick wooden post. A leak dripped down the back of my neck.

I winced. Shivered. Moaned.

Christ.

Our wagon horse, the only horse I’d seen since arriving in Asylum, shifted and whickered nervously in the neighboring stall. I hadn’t named him. Didn’t want to get too attached. He looked as near to knocking on death’s door as a condemned outlaw striding across the scaffold pine. I wondered if he thought the same about me.

We were heading back up to Coldspire come dawn. Slade hadn’t said why. Were we going so Slade could tell his tyrant father I’d failed? So the dead-eyed prick could blood-eagle me? Or execute me in some novel method…?

My thoughts leaned toward the negative.

Outside, the dim chatter and warm glow of a tavern across the way set my stomach groaning.

Ugly was my personal guard. Last night, before tucking me in, he ate all of his food. Then all of mine. Then he used both of our blankets. To be fair, though, the bastard needed two.

Nigh on frozen solid, sleep proved elusive, and I lay awake waiting for the grey edge of the coming dawn.

The wagon horse whickered in the next stall.

A board creaked close by, but Ugly didn’t wake. Didn’t move. Hadn’t ceased his incessant snoring. Except the couple times he’d just up and stopped for nigh on an eternity, and just when I’d hoped the fucker’d choked to death on his own gorge, he started back at it again.

Hope, not a bountiful commodity here in lovely Asylum.

Something shifted in the dark.

I stiffened, perked up.

Wasn’t the horse.

Could tell by the sound it was a human. Someone moving with furtive purpose.

You get to sensing the rhythm of a place, and with it comes a sense of when something ain’t right. And that was here. That was now. Ugly was still sawing hoary pine. I rolled over and shimmied upright, craned my neck as much as I could, fettered to the bloody post.

“Nnng—” I stiffened, bit back a curse as another drip hit me square.

Fuck.

I glared up.

Out.

Nothing down the main hall.

Then something…

A shadow poking out from the deeper dark.

A head.

A cloaked head.

A cloaked head watching, waiting, listening, gauging the tempo of Ugly’s snores, figuring to move at the intermittent crescendos. It’s what I’d do. What I’d done.

Images of the plague-maiden sidled through my mind. Some pale green crone sporting black gums and yellow eyes, her long arms split wide for a loving embrace. Flanking her danced lipless freaks like the ones tailing us, their bared teeth gleaming as they capered down the hall, juggling bloody axes in either hand. A whole carnival of debauchery paraded my way.

I closed my eyes, shivered, shook it off.

Or was it Slade, creeping up to check on his guard?

Or on me?

Maybe I’d cracked one too many jokes. Split that last hair. Was that final straw.

Maybe he’d come to preempt his father, to grant me that long final smile. He was generous in that regard, gave til it hurt, and then some.

I licked my lips, slowed my breath, glanced over at my lone shot at survival. Ugly. Jesus. But only if it were blackguards. Assassins. And even then. Ugly’s bona fides? I’d seen him in action, beating the living shit out of some poor bastard didn’t heel quick enough when Ugly barked. But match him against a handful of those mad, lipless freaks…?

After a minute, the shadow crept down the hall and shifted open the gate of the next stall. The hinges were well-oiled, well-maintained, made nary a sound. The horse flicked its tail, snorted.

“Shhh…” A delicate hand stroked the horse’s neck.

Ugly hadn’t budged.

I considered waking him. Warning him. Considered it a moment, wondering if the assassin was his or mine or for the both of us. A two-thirds chance at best for the fat prick’s demise, ignoring my own. A scent hit me, and I bit my tongue, let the hand play out, bared my neck and soul and prayed for a swift friendly end if it and when it came.

The night was rife with possibility.

The shadow slid along the sidewall and knelt across from me. Green eyes caught the scattered light. It was a woman.

I felt her gaze from beneath that hood.

An infinitesimal whisper as the shade-woman leaned in close, “Sir Luther…” A low smoky voice, the smell of wine strong on her warm breath.

It was a woman I once knew.

Intimately.

Three years past.

My heart sang.

Almost.

“Lorelai…?” I pressed against the slats separating us.

The fact that we had history didn’t rule out that she wasn’t here to kill me. Hell, it might’ve reinforced the concern. We’d had a go at each other during my last stay in Asylum. A sweet little meet and greet before a sour departure. A boatload of betrayal stem to stern. Give and take. Push and pull. Which is nearly always the case you play at love long enough. Or lust, at any rate.

But our last meeting…? It brought dour departures to a higher rung, or lower, depending on your pleasure in the realm of metaphor.

Lorelai drew her hood back, and all I caught was silhouette. It was enough.

I drew a sharp breath.

Lord.

“He dangerous?” Lorelai nodded toward Ugly.

I shrugged. “Wouldn’t want to be a fresh-baked croissant, but…”

Lorelai hunkered low, leaned on the sidewall, took a swig of something.

“You should get lost,” I hissed low and close. “They’ve been slaughtering folk up and down Split Hill. All along Thorn Ridge, too. And you…”

“I ken it. I saw.” Blood stained her smock. “That’s why I’m here.”

“You alright?”

“I-I’m fine.” Lorelai hid her hand beneath her cloak. “It’s not mine.”

“Moonlighting as an assassin?”

“No.” Lorelai shook her head. “As a midwife.”

Silently, careful not to clink, I raised my fetters. “Got something to pick these with?” I felt her warm breath on my face. “A pin or a—”

“I…” Lorelai paused, patted the purse hanging at her belt. “I heard you were back. I didn’t realize you were a…” She gripped a hooked blade in her fist.

“So, it’s like that,” I said. “Well, better you than—”

“Not that, either.” Lorelai kept her gaze fixed on Ugly. “Just a precaution. For him. For them. For…”

“Me?”

Lorelai rubbed her neck, offered a curt nod.

“It’s not enough.”

“It’s all I’ve got.”

Voices chattered outside as a handful of knights staggered out of the tavern.

One pissed prodigious against the stable gate, the others jawing on some victory along the east wall. Some fight north of the gates where the Brulerin whelp’d carried the day. The fucker finally dribbled to a halt, shook, staggered on.

“So, if you ain’t here to kill me, and you ain’t here to free me, what the hell are you here for?” A momentary flash of some forlorn declaration of love somehow sidled through my mind. The warmth of her skin against my cheek, her body intertwining against mine. The juvenile bullshit was there and gone in a blink, but her memory cloyed on relentless, years later, nonetheless.

“Folk say you’ve been snooping around the houses of the Stolen.”

I leaned forward. “The Stolen…?”

“Sakes alive, you ken it. You’ve heard. The folk that are there one night and gone the next.”

“Alright…”

“Is it true?”

“Is what true? That I’m nosing around?” I nodded. “Yeah. Sure. A few days give or take. But, Christ. Now we’re just mostly parading around town slaughtering folk.”

I could hear her breath.

“Did you find anything?”

“No,” I said. “Nothing.”

“Damn.” Lorelai throttled her knife.

“How about you?” I leaned in close, separated by the breadth of a fence. “Know anything? Anything useful?”

“Sakes alive,” Lorelai said. “I know I don’t want to be one of them. And I don’t want Girard or Nils to be taken or stolen, or … or whatever it is, either.” She bit her lip.

I watched her. Swallowed.

“Nils…?” I blinked. “He’s alive.”

When I’d left, Nils’d been a city watchman helping me solve a murder. A good kid, playing out his damnedest with a bad hand. And his damnedest was better than most. But he got what most backing me got. An assassin’s ambush and a one-way trip to the morgue.

Or so I’d thought.

Lorelai nodded.

“Oh,” I said. “Good.”

And I almost meant it.

Ugly’s breath took a sabbatical at that moment, and we waited til it started back up.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“I … I want to help.”

“You don’t want anything to do with this crew,” I said. “They’re—”

“I ken it. Sakes alive, everyone kens it.” Lorelai waved me off. “Everyone’s afraid. Afraid of him. Prince Raachwald. The Grinners. Afraid of getting stolen. The plague.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “And with the army outside the gates, this Witch-Saint woman, afraid of everything.”

“Who are the Grinners?”

“A-A gang of freaks and lepers that run things all along Split Hill.” Lorelai throttled that blade. “They’ve been in charge for … for I don’t know. They ousted another gang, took control.”

“Lepers and freaks, huh?” That solved the riddle of who was shadowing us. “My advice? Get the hell out of here, and—”

“No, listen. I live on Claytown Row, down by the old market. And last night, I … I think my neighbors were stolen. The Hallers. That’s their name.”

I sat up. “The Hallers.”

“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“Nils was working last night and saw … he saw a light coming from between their shutters. He … he thought it looked greenish.”

“Was he drinking?”

“I … I’m not sure.” Lorelai brushed back an errant lock of hair. “I know I was drinking.”

“Was he?”

“Maybe. Probably.”

“Probably…?” I echoed.

“Certainly then, alright? Sakes alive, he drinks for the pain, his leg, but he’s not as bad as…”

I was. That’s what she was about to say. The last time I’d seen Lorelai, she’d been doing her damnedest to drown her sorrows. Could’ve given me a run for my money at my highest low.

But I let it lie.

“A green light…?” Nightmare visages flooded my memory. The undead skeletal draugr of Lake Golgotha, far off to the east, rising from their barrow lake to wreak havoc upon the living. That’d been a blue light, though. A cold blue light. I shook it off, forcefully forgot, or tried to anyway. But some things…

“And in the morning, they were gone.”

“The Hallers.” I blinked, straightened, fought off a shiver. “You know for sure? You go inside? Anyone go?”

“No, I…” Lorelai clutched her throat. “I knocked, but no one answered.”

“Nils? He go in?” Nils was the type that would. Aid thy neighbor and all that. It’d get him killed for real someday if he kept at it.

“He banged on the door. Shouted. I begged him not to go in. Pleaded. I was…” She was going to say persuasive but held back. She wasn’t wrong. “I forced him to promise. For my sake, and for Girard’s.”

“You three,” I deadpanned, “you’re a family.”

I hadn’t framed it as a question.

More an indictment.

“No, or…” Lorelai’s eyes went wide, catching the flickering torchlight, “or yes. Yes, something like that.”

“Christ, you’re here for something,” I said. “So just bloody say it.”

“Sakes alive, I want you keep snooping. Nosing around. Investigating. It’s what you do, isn’t it? What you’re doing?”

“Not very well.”

“Even so.”

“Look, if they were taken, or stolen, I’ll tell you exactly what we’ll find. Nothing. Know how I know? Cause I’ve scoured through nigh on thirty houses, and we’ve found shite. Empty beds. Empty cupboards. Shattered dreams.” I cocked my head towards Ugly. “And you want no part of these blackguards. You ken what they’ve done and no one’s so much as chirped. Anything useful, anyway. And Slade?” I frowned. “He’s fair persuasive.”

“But I heard something.”

“Yeah?” I straightened. “What?”

“A noise. Like something … someone moving inside.”

I blinked. “You sure?”

Lorelai nodded, wide-eyed.

“When?”

“Today. Before I left.”

“You knock again?”

“Yes, but still no one answered.”

“Someone break in?”

“I … I don’t think so,” Lorelai said. “I didn’t tell Nils. Couldn’t. He’d go. He’d go and…” Lorelai glanced away. She didn’t want Nils to go, but wanted me. Felt good and rotten all at once. “Everything’s still locked up the way it was. Nothing broken. Nothing I could see. And no one’s been in or out all day yesterday or tonight.”

“You’re sure?”

“The Hallers live right across the street. Nils watched their house as he worked.”

“Worked, huh? What’s he doing? City Watch, still?” Nils’d been young and green as a frog’s arse, but he had that thing you needed to do the job. That thing that sometimes got you crippled, sometimes got you killed.

“No,” Lorelai said. “He … his leg never healed proper, and so walking is…”

“He’s a cripple.” I took a breath, stilled a persistent grin. I could say I didn’t ken why it came so unbidden, but I’d be lying.

What a right piece of shite I was.

But that was no big surprise.

“He’s taken up carpentry. I gave him all of my husband’s old tools.” Lorelai crossed herself. Her husband’d died of plague a long while back. Her kids, too.

“How’s he doing?”

“He … he’s learning.” Lorelai brushed a lock of red-gold hair from her eyes. “He’s trying to get into the carpenter’s guild, but his work…”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Come look at the house. Bring your men.”

“My men, huh?”

“They’ll listen to you.”

“Tomorrow, they’re bringing me back up to Coldspire. Show’s over. I’m taking a final bow. Unless you can bust me out of here.”

Lorelai’s eyes widened. “I told you what I know. Tell them. Tell him.”

“Christ.” I shook my head.

“You need to keep pushing.”

“I’m just trying to stay alive, or die in peace.” More likely pieces, but I bit my tongue. I wasn’t above using pity as a lever, but here? Now…?

“The king wants you to solve this, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Then tell Prince Slade. Explain it to him. Make him understand.”

“Could you not call him Prince Slade? Shit sucks enough as it is.”

“We need help.” Lorelai pursed her lips. “The people of Asylum need help.”

“Good.” I brandished my chains. “So free me. Get me the hell out of here.”

Lorelai white-knuckled the slat. “Help us.”

“I can’t. Not like this.”

“You have to. You have to find a way.”

“What’s next on the itinerary’s my lungs decorating Raachwald’s floor.” Now seemed a much better time to use pity as a lever. “My head his ramparts. And the rest? Jesus. God only knows.”

Lorelai reached through, laying a hand on my cheek. “Folk around here won’t talk because most are afraid of the Grinners. And they don’t want anyone talking about anything to the nobles.”

“Nobles…” I scowled. “Me…? Mother of mercy. I’d be more afraid of Slade.”

“Slade won’t be here tomorrow,” Lorelai said. “He’ll be off on the wall, fighting with the invaders. Or back on the Rock, killing you. Or slaughtering folk in another neighborhood. The Grinners, though…”

“Yeah. I got it.” I hunkered closer, took her hand, squeezed it. “You think these stolen folk are cause of them?”

“I … I don’t know.”

“Who does?”

“I don’t know.”

“Lot of that going around.” I pursed my lips, nodded. “How about something called the plague-maiden? That mean anything to you?”

“Plague-maiden?” Lorelai shifted back. “No. Nothing. I can ask around, though. But if there is someone out there who does ken something, something useful, getting rid of the Grinners could only help.”

“Why’s it feel like I’m being set up for a fall?”

“Sakes alive.” Lorelai glanced past my chains and fetters and at the fat greasy prick snoring in the corner. “How much further can you possibly go?”

It was a blunt yet compelling point.


Chapter 14.



…scurry through the streets. A pervasive aura of dread grips the city. Folk lock and barricade their doors, hang their wards of white wizardry, and pray until the dead hours of dawn when sleep finally overtakes…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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Darkness prevailed within the Haller abode, thick, pervasive, silent, but I thought I heard something, some soft infinitesimal rhythm, some scritch-scratch scraping from the looming gloom beyond. I gulped, hitched up my skirt, steeled my tarnished valor, and edged inside.

Eh…?

Something smelled off. Not like plague. Not like death. Not exactly. Smelled like something … different. Like something weird. Something wrong. Something wicked. Something worse.

I’d come to expect more rosemary wards like at the Tilkens house and half a dozen others. But not here. Here, the Hallers’d painted eyes on parchment and tacked them to the walls. Big eyes. Small eyes. Red and blue eyes. It was all a little more than disconcerting.

Lorelai’d said the Hallers were a good, respectable Asylum family. Whatever the hell that meant. Fifth generation, maybe sixth, give or take. Saxon Haller was the patriarch. A mid-level dyer, he ran his shop while his wife Ottila ran the household. They lived together with their three daughters, Leonora, Griselde, and Ulrica, and their grandmother, Eowana. Whose mother Eowana was Lorelai hadn’t kenned, but she was a nice, pleasant old lady as all grandmothers ought be.

Like most shops, the front room of the Haller home was where Saxon plied his trade. A work bench sat off to the side, covered in dyed and undyed thread wound thick on rigid spindles. Drying racks dominated the shop, various and sundry clothes, linens, and hats hanging. Dangling. It all looked like fair solid craftsmanship.

The floor was stained half a hundred shades of the rainbow. Off to the left, a wide, squat cauldron sat beneath the window, its lipped maw crooked and warped, reminding me like nothing so much as some hellish toad waiting greedily for prey to scuttle past. A paddle leaned against the wall. Sturdy oak. The kind you could stir dyed linen with, or pilot a raft, or brain a bloke. Shears lined the walls, offering a different road towards the same destination.

“Don’t get any ideas, old boy,” Hochmund said from the entrance.

“Too late.” I knelt, inspecting a circle on the floor I was fair sure was salt. “My mind is veritably aswirl.”

“Veritably, eh?”

I shrugged. “My prose tends more toward the florid around you.”

“It’s my one true gift.” Hochmund stepped into the shop like dipping a toe in an icy winter stream, an embroidered handkerchief clamped firmly over his nose and mouth as he glanced over my shoulder. “Eh…?”

I licked a fingertip, dabbed it into the circle, tasted it. “A-Arsenic.” I feigned choking.

“Well, save some for me.”

“It’s only salt,” I smirked.

“How droll.” Hochmund’s voice was muffled. “Is it normal for small-folk to season their floors with such precious commodities?”

“No,” I said. “It’s a circle of protection. A ward. Keeps away ghosts and goblins and witches and the like. Been seeing a fair amount of rosemary, mirrors, and coins.” I waved a hand. “Now we have the eyes, of course.”

Hochmund edged back. “Of course.”

I brushed my hands off, grimaced, stood. “This is the first salt-circle.”

“And we found it together, old chum.” Hochmund laid a bejeweled hand to his heart and perked up. “What’s that smell?”

“Not sure.” I cocked my head, took a whiff. “Ain’t plague.”

“You’re certain?”

“Yeah. Well, mostly.”

“You fill me with such an overwhelming sort of confidence.” Keeping his handkerchief clamped firmly to his face, Hochmund glanced around, taking the place in. “Do all small-folk dwell like this?”

“Live. Dwell. Subsist. Take your pick,” I deadpanned. “The lucky ones, anyway.”

Hochmund shook his head. “There’s that talk of luck again. The winds of fortune blow.”

“Only if you’re lucky.” I glanced inside the cauldron, gave it a tepid stir. Some sort of fabric lay hidden in its depths. I let it be. “How’s our list of victims coming?”

“Quite prodigious.” Hochmund patted a satchel at his side. “And your name does not yet grace the rolls.”

“A stay of execution?” I said. “My four favorite words.”

“About that second one…?”

I ignored him, turned, headed on in. “You coming?”

“Not by choice. Mine, at least.” Hochmund recoiled from one particularly grotesque eyeball. “Simply ghastly. The veins are … unsightly. Your dear princely friend requested that I accompany you. In the most civilized of terms, naturally.”

“When I think ‘civilized,’ he does rise to the forefront.”

“Ahem,” Hochmund cleared his throat. “I’m to inform you that should you exit the home in possession of any item or items he deems a weapon, of any sort, the punishment, or punishments, as it were, shall fall squarely upon my shoulders.”

“Well, that’s a relief.” I wiped imaginary sweat from my brow.

“Any item. He was quite specific.”

“Oh?” I laid a finger on the paddle. “Any, such as…?”

“Precisely such as that.” Hochmund picked up a shirt dyed a bold red, held it out at arm’s length, examined it, then folded it up, tucked it away. “Though I suppose it would serve me right.”

But a paddle or pair of shears versus six, armed killers and five war-dogs? With me wielding it, half-starved and all by my lonesome…? Cause Hochmund wouldn’t back me, unless we were talking targets for stabbing.

“Do you see anything of note, old son?”

“No.” I lowered my hand, let the paddle alone and Hochmund off the hook. For now. “Nothing.” The shears, though? They offered a quick and definitive solution. Food for thought. “Nothing of interest, anyway.”

The far door stood ajar.

I nodded toward it. “C’mon. Adventure awaits.”

“It can keep waiting.” Hochmund stepped aside, holding out a hand, then stole another shirt. “Age before beauty.”

“You’re older and less handsome.”

“You’ve not had a go past a mirror in some time, have you, old boy?” Hochmund dusted off my shoulder. “Your luster has dulled.”

“Fuck off.” I strode into the far room. “My luster’s still shiny.”

Again nothing, nothing of note, anyway. A second salt-circle, a pair of unmade beds, a kitchen table. A small tin stove hunkered next to a staircase rising up the left wall. A wicker chair by the fire. A trio of rag dolls lay splayed out across the floor. A thin layer of dust covered nigh on everything.

“Not much in the way of housekeeping.” Frowning, Hochmund ran a finger across the table, drawing a frowny face.

“Maid must be on vacation,” I said.

The place looked lived in, worn, used, but in a good way. I felt the warmth of the hearth crackling with bygone flames, heard a woman singing along with her mother and three daughters, smelled pottage stewing til meat fell off the bone, could see a man dusting snow from his hat, kicking it off his boots, his arms overladen with seasoned firewood.

But all that was gone. Lost. Forgotten. I stifled a shiver. A green wool dress lay strewn beneath a bed. I picked it up, held it at length, took a gander. It was old, ragged, moth-eaten, little more than dust and rags.

“You’d need to take it out a bit, old boy.”

“With the way I’ve been eating…?”

“You have me there.”

There was nothing strange about the dress other than its placement. I draped it across the table.

“I’d have a—”

“Shhh—” I cut him off with a chop.

“Did you just shush—?”

“Shut. The fuck. Up.”

Scritch …scratch.

Scritch …scratch.

Scritch … scratch.

As one, we glared at the ceiling. An infinitesimal drizzle of dust sprinkled from between two joists, dissipating to nothing before hitting the floor. Hochmund slid aside, “Ugh—” swiping it from his curly hair.

“Open the shutters, would you?” I snatched a rolling pin, flipped it, caught it. “Get some air in here. Some light. Some life.”

Hochmund’s eyes bulged wide at his death sentence in my hand.

“Relax.” I felt its dead heft. “Just baking some bread.”

“I’d prefer you simply brain me rather than suffer his demented designs.” Hochmund frowned but set about dragging the kitchen table to access the window.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“You have my utmost gratitude.” Hochmund finished his task. “Ooof…”

I mounted the steps, creaking softly underfoot, made my way up to a crooked-slat door. Knives of dying sunlight jagged out from under. I tested the latch. Unlocked. I took another deep breath, hoping to stoke some fire in my belly, found only heavy, wet ash.

“Uhg…” Hochmund pushed open the shutters, wiped his hands off, and plunked down in a chair. “This is above and beyond, old boy, above and…”

The door opened slowly, silently. It was the girls’ bedroom. The room was about ten by ten, with windows on three walls. Flowers festooned them, painted and real, as well as the ever present eyes. Echoes of laughter reverberated through my mind til it died back to silence.

A third salt-circle graced the room’s floor, and a wide, unmade bed populated by a parliament of rag dolls sat in the corner. Facing away, a rocking chair stood in the room’s center, rocking back and forth minutely, a bent floorboard rubbing.

“Hello…?” I called softly.

The crone in the chair didn’t turn.

She was snoring.

Carefully, quietly, I unlatched a shutter, pushed it open, took a deep breath, gazing out.

A scrum of ruffians hunkered at the end of Dodge Row, watching us again, watching us still. Lorelai’s Grinners. My Upright Citizen’s Brigade. Her name held more water. A garish sight, either way. More than one looked as though his lips’d been cut or chewed or just plain rotted off. The rest bore the impression of judicial scars, lost fingers, branded foreheads. And the fuckers were growing bolder. Bearding the dragon, steel glinting in their hands. Their eyes glared dead black in the dying light.

“Wonderful.”

Rolling pin cocked back, I opened another shutter, peeked out west down Claytown Row.

Across the street, in an open window, huddled round a small, shielded candle, I caught a pair of wide eyes. Lorelai and … someone. I squinted. Girard probably, the ex-guttersnipe Lorelai’d taken under her wing.

I offered a salute and turned.

“Hello?” The snoring stopped. “Miss…?”

Long white hair wafted and flowed as the crone rocked, an old worn rag-doll with a painted face clutched in her wizened arms.

“Jesus.” I set my rolling pin amid the jumble of rag-dolls infesting the bed. “Hello?” I stepped around the chair. “Milady…?” I half-expected her dead, even with the snoring. Thought for a second the wind was rocking her.

I was wrong.

The crone blinked, her eyes dull, opaque, mouth working as she tried to speak. Failed to speak. She touched her throat, licked her lips with a desiccated tongue. Bluish veins snaked prominently beneath crinkled skin.

“Your high and mighty lordship,” I called toward the door, “would you be so good as to bring up something to drink?”

“Looking to mount a buzz, old boy?”

“Always.”

“I … I shall endeavor to acquiesce,” Hochmund muttered.

“We’ll take whatever you can scavenge.” I tried a smile. “Something’s coming.”

The crone nodded, smiled back, squeezing my hand in her trembling bird-bone grip. She wore a necklace of polished rocks around her neck.

“You must be Eowana.” I knelt before her, laid a hand on my chest. “I’m Sir Luther.”

Hochmund huffed into the bedroom.

“The best I could muster,” Hochmund mumbled through his handkerchief, offering a mug of stale beer.

“Thanks.” I took it, “Here, milady,” and touched it to her lips, tilted it back, held it steady. “Drink.”

Eowana drank, eyes closed, throat working. She raised a hand, and I stopped.

“I … I thank you, Sir…?” Eowana said. “What was it?”

“Luther,” I said. “And you’re welcome.” Her hand quivered atop mine. “More?”

“Yes.” Eowana offered a palsied nod. “Please.”

“A dame after my own heart,” I said. “What happened?”

Eowana drank until it was gone, wiped her chin, smiled. “I tried to leave.” Her voice but a whisper. “I … I wanted to go pray, but the stairs,” she shook her head, “they were so steep, so very, very steep.”

“Milady…?”

“Where?” She fiddled with her necklace. “Eh?”

“Here. Claytown Row. Your home. Your family’s. Here.”

“They-They’re all gone,” Eowana managed. “Aren’t they? They’re all dead. I thought perhaps I dreamed it, but…”

“I don’t know,” I said. “There’s no one here. Nothing. Did they abandon you? Was it plague? Or something akin to plague?”

“I-I don’t…”

Hochmund patted my shoulder. “One at a time, old boy.”

“Apologies.” I licked my lips, nodded. “Was it plague, milady?”

“I … I’m not certain what it could have been. What it was.”

I glanced at the window. “Was it men? Toughs? I’ve noticed some gang, some blackguards, hanging around. They’re called the Grinners. Ugly bunch of fucks. Apologies.”

“Eh…?”

The stairs creaked, and Hochmund glanced over.

“I … I can’t remember.” Eowana clutched herself. “I woke in the night, hearing voices, screams. Screaming. The wind was roaring, but … but nothing moving. There was a light, a dim light. Green, but I … I could barely see. It was dark, so very, very dark.”

A breathless wind? I looked around. The room looked fair intact. “Who was screaming?”

“Everyone, Sir Luther. Everyone was screaming. Even … even me.” Eowana’s eyes bulged. “But … but was it all in my head? Or was it? It was all just so strange.”

“Don’t ken what that means.”

“Neither do I.” Eowana reached for the empty mug. “Is there any more?”

I looked to Hochmund, eyes wide.

He offered a bow and pudgy flourish. “I live but to serve.”

“Sure. My lackey’ll fetch you some.” I stuffed the mug into Hochmund’s chest, “Go,” and he disappeared with a grumble. “You remember anything else?”

“I remember a voice. A woman’s. Screaming. A banshee keen. It was so loud, so very, very loud. I … I covered my ears, my eyes. I…” Eowana absently stroked the long frazzled hair of the doll clutched to her breast. “I think it was her.”

“Her?” I said. “Her, who?”

“The plague-maiden,” Eowana whispered. “I heard a woman at the market whispering about her. Saying things, awful things, terrible things.” Eowana pointed a palsied hand toward the wall. “It’s what all the charms and wards were for.”

“Do you remember seeing her, this plague-maiden?”

“I … I can’t seem to remember much of anything.”

I patted her hand, fearful it might crumble. “I’m trying to find what happened to your family.”

“Oh, it wasn’t just my family.” Eowana’s eyes went wide. “The Gosslarts down the row, too. They disappeared last week. Were stolen. I was friends with Young Thomas and his little sister, Elouise. It … It happened to a lot of families.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. I’d checked the Gosslarts house, too, and she wasn’t wrong. “What can you tell me about them? The Gosslarts, or about you? About anything?”

“I…?” Eowana rubbed her forehead. “What was your name again?”

“Sir Luther.” I glanced out the window, looking for the Upright Citizen’s Brigade, but they’d gone, or gone to ground.

The Haller abode was nigh on the fortieth house I’d rummaged through. The thirtieth locked up tight as a virgin’s virtue. The twentieth in a row I’d found nothing inside but dust, desolation, and despair.

Except Eowana, and she offered more questions than answers.

Lucky number twenty.

Jesus.

It was like a dagger wheedling in my mind, not knowing, not even starting to know. I was longing for a trip back to one of the three houses where plague’d proven the culprit. It’d been a sort of balm, a momentary relief to not wonder. Not to pile on. To simply know.

But this one…?

All-Father’s oath. All the doors’d been locked, all the shutters latched, just like all the other homes. No signs of forced entry. No marks from an iron-crow. No broken slats on shutters. No secret doors or chambers, barring a few root cellars and one tragically empty wine chamber. And the doors’d all been locked and, more often than not, barricaded.

It made no sense.

None I could suss, anyway.

“Sir Luther,” Eowana raised a finger, “I … I do seem to rememb—ulp!”

I turned as Eowana blinked, then bled, her eyes empty, head slumping forward.

“Mother of fuck, it reeks of piss and shit.” Slade stood behind Eowana, a crimson blade in his naked fist.

Blood pumped from Eowana’s slit throat.

“You stupid fuck!” I rose, gripping my manacle chains. “She was talking. A witness. I could’ve—”

“Waste of bloody time, Krait. Got a war raging. A war I want part of. Fucking Brulerin shite’s hogging all the slaughter.” Slade snatched the rag doll from Eowana’s crippled grip and wiped his blade off on its face, either side, ostentatiously. “Fuck this shite.”

Slade tossed the bloody doll aside, then peered out the window. He snorted in through his nose, harsh and sharp, nostrils flaring, then leaned over and let a long yellow lunger drip from his maw, down to the street below. “Ragged cunt couldn’t remember a fucking thing. Couldn’t tell ye the color of the sun.” He wiped his lip, turned. “And don’t pretend I didn’t do her a bloody-fucking favor.”

I stood there quivering in a rage bereft of rhyme or reason, but couldn’t effectively counter his point.


Chapter 15.



…queen is with child though she, as of yet, does not show. By my calculations, the child shall arrive in mid to late November, and all auguries point to it being a…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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It was my least favorite celebratory whorehouse excursion to date, and I’d waged my fair share. Nothing like being chained out shivering in the rain, watching Slade and his cadre of shit-heel fucks saunter in for a little carousel of arousal.

Uglier sat atop a barrel under an overhang, legs kicking beside a torrent of water pouring out a downspout. He leered over, gripping a fish two-fisted, then slowly and methodically inserted it into his mouth, worrying those sharpened teeth back and forth til he knicked through the gristly spine and sucked off its head. He swallowed without the overwhelming urge to chew.

I nearly gagged.

Ugly, his more handsome brother, leaned against a wall across the alley, whittling away at a block of wood. There was a fair chance neither was allowed within the vaunted establishment based solely on their looks, or lack thereof. Both were flabby, hairless freaks. Not even eyebrows or lashes near as I could tell. And as for telling the two nightmares apart, Ugly looked like a monstrous baby, whereas Uglier looked like a monstrous baby sporting half a nose and a maw full of sharpened teeth.

“The fuck you looking at?” Ugly growled.

“Just wondering how your poor mother felt after birthing you two.” I hugged myself, stifling shivers and chattering teeth. “Disappointed, I’d hazard.”

Ugly stood in the rain, sneering. “Me ma died.”

“And I’m sure it was a huge relief,” I said.

“Huh…?” Uglier raised a nonexistent eyebrow, doing the math and coming up fair short.

Neither of the Ugly Twins had an over-keen appreciation of my barbs and spears, but Ugly, the genius of the duo, seemed to grasp it a mite more. He stepped into the flow, a heavy flanged mace gripped in one thick mitt.

Manacled to the wheel spokes, I hunkered under the wagon as best I could, crouching ankle deep in the flowing muck, struggling to keep my arse dry.

For a moment, Ugly considered the logistics of crawling his fat arse on hands and knees through the freezing cold to strangle me. Then he sniffed, spat, straightened, and lumbered back for his overhang.

Across the way, Slade slapped Ape on the shoulder and pushed him inside the house brimming with ill repute. Ape, hang-dogging along, trudged in, the rest of the misbegotten crew trailing behind. Strange-Land offered some high-fisted benediction to the Bravo who was smoothing out his shitty little mustache. Even Hochmund was there, shuffling in, offering me a surreptitious glance, followed by a doleful shrug. The door closed, the light lost, and I was suffused with ample amounts of doom and angst-ridden gloom.

Rain pattered against the wagon as I crouched on numb feet.

My legs, though? In the water halfway up my calves, they burned like the ninth circle of hell. Saw Brutus and Cassius huddled beside me, blue and bloated, shivering and shorn of hope and all humanity. I closed my eyes, tried willing the cold away, ignoring it, even got so desperate as to try praying. Turns out, whimpering like a six-year-old shite’s the only thing holds any water, and not much at that.

The Ugly Twins were choking down their fish dinner or snoring like you hear of, and I was mumbling numb when a hand clamped on my shoulder. I nearly shit myself.

“Huh—?” I caught myself against the wheel, shifting it a hair, pulling myself back level.

It was Lorelai, hunkered beside me, her eyes wide, a finger pressed to her lips. “Shhh…”

“Jesus. Fucking. Christ,” I hissed.

Someone or something shifted in the alley. The impression of a man, the glint of steel, the sweep of some sort of long-hafted weapon. A bill-hook. Nils, the city-watch runt used a bill-hook, and he used it well.

Rain poured and spattered, splashing up nigh on as much as down. Ape’s mastiffs were tied off down the street. They didn’t seem to much like the Ugly Twins, either, which was a single point in their collective favor. I glanced over at Ugly, lolling back, already snoozing.

“Y-Your tightrope’s starting to fr-fray,” I managed to sputter.

“Tightrope…?”

“O-One you insist on w-walking. With razor-soled shoes.”

“You should talk.”

“N-Not much choice with a dagger pressed to your throat.” I rubbed my arms, clamped shut my chattering teeth, fell to a knee, hissing in the seething freeze. “You’ve a wider array of choices.”

I suddenly felt dizzy.

“Luther…? Sir Luther?” Lorelai gripped my arm. “What’d you find at the Hallers’? Anything? Anyone?”

“No, uh…” I blinked, sniffed, swallowed my gorge. “The old lady. W-We found the old lady. Only the old lady.”

“Eowana?”

“In the bedroom upstairs. Y-Yeah.”

“And…?”

“And she got a hell of a lot older once Slade sauntered in,” I spat. “Apologies. It happened too fast…” As though there were something I could’ve or even would’ve done had I the chance.

“Sakes alive…” Lorelai drew her hood down, rubbed her arms. The cold was getting to her, too. “I saw them take out a body, but only the one. I didn’t know. Part of me didn’t want to know.”

“Yeah. Plague pit fodder,” I grunted. “Jesus. Sorry again. That’s where they took her. Dumped her.”

Lorelai clutched her cloak. “And the rest of them?”

“N-Nothing,” I said. “W-We didn’t find anyone else. Or anything. Anything useful, anyway. Place was locked from the inside. Buttoned up tight. Everyone gone. Cold pottage nigh on frozen on the hearth. Food on the table. Toys, dolls on the bed…”

I took a breath, swallowed, grimaced.

Lorelai bowed her head, crossed herself, mumbled a stilted prayer.

“What is it you want?” I scratched my cheek on the wheel’s rusted tire, noticed Uglier settling in for a snooze. “Best make it quick.”

“I want you to talk to someone.”

“Oh well, I’ll get right on it.”

“Don’t be like that.”

“What?” I said. “Realistic?”

“I need your help. We need your help. Asylum needs your help.”

I brandished my chains, shivered out a grin. “You already said that.”

Lorelai laid a warm hand on my cold shoulder. “You’d be dead if they wanted you dead.”

I glared away. Spat. It was a fair if inconvenient truth.

“Forgive me.” Lorelai patted herself down, withdrew a thick needle and a small, flat metal lever. Lock picks. All-Father’s oath. “Girard said these would do. Said you’d ken how to use them.” She held them out. “Here.”

“Th-Thanks.” I started in on the manacle’s lock, sliding the bar into the keyhole’s bottom, steadying it with my thumb. Or trying to, anyway. My hands were numb and heavy and made of wet cement. “C’mon…” I shifted to reposition, to steady myself, stifle the shivers, to suss clean the lock’s innards through pick and corpse-dead fingers.

“Sakes alive.” Lorelai tucked her hands under her armpits.

“Y-Yeah. I know.”

She cursed beneath her breath, blew into her hands, nodded.

I prodded the lock’s innards, feeling along the rise and fall, counting the tumblers one by one. There were four. I started at the first, worked it up flush, then let it go, thumb pressure on the lever holding it firm.

“Rrrr…” I levered up the second tumbler, but it wouldn’t hold, so I moved on.

“Got it?”

“No.” I slathered the icy grit off on my shirt, my sleeve, my beard, then pushed the third tumbler up. It held. “B-But I’m getting there.” I opened and closed my hand, breathed on it, struggled to feel the bar, the pick, the anything.

“Here.” Lorelai took my hand in hers, squeezing, her lips pressing as she exhaled on them, warmth and life eking back.

“Thanks.” I swallowed, warmth and sensation suddenly flooding not only my hand. “Wh-Who is it you want me to talk to?”

“It … It’s a woman I know.” Lorelai leaned in close. “From the neighborhood. The Confines. Her family went missing, too. Was stolen.”

“A witness?”

“I … I’m not sure.”

I glared through one eye. “This just rumor? Or gossip?”

“No. She exists. She’s someone, or was, at least.”

“Alright. And how’s this woman any different from all the rest?”

“I think she’s still around. Still alive. Survived. You might be able to find her, ask her questions, find something out. I … I don’t know.”

I slumped, reveling in the warmth of her breath.

“Mmm…”

Blissful.

Better than, even.

“Sir Luther…?”

“I’ll see what I can do. But no promises.” I could’ve left my hand where it was, sandwiched between her hands and lips til Judgment Day, but time was at a premium. “That’s good. Better. A lot. Thanks.” I still had two of the four pins tensioned up. I inserted the pick, prodded the rounded tip of the second pin, forcing it up. But the fucker still wouldn’t hold.

“What’s her name?” I asked.

“Aneta Lütkens.”

“Aneta?” I hissed. “They told me she was dead. Stolen. Gone like the rest.”

Lorelai held my gaze.

“Hers was the first family, yeah?” I said. “She disappeared with her husband and daughter. What were their names…?” Jesus, I couldn’t think for the cold and the hunger and the—

“Jakub and Trudi,” Lorelai offered.

“Jakub and Trudi. Yeah. They all disappeared. Together. Back in April.”

“Yes, I heard the same.”

“Heard, huh? But you know different?”

“Know…?” Lorelai said. “Know’s a strong word, but you hear things enough from different folk, different sources, whispers and the like. After their house burned down—”

“Hold on,” I said. “When did their house burn down?” The guildmasters’d mentioned that. I worked the pick to the fourth pin and pushed it up. It held. “Thank Christ.”

“A-A few days after they disappeared.” Lorelai frowned. “I have only pieces, broken shards of a shattered story…”

“And you started piecing them together, yeah?”

“I suppose, yes, something like that.”

“Aneta Lütkens…?” I said. “If she’s alive, why would she be hiding?” I shook my head. Jesus. In this godforsaken city…? I could conjure a thousand reasons. But she was the only survivor barring Eowana, so if she was still kicking, I had to jaw with her.

“I … I don’t know.”

“Where is she?” I levered up the second pin, the last, and slid off twice. “C’mon, you bloody bastard…” I took a deep breath, fighting off the cold, the pain, and for the third time, levered it up almost flush, almost…

“Yes, she—” Lorelai nodded, turned, and was ripped away, hurtling through the torrent. A sickening smash as she hit a wall, and Ugly’s elephantine legs stood before me. And I was fair certain the rest stood above. “Hey Brakkis, get over here.” Ugly peered down at Lorelai, lying in the gutter. “Uh, heh, heh, heh. Looks like we gots a little chicken of our ownsies.”

Uglier grunted low, throat rumbling like a mongrel dog.

Lorelai lifted her head, hair bedraggled, blood flowing.

“Lorelai,” I hissed. “Lorelai, get up. Get up and run.”

Lorelai shifted, fingered her jaw, moaned.

“Nils!” I hissed.

Uglier lumbered to his brother’s side.

An instant later, something charged from the deeper dark of the alleyway. A flash of steel and the business end of a bill-hook.

But, shit…

It wasn’t Nils. It was just the kid. Girard. And the kid was just a kid. And where the Ugly-Twins looked like giant babies, they were anything but.

“Kid,” I yelled. “Get the hell out of here!”

“Shut it!” Ugly kicked the wagon, wheel jarring, spoke jogging me solid.

“Leave her alone.” Girard laid up short, bill-hook leveled, quivering in his hands. He jabbed twice, warning jabs, the wrong kind. The right kind would’ve clove arteries, punctured lung, slit bare throats.

“Kid!” I heaved on my chains, shifting the whole wagon, creaking, as the two big dumb blackguards split in twain, flanking the kid. “Fucking run!”

But Girard didn’t listen, didn’t move, and sure as shit didn’t run. And me? “All-Father’s oath.” My bloody lock picks were lost to the frigid flow.
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“Hey boy…” Ugly reached a hand toward the darkness.

“…why don’t ya give us the wee-little stick?” Uglier hefted his mace to his shoulder.

The two hairless behemoths spread apart, entering the alleyway, flanking beyond arm’s length. Girard licked his lips, eyes blinking, paling by the moment. Lorelai, slathered across the ground, stirred, raising her red-gold head leaden from the trampled muck.

“Drop the fucking hook and run,” I rasped, scrabbling like hell to find the sloshed lock picks.

C’mon.

C’mon…

They had to be here. Somewhere.

But that was a lie.

The twins shared a glare, and Ugly turned, eyes lighting on Lorelai. “What’s our hound want with ya?” He marched toward her, unlooping his belt. “Ya pals of his? Good pals? Heh… We can be pals, too.”

“Kid. Run.” I gripped the wheel spokes. The lock picks were gone, lost, forever. “Fucking now.”

“Leave her alone!”

“Run, Girard,” Lorelai coughed. “Please.”

“Well now, yer a mighty fine looker, ain’t ya?” Ugly bent over Lorelai and snatched her by the hair, dragged her halfway up, kicking and struggling from the muck. “Pretty little thing, ya are. Look like a princess, even covered in shite. Whoa!” He parried a kick. “Easy now.”

Lorelai forced herself up, knife in hand, and slashed.

“Ow!” Ugly tore his hand free, then backhanded her flat across the cobbles.

Crouched behind the wheel, arms manacled through the spokes, choices were limited. “Kid. Run!” I yelled again as I skittered out from under the wagon and flailed out a foot, nailing Ugly in the back of the knee, dropping him to the other. Then another in the arse, launching him.

“C’mere, little bird,” Uglier cooed from the gloom.

Ugly shot up from the ground, whirled, eyes fixed for murder, that mace cocked back, swinging for my squash. I dashed behind the wheel, the brutal mace slashing sparks off the metal tire. He swung again, bouncing off, shaking his hand, wasp-stung, and I lunged forward, hooking his ankle with one foot and stomping his kneecap with the other. Ugly toppled, cracking his skull against the building cornice.

“Fuck off!” Girard jabbed again with the bill-hook, but Uglier swatted it aside.

Ugly flopped over, groaning.

“Lorelai,” I hissed, reaching with my feet, palpating in the splashing rain for Ugly’s foot, “your knife!”

But Lorelai was on all fours, soaked to the bone, head lolling, blood drooling.

I finally snaked a leg around Ugly’s, hooked it and dragged the titanic prick towards me.

“C’mon…”

One spoke’d jogged loose, and another’d cracked from Ugly’s swing. I gripped them, tried yanking them free, “Jesus. Rrrrr… Christ.” But failed.

Uglier lunged forth and snatched the haft of Girard’s bill-hook, stripping it from the kid and whipping him tumbling alongside Lorelai. Ugly raised his dented squash. His mace lay out of reach. His and mine. I scrabbled at the spoke again, twisted it free and — “Fuck!” — flipped the slippery prick off into the night.

Ugly grabbed my collar, and I bit his finger.

“Arrgh!” Ugly roared eloquently.

I spat blood and nail and finger then lunged for his ear, gripped a fistful and ripped. It tore clean off as I slammed his head into the spokes, knocking another free. Teeth gritting, I heaved, trying to drag him through, but he was too strong. He grabbed my hand, levered a foot onto the wheel and slowly, inexorably, forced himself back.

“C’mon…” I growled, trembling, fast failing, then let go, and Ugly flipped back at the sudden release, his foot slipping on wet, shooting through the spokes, glancing off my chin. Stars exploded in my night sky, but I had the wherewithal to snatch his boot, bear down, hold on.

“Let go, you fuck!” Ugly roared, bucked, clutching blood and ear.

“Rrrrgg—” Dropping my shoulder into his leg, I rammed it toward the wheel’s spoked center, wedging it tight. Something cracked with my first drive. My second folded his leg in half, bone tearing through his pant-leg, and Ugly screamed. All-Father’s oath did the inbred fucker scream.

The wagon shuddered, rolled, and I let go.

“Heh. Having some trouble, brother?” Uglier, standing over the boy and the woman, glanced over our way. “Honza…?”

Ugly somehow unwove his flaccid leg clear of the spokes, then keeled over, screeching. Reaching round the wheel, I snatched him by the collar and yanked him off the walk, face down into the rushing muck. His legs kicked as he submerged, while I fought to wrap my manacles round his throat. He batted my hands away, strong as an inbred ox, slippery in the liquid squish. I kneed him in the head, once, twice, drilled him in the chin, knocking him into the wheel. He struggled up addled, bubbling, snarling.

I swept his arm out from under him with an arcing boot, sending him face first and bell rung back into the water. Swinging round, landing on my knees, I pulled on the spokes. The wagon shifted a few inches, pressing into Ugly’s neck, pinning him gurgling beneath the stream. As he fought to consciousness, I slammed my knee into his neck, pinching him between it and the wheel, holding on and pulling back, down.

“Honza!” Uglier stuttered to a halt. “Let him up!”

“Let them go,” I snarled.

Uglier turned back towards me, caught between a rock and a warm, red stain.

Lorelai clambered woozily to her feet, Girard dragging her up, supporting her. They froze at Uglier’s glare, but he didn’t move.

“Let him up.” Uglier tossed his mace aside, thunking in the muck. “He-He’s my brother.”

I gripped Ugly by the good ear and forced his head above the water, him gasping and flailing, me using the wheel as an aegis. As I withstood his blind onslaught, I tore on the cracked spoke, loosening it, the last one binding me.

“Let him go!” Uglier demanded, his tears melding with the falling rain.

I did, releasing the ugly prick, then somehow by the grace of a fallen god tearing the busted spoke free as Lorelai and Girard scrambled off, disappearing in the misted dark.

I tore off soon after.
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The pack of demon mastiffs howled, echoing close as I hoofed it, huffing, careening north through the labyrinthine alleyways of Split Hill. Folk slammed doors as I barrel-arsed past. The hell-hounds were close and closing, cutting distance by leaps and bounds. Ape’s roars, driving his monstrosities, came warped, distorted, muted, but gaining by the moment.

I’d shook them for a piece, breaking into an old weaver’s shop in the Confines, clambered out a second-story window and onto a neighboring roof. Then it was roof to roof, leaping off ledges and dodging laundry, rolling across precarious roosts, and scattering pissed-off pigeons til I hit the main thoroughfare.

Crowley Street.

It ran along the Morgrave, from the Bastard Bridge in the south to the north, terminating just shy of the ancient Roman wall encircling the old Jewish Quarter.

In an old burned-out foundation, a plague pit smoldered low, white smoke crawling up from skeletal fingers and hollow skulls, all scorched black with soot.

A line of masons drawing handcarts loaded with cut stone labored south as I clambered down a lead downspout, bending it past ruin, and bolted through before I’d caught my breath, their eyes wide with momentary terror, tracking me for an instant before abandoning me to my fate.

There was work yet to be done.

The Morgrave River ran below, a sixty-foot leap of faith that’d end in what all faiths leads to.

The mastiffs’d caught my scent halfway to the Jewish Quarter. I pounded on, hardly daring to glance over my shoulder. In my mind’s eye Slade and Ape and the other fucks gave chase, rictus grins contorting monstrous mugs midst the thrill of the hunt.

No place in Asylum was safe.

Slade and his men tailed me through streets they knew, past establishments they frequented, leaning on folk they subjugated. Terrorized. Slaughtered. My time was limited. Options, too. Inside the walls? Pure and simple. A death sentence. The lone variable was its form. Hacked to death by mercs or ripped apart by demon mastiffs.

And outside?

The Witch-Saint’s horde encircled Asylum like a noose drawn tight. Any who tried breaking or bribing their way through the line’d faced the same fate. Crucified then flensed. A legion of skinned corpses lined the battlefield outside Asylum’s walls.

My first plan’d been to head back toward the Haller home, hole up with Lorelai and Nils and Girard. But as soon as Slade found me, and he’d eventually with those damned dogs, I could hazard the outcome. A siege within a siege. Hole up and they had me. Them, too. Her.

I slid down a culvert and splashed my way under a low bridge, crawled through a short tunnel, hoping to muddle my trail.

But, Jesus, those damned dogs.

There was no outrunning them, no shaking them, no outfoxing them, not for long, anyway. I could run rampant across rooftops to the devil’s delight, but those fuckers’d catch my scent sooner or later.

Other ideas coruscated through my brain. Keep moving. Never stop. Sleep in a different spot each day. Move at night. Keep my head down. Wits keen. I’d done it before in Asylum, amongst a myriad of other places. But I was tired and hungry and cold and on my last legs before I’d taken my first step.

The harbor.

A boat.

The only way.

Steal a boat and row, or sail, or bloody well fucking kick my way out of this shite-hole city.

Problem was, Slade would’ve figured that, too.

Even so, I scaled atop a toppled section of the old Roman wall, dropped over, raced through the streets of the Jewish Quarter. New construction’d taken root but had been halted by the siege. Empty wooden skeletons stood with canvas tarps blowing in the fickle wind.

I made the docks in record time, but those hell-hounds…? Four legs and eons of teeth? Barking, slavering, gnashing, nigh on right behind. Could practically feel their hot breath down the back of my neck.

The maze of docks stretched out before me, and beyond, Asylum Bay and the endless North Sea.

Freedom.

Behind, the mastiffs broke from cover, unleashed, and hauled after, eyes blazing, teeth unsheathed and gleaming. I didn’t stop to take in the sights, I just kept at it. The dock was littered sparsely with moored dinghies.

I wasn’t fickle.

I cast off the mooring line and dove into the first one, landing across a bench, propelling the boat off and spinning as Teeth leaped after. A jolt, knocking me on my arse as the bone-white mastiff landed behind me, scrabbling on the gunwale, barking, growling, half-in and half-out, the boat rocking mad, nigh on capsizing. His hind legs clawed at the transom, fighting for purchase, his long canines bared and biting just shy as I crab-walked forth and booted him in the kisser.

“Get the fuck off!”

I reached for an oar.

A whine and whimper as he scrabbled, dumb eyes growing wide as realization struck him. Then the oar.

“Fuck off!”

Whimpering, Teeth slipped, scrabbled, lost his grip, splashing, churning, sinking into the freezing wash. Head poking above the black, he paddled round in a circle as I bent my back into the oars.

A cold breeze blew in from off the water.

Nothing lay beyond but the ephemeral line of horizon muted grey by the misted distance. The sun, invisible behind the haze, would be setting in maybe an hour. And I was forging a rhythm, slowing my breath from panic to persistence, slotting in for the work, cutting through buffeting waves. I adjusted my seat, my grips, skimming through the surf, clear of the docks, the mastiffs packed round the edge, jockeying for the best spot to bark.

Smirking, I leaned into the oars, feeling the boat propelled forth. Immediate and measurable results, one of the simplest yet most satisfying pleasures of life.

On the dock, Slade stalked beside Ape, bent down, gaffing Teeth’s limp corpse rolling from the surf. He managed to wrestle him up as Slade’s other fuckers joined from behind. Standing from the bench, I shook a fist and chucked a finger alongside a hearty portion of choice words, and not the kinds you use toasting a friend’s lifelong prosperity.

As the fuckers diminished with distance, another figure, the Bravo, hustled down to the end of the docks, a crossbow slung over his shoulder. Ape reined in his leashed monstrosities, pulling them back from their dead playmate. I’d expected a chase. Expected them to be hauling their arses into the boats. What I hadn’t expected was apathy.

But I wasn’t complaining, either. I take my wins when and wherever they may fall.

The Bravo wound his crossbow quickly, adroitly, loading a bolt.

Stupid prick.

I squinted.

At this distance…?

It’d take a miracle of the worst sort to so much as touch me. He had the wind, yeah, but from this far? And in the failing light? The thick mist…? I pulled again, kept pulling, making the shot harder by the second.

Then he loosed.

The bolt flew straight and true, arcing wide through the pink sky and thunked to a dead stop in the transom of my vaunted warship.

“Hah!” I launched up from my bench, elated, rocking, chucking them a second helping of the one and only. “Suck my balls, fuckers!” Yeah. Sure. Not the most Homeric of poetic verse, but it was a damn sight more satisfying.

I collapsed, took a breath, figuring I’d haul out straight into the encroaching night before deciding on a destination. East? West? I wouldn’t tip my hand. Make the fuckers guess. Row as long as possible into the crashing dark. Make landfall before dawn. Disappear into the countryside. Even with the mastiffs, their chances of finding me were nigh on nil.

The air was cool and bracing.

I blinked.

Something thin and sinuous fluttered from the Bravo’s bolt.

“Shit.”

I froze.

A roar arose behind. I thought it the ocean. But no. The sound of hundreds of men roaring, screaming, catcalling. Materializing out of the mist, a cog raced before the wind, towards the bay, towards me, only to explode suddenly in a great gout of flame.

Everything went warm and orange.

Another flaming missile splashed, hissed, sizzled near the blasted hull of the sinking wreck. Flotsam and jetsam rained down, and beyond, the massive armada I’d seen from the deck of Slade’s ship emerged from the mists, bearing down from the north, east and west, bottling up the harbor.

A massive splash exploded off to port. I gasped, ducked reflexively. A trebuchet sat atop a western bluff overlooking the harbor. Another stood atop a hill to the east. As I drifted askew, arrows began falling like raindrops, splashing, disappearing, thunking into my boat. I leaned forward, nigh on numb to it all, and gripped the Bravo’s bolt, worked it back and forth, levering it free.

“Fuck…”

I brought the boat around and set course back toward shore. Tied to the bolt fluttered a lock of red-gold hair.
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“Krait?” I barely heard her voice amidst the splatter of rain pouring down across the cell’s stone ledge. “Krait…?” For a moment, I thought it was Lorelai, come somehow to intercede on my behalf. But I shook it off, kenned it for forlorn hope. She was probably nearby, yeah, somewhere, but facing similar straights. Dire. I was back in my old humble abode, my Coldspire cell, huddled against the wall away from the drop, the wet, naked to the raw gale wind.

“Krait!”

I blinked, wiped my nose, glared up. It was the goodly Queen Narcissa, as cold as she was beautiful. I shifted, coughed, spat.

“Not a healthy place for a woman in your condition.” I stifled a shiver and struggled to my feet. “Or a man in mine.”

“Saints be praised, the condemned man rises,” Queen Narcissa said. “You’re a puzzling creature, Krait. You stood upon the very precipice of freedom, yet opted for return.”

“That a question?”

“No, merely an observation.”

I brandished a hand toward the great wide open. “Just can’t get enough of this view.”

“What strings tug at your heart…?”

“More of the noose variety, though it ain’t my heart they generally tug.”

“Perchance, you might have evaded the armada,” Queen Narcissa offered. “You might’ve evaded it, then escaped in the coming night. East? West? North…? What were your odds, do you think?”

“I had the wind but not the tide,” I said. “I’d hazard one in four or five.”

“I’ve heard of worse.”

“Yeah,” I conceded, “me, too.”

“Yet you returned.” Queen Narcissa slowly shook her head. “Mother of mercy, Krait, you look like a drowned rat.”

“I didn’t realize my looks’d affect our little tête-à-tête. I forget,” I smoothed out my damp, greasy hair, breathed rancid into my hand, “was the visit conjugal? In your blessed condition, we’ve no fear of a little Narcissa Krait scampering around.”

Queen Narcissa lifted her chin. “Do you make an effort at being repellent, or does it simply come natural?”

“I like to think both.”

Someone murmured beside her, hidden by the cell door.

“Company…?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“Not your chambermaid with the long brown hair, beautiful blue eyes, by any chance?” I mused fruitlessly. “Quite a fine pair of breasts.”

“It’s Eustace,” Queen Narcissa deadpanned.

“Well, his are alright, too.”

“Thanks so much for that, old son,” Hochmund muttered unseen.

“He wishes to speak with you as well.”

“Oh, good.” I licked a finger, held it up. “Which way’s the wind blowing?”

“Fuck you, Krait,” Hochmund hissed unseen.

“Fuck you twice.”

“Well, fuck you a third—”

“Silence. The two of you. Imbeciles.” The queen scowled. “By the blood of Saint Hagan, we haven’t much time.” Queen Narcissa shoved a rough wool blanket in through the bars. “Here, Krait. Take it. A show of good faith. And don’t say I never aided you.”

“All-Father’s oath…” I took it without hesitation or pause or consideration, nearly melting as I wrapped its rough dryness around my shoulders and gripped it tight. Thoughts of Medea’s poisoned dress, gifted to Jason’s wife, Glauce, flickered through my mind. Thoughts of spasticating in agony across the ground, skin burning, steaming, falling off in strips. I shook them off, licked my lips, reveled in the blanket’s warmth. “Ain’t poisoned, is it?”

“What?” Queen Narcissa straightened. “No, of course not. How would one even begin…?”

“Too bad.” I only three-quarters meant it.

“Besides, I wouldn’t waste poison on you. I’d simply ask Pyotr to have his men hurl you to your death.”

“Don’t know if you were listening the other day, but your lovely husband needs me. He needs me so much he brought me back for more.”

“He doesn’t need you, Krait.” Queen Narcissa frowned as though tasting something sour. “He doesn’t even so much as want you. What he wants is to blood-eagle you.” She pressed in close against the bars. “You ken that you draw breath only because of me?”

“The way I remember, it was that shit-bag fool, Sot, that I owe.”

“And who do you think bade Sot inject his insolent opinion? Who gave teetering Pyotr the nudge he needed to fall in the correct direction? Away from you, I might add?”

“Funny, Eustace claimed it was all him,” I lied.

“Why, you fork-tongued—” Hochmund growled.

“I assure you, Krait,” the Queen’s eyes never left mine, “it was me.”

A cold gale ripped past.

“Well then,” I ceded, “suppose I owe you for more than just the blanket. Apologies. And many thanks.”

Queen Narcissa nodded stiffly. “Very well.”

“Any reason you want me alive?” I asked. “Cause it wasn’t my first guess.”

“We shall get to that,” Queen Narcissa said. “But first, Eustace has something he wishes to share with you.”

Hochmund’s face appeared in the window. “Krait.”

“Eustace.”

“I’ve been looking into these horrid fellows, these Grinners,” Hochmund said. “Your Upright Citizens Brigade. A bad lot. They used to be a small outfit situated somewhere north of the Borderlands.”

“The Borderlands is west,” I said. “Seems they’re expanding.”

“The way of the world.” Hochmund nodded. “Their leader is said to be a leper whose visage has, let’s say, taken a rather serious toll. And his captains, those sadly bereft of a similar charismatic zeal, follow suit with a sort of ritual disfigurement.” Hochmund twirled his fingers. “Hence the missing lips, eyelids, and such.”

“Lovely. How do I join?”

“Oh, I can vouch for you,” Hochmund smiled. “I was nearly on the verge of joining myself, but being naturally gifted with such plump and luscious lips…”

“Can we move this along?” Queen Narcissa grimaced, clutching her gravid abdomen.

“Apologies, Highness.”

“They run Asylum?” I asked.

“Heavens, no.” Hochmund chuckled coldly. “The west is still ruled from the shadows by the Fool’s Hand. It would seem it was they whom drove the Grinners east, where they took root, as it were. Though,” he raised a finger, “it seems they have since flourished. Like weeds, really. And there is some bother and balderdash that they’re actually a cult that worships some sort of demon god.”

I leaned in. “Our plague-maiden, perhaps?”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps this Witch-Saint.” Hochmund tossed his hands noncommittally, which was the only way he ever did anything. “In any case, I have men inquiring as we speak. If I learn something of import, you shall be the first one enlightened.” He glanced at Queen Narcissa. “Well, perhaps the second.”

“Fair enough.” I nodded. “Did Slade and his men bring a woman up here today? Red-gold hair. Before me?”

“Yes.” Hochmund edged in, his round face appearing in the square window. “Sweet Lou’s men brought her in.”

“Sweet who…?”

“Slade’s mustachioed freelancer,” Hochmund said. “He’s painfully handsome, but an ill-bred lout for all that.”

“Not a huge surprise.” I scratched my beard, took a long breath, steadied myself. “She still alive?”

Hochmund glanced to Queen Narcissa, who nodded. “To my knowledge.”

“In a cell like this?”

“Nay, Krait,” Hochmund rubbed his throat, “it seems they…”

“Out with it.”

“They walled her in.”

“Walled her in…” My knees nearly gave way, but I clutched onto the door for dear life.

“Yes, it’s true, I’m afraid, old son.” Hochmund shook his head. “Off to the east, a few levels below, I’m told.”

I could still feel Lorelai’s soft, warm hands enwrapping mine, smell her sweet breath on my face, my neck, staving off the cold, the terror, the despair. “Could you take me to her?”

“Mother of mercy, Krait,” Queen Narcissa snapped. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Yeah. Fine. Apologies.” I held the wool blanket up, shoved it back through the bars. “Then can you take this to her?”

“Would you like us to leave a sprig of mint on her pillow as well?” Queen Narcissa scoffed.

“No,” I said. “Don’t even tell her it was from me. Just do her a solid. She’s earned it.”

“A paramour of old, perhaps?” Hochmund mused, steepling his fingers.

Behind a raised hand, I whispered, “We used to bone.”

“Ah, true love. Very well.” Hochmund snatched the blanket and pulled it through. “Though, I fear your overly romantic nature shall one day prove the death of you.”

“I myself possess no such fears.” Queen Narcissa adjusted her cloak, stifling a shiver.

“No doubt.” I hugged myself, rubbed my arms, bounced up and down. None of it helped. “What is it you want?”

“Ugh—” Queen Narcissa winced, closed her eyes, leaned against the door.

“My queen, are you—?”

“I-I’m fine.” Queen Narcissa waved a hand. “It’s just the baby kicking. Nnnn—” She stiffened, grimaced, and after a breathless pause, slumped. “Mother of mercy…” Her pallid forehead beaded with sweat. “Using my bladder as a blasted foot-ball…”

I waited til she stood square.

It took some time.

Somewhere down the hall, door hinges squealed.

Those indigo eyes raised to meet mine. “So, you agree that you owe me, Krait?”

I raised my hands to my surroundings. “For all this sickening splendor…?”

“Do you agree, damn it?”

I nodded.

“Say it.”

I met her eye, held her gaze. “Yeah. Sure. I owe you for the blanket.”

“And your life.”

“The blanket’s worth more.”

“You’ll get no arguments here.”

Eyes bulging, Hochmund glared down the hallway. “Quickly now.”

Queen Narcissa brushed back locks of hair plastered to her forehead. “You queried as to why you still draw breath.”

“Figured you were secretly in love.”

“No, you insipid fool,” Queen Narcissa scowled. “I need you to return me the favor. I need you to return what you owe, compounded with interest.”

“Thought the church forbade usury.”

“It is not the church who stands before you.”

“Fair enough.” I considered. “Right now, Slade’s making his case to your husband that I’m a waste of his time. That I tried running. And you know what? The fucker ain’t wrong. And your lovely husband’s sharpening his favorite axe. Considering all that, I take it you have some hope I’ll be getting out of here with my lungs intact?”

“Are you a gambling man, Krait?” Queen Narcissa asked.

“Only when I can load the dice.”

“I … I have a few bridges left to burn.” The queen winced, gasped, dabbed her brow with a handkerchief. “A life … Nnnng … for a life.” Tripoding against the door, head hanging leaden low, Queen Narcissa laid a hand on her prominent belly.

I knew what was coming, but I’d known it the instant I saw Prince Ragnar in King Raachwald’s court. The instant Slade set his reptile gaze on the two folk capable of usurping his royal birthright.

“You want me to kill that bastard son of a bitch, yeah?” I said.

Queen Narcissa stared with cold indigo eyes. She nodded. Once. “Yes.”

“Waste of a favor, Your Highness,” I sniffed, licked my crack lips, sneered. “I’d have done it for free.”
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Slade shoved me from behind, my fetters rattling as I stumbled towards the throne and the titanic prick of a king perched upon it. For an instant, King Raachwald seemed nigh on surprised as I. His one good eye widened just a hair as I wiped the wet from mine and hobbled forth into court, the few folk present shying away as though I bore the plague.

Fair canny folk.

I nodded, caught the wide-eyes of a few of the guildmasters, Gergo Bice, Robb Reussenberger, and Walfred Broumette. From a far chamber echoed the ear-splitting barking of Ape’s mastiff pack.

Less one.

The Bravo and Strange-Land wheeled the chopping block out into the hall, chocked its sides, chained it to rings driven into the floor. Purely ornamental. I kept my manacled hands clasped before me, gripping the chains to stifle their rattle. Tough commanding a room trussed like an outlaw.

“Where is she?” I demanded, my voice echoing through the hall.

Lorelai…

A complicated dame who’d only served to complicate my life. We’d had our ups and downs, our ins and our outs, those being the preferable pair by far. She’d sold me out, then bought me back at double the price. I’d left her shook, shattered, wallowing in the dregs at the bottom of an empty bottle, but she’d managed to claw her way up and out, to survive in this nightmare city. Survive, and even build a new life with a job and a home and a family, of sorts.

Like a lightning bolt, it occurred to me that I didn’t even know Lorelai’s last name. Or Nils.’ Jesus, or even Girard’s. Maybe that’s what bound them together. Three folk lost. A hollow yawning groaned in the pit of my empty stomach.

King Raachwald’s dead eye narrowed, then fixed itself on Slade.

“His whore,” Slade explained.

“Aye.” King Raachwald nodded, lifting a hand for silence when I set at pressing the issue. But a prisoner in a king’s court can’t press shite cause he’s got no weight, no leverage, no nothing. So everyone knew my blather for idle chatter, even me, and I trailed off til I could ask but a single question.

“Is she still alive?” I repeated.

Don’t know why I cared so much.

I just did.

A pair of guards strode forth, flanking me.

“I have parleyed with my son,” King Raachwald rasped. “It seems you have made little to no progress, Krait.” He touched a finger to the hilt of his falchion. “It seems you’ve wasted my time, my good will, my patience.”

The guildmasters edged further away. I didn’t take it personal.

“That’s generous, Your Highness,” I countered, “assuming you possess any.”

Wide-eyed, waggling a finger, Sot giggled in the corner, covering his mouth with both hands. “Like old Loki’s playmate, the serpent knight vomits poison wherever he doth tread!”

The king’s icy glare silenced him cold.

“Is she alive,” I knelt down on one knee, “Your Highness?”

Queen Narcissa sat beside her king, her princeling son Ragnar laid out across her lap, his raven-haired head cradled in her arms as he slept. Idly, or seemingly idly, she stroked his head. Despite the precious scene, she observed the proceedings with the sense of a raptor scanning a meadow in search of prey. Her gaze fell ever to me.

“Slade…?” King Raachwald asked.

“She’s still kicking, father,” Slade said.

“Where?” King Raachwald’s gaze never broke from mine.

“The gaol. Alongside the abbey nuns.”

“I want proof of life,” I almost said, but bit it back. The last time I’d demanded proof of life’d been when King Raachwald abducted my brother, Stephan. And the proof he’d furnished had been Stephan’s severed hand. Which was hardly proof of anything. I straightened as much as my fetters would allow, trying to muster what little dignity I was left privy to. I cleared my throat. “I would like to see her.”

“Could bring ye her head,” Slade rasped.

“Blow me,” I said.

“By the bloody spear, you’ve a habit of making demands, Krait,” King Raachwald sneered. “Even more so when shorn of the teeth needed to enforce the order. Barrow-fodder, you are. Crow-food. You have no power here, and you ken that you have no power. Tell me why that is.”

“Only position I’ve got,” I said. “And cause you owe me. And you’re supposedly a man of your word. Old-Oath was the name of your keep, yeah?”

“Owe…?” King Raachwald grimaced. “Owe you for what?”

“For warning you about the armada breathing down your neck when I could’ve clammed up and watched you get arse-fucked raw from the sea.”

“A seaward invasion was always a possibility, if not inevitability.”

“Yeah…?” I said. “Then why weren’t those trebuchets commanding the harbor when I arrived? Holding them off? You moved them after I spilled, yeah? So, I say again, you owe me.” Hobbling forward, I rattled my chains. “You owe me, and you need me, and if she’s dead, you can go fuck yourself.”

The guildmasters’d contracted against the wall while Sot snickered from the corner, bells softly jingling. At least I had one ally. Just my luck it was a half-mad bloody fucking clown.

“Your bastard half-wit spawn claims I’ve made no progress, yeah?” I said. “Might as well ask a cross-eyed fox how to best construct a hen-house. He’s wrong. Dead wrong. I’ve made plenty. Gleaned random pieces of a senseless, scattered puzzle. I know about mysterious green lights linked to the disappearing folk. The Stolen, your people are calling them. You ken any of that?”

King Raachwald’s eyes narrowed.

“Funny thing about being a monstrous tyrant perched atop a rock, Your Highness.” I forced a smirk. “Folk’re generally too afraid to tell you the truth about anything you might not like hearing. Too afraid to let slip what’s really going on lest you take it out on them. Better to keep Old King Cole in the dark and feed him only whispered platitudes.” I thumbed over my shoulder at Sot. “Which is, I think, why you keep that tub of flaccid shite lolling around.”

Fallow laughter as Sot tipped an imaginary cap, grinned hideously, then bowed.

“You’re welcome,” I sneered. “And I’ve learned about a gang of monstrous freaks terrorizing Asylum. They’re called the Grinners. A transient gang or cult dedicated to the worship of some fell demon. Not sure yet. You know about them? About it?”

King Raachwald’s face belied no hint of emotion.

“And finally, how about something or someone called pest-jungfrau? What your translators called ‘sick girl’ or something close? Well, it’s not ‘sick-girl,’ Your Highness.” I loosened my shoulders, my chains rattling. “It’s plague-maiden.”

The folk gathered muttered beneath their collective breath.

“Some folk are jawing on it,” I said. “Whispering. And before you ask, no, I don’t know what the hell it means, either, but I know it means nothing good. Maybe there’s some connection between these Grinners, this plague-maiden, and the Stolen. I’ve the best librarian in Asylum working on it. Researching it.” Nevermind he was probably the only. “Met with him a few times now and nothing yet, but…” I shrugged noncommittally in my best Hochmund impression.

“And I know it ain’t much, but where there’s smoke there’s fire, and I’ve been sucking it down since I set foot in Asylum,” I said. “So, I am making progress. I am putting it all together. I’m building a house, yeah? But I’ve only dug out the cellar, barely laid the foundation. So, it doesn’t look like much. Won’t keep the cold off your shoulder or rain off your head, but it’s the most important part of the structure. Now, you and I’ve had our disagreements.” Vendettas. “Rarely seen eye to eye.” Cause you’re a cock-eyed cyclops. “But I can help you in a way no one else can.” That much might’ve been truth. On a good day, anyway, but of course, this wasn’t that. “And I’ve gleaned all this despite your idiot spawn.” I sniffed, swallowed, wiped my mouth. “Slade’s done nothing but slaughter innocent folk and make a hard task impossible.”

“Damn you—” Slade lunged at me, but Sot, scepter raised, hobbled into his path.

Sot cleared his throat. “Ahem, methinks—”

Slade shoved him aside without a burgeoning word and kept on coming, but at a gesture from King Raachwald, the guards caught him in a net of arms, grappling him back.

“By the bloody spear, enough!” King Raachwald rasped.

“Fuck you, Krait!” Slade slavered, straining, reaching, grasping nigh on inches shy of my throat.

“Folk won’t spill with the grim-reaper perched like a vulture on my shoulder. Torturing folk out in the street?” I swallowed, continued on, edging aside as Slade’s hands flailed. “Slaughtering them? Christ. And making their kinfolk watch?” I shook my head. “Folk are as afraid of him as they are of anything. More so, give ‘em time. Give him time.”

“Rrrrr—” Slade grunted, scrabbling for purchase.

“And what is it you propose?” King Raachwald asked.

“A longer leash, Your Highness.”

Eyes narrowing, King Raachwald glared.

I glared back.

One of the guildmasters coughed, echoing long and somber throughout the great hall.

“A longer leash…?” King Raachwald finally spoke. He used that falchion to maintain balance. “And what would you accomplish with a longer leash, Krait? What could you?”

“Accomplish…? Christ. How the hell should I know?” I shrugged. “At best?” And best was a rarity. “Maybe solve one of your problems. Figure out these Stolen. This plague-maiden fable. With any luck, free up resources to deal with the siege. Get your guildsmen back on track. And at worst? Given enough rope?” Much more likely. “Maybe hang myself on your behalf, Gallows Lord.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I nodded toward Slade, but he was beyond. A door slammed somewhere not far off, followed by raised voices and yelling.

“And that woman you imprisoned? Leave her out of this,” I said. “Do what a good king does.” Was there ever such a thing? “Protect your folk.” I snapped my chains taut. “I’m a hound on a leash. I accept it, but grant me a longer run. Free rein within Asylum. Set your hound-master and his hell-hounds to watch me. They have my scent, and hate me as much as you, but keep your bastard spawn off my back. Order him to the wall. The war. To hell. It’s what he wants, anyway, and he’ll do more good there.” I used the term ‘good’ sparingly. “Let me do what I do. Keep on the trail, sniff out the culprit, stick a knife in him.” Or her.

Wincing, Queen Narcissa leaned forth from her seat, raising a hand, and whispered in her king’s ear.

King Raachwald ground his teeth.

The mastiffs grew louder.

Closer.

“A longer leash? This,” King Raachwald grimaced, scratching his close-cropped beard, “this reeks of subterfuge.”

“It ain’t subterfuge, Your Highness, it’s subtlety.” I drew up all high and mighty. “There’s a difference. Some investigations you can crack with a mallet. Others call for probe and scalpel. This is one of the latter. And your bastard spawn? A cracked sledgehammer. At best.”

Lord Raachwald said nothing as Slade shook off the guards, shoved one aside, and knifed between, drawing a blade, my blade, Yolanda, his eyes blazing plain murder. “You slippery fucking snake!”

I didn’t move, didn’t so much as twitch, my neck and soul bared, inviting attack. It was a coin flip, a gamble, one I could rationalize paying off handsomely no matter the outcome. I took a deep breath, formed some last maudlin thoughts, closed my eyes, pictured my kids. Whichever side of the coin landed face-up, Slade and I were done.
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“By the bloody spear!” King Raachwald’s voice echoed as a trickle of warmth rolled down my neck.

Yolanda’s edge was sharp, sharper than any blade I’d ever held, ever seen, ever heard drunken lies bandied about. And she was stopped dead, kissing close, pressed against my stubbled throat. I could count the beats in Slade’s black heart at arm’s length through her razor-keen castle-forged death-dealing, crucible steel, pulsing infinitesimally. Could feel her scrape up and down, shaving me clean as a newborn babe, little by little. Just one pull, one quick twitch, one little knick, and my story was told.

Slade’s eyes bulged nigh on to bursting, teeth grinding together, rattling like cracked marbles.

“Not good for your teeth,” I deadpanned.

Slade’s mad glare twitched past me, to his father, standing before his throne, an arm outstretched, fingers splayed. A look of craggy consternation graced his face, and on my behalf…? All-Father’s oath. Would miracles never cease?

Collective eyes wide, the guildmasters shifted from foot to foot, none so much as daring to utter a single syllable. One cleared his throat surreptitiously as Sot peeled himself drunkenly off the floor.

“Sheathe it, Slade,” King Raachwald growled. “Sheathe it, my son.” Slade blinked. “There lies work yet to be done, and though it pains me to say, we’ve not yet milked all poison from this asp.”

For an instant, I thought Slade might say, “Fuck it,” and rip open my throat. I could practically see the gears turning in his head, smell the smoke, the warped grease-sodden machinery grinding round and round.

Then, quick as he’d attacked, Slade lowered Yolanda, sheathed her, and marched off, followed by his crew. Now of five. Where Ugly was, I didn’t know. Didn’t care. A shallow grave on a thin cliff would’ve sufficed but been too much to ask.

“Brok,” King Raachwald rasped, “hold.”

The mastiffs growled low as Ape turned back and waited, adjusting his grip on the four leashes. “Aye, my king.”

I stood with manacled hands before me.

“Explain why I should trust you,” King Raachwald said. “Explain how. Explain how you can claim to aid, but in the same breath why you tried to kill my man.”

“Ugly?” I sneered. “Cause he tried to kill me first.”

“In the midst of an escape.”

“Escape…?” I did my damnedest to look shocked.

“The gaoled woman.”

“Her…?” I shook my head. “Jesus. No, your Highness, that was something else.”

“By the bloody spear, what?”

I glanced at Queen Narcissa, her eyes calm, narrow, gripping her child.

“Forgive the language—” My mind raced.

“Enough!” King Raachwald bellowed. “Speak!”

“It was a tryst. Christ. Like your idiot spawn said, she’s a whore,” I said. “From the brothel right across the street. The same your men were visiting.”

King Raachwald said nothing.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I’m an old client of theirs. Hers. A very regular, very reliable client, when I had coin.” Inject some truth into the lie. “The place was practically built on my patronage. One of the girls must’ve seen me outside and recognized me. Word spread. Got back to her.”

“And she ventured outside to…?” King Raachwald glanced at his wife and stiffened.

“Ah … service me,” I said. “And she’d have serviced your men, too, I’d imagine. If they hadn’t beat the fuck out of her. Practically killed her. And the lad? The lad was her protection. Fair lacking, too, it turned out.”

King Raachwald straightened.

It was a lie. Not a wholly outlandish lie. But would it hold? Had they put her to the question? Would they…?

“You think me a fool, Krait?”

Shit.

“You claim it was no escape, and yet that is precisely what you did, is it not?”

“Look,” I held up my hands, “your giant man-baby shattered some spokes. The right spokes. For me, anyway. Cause it wasn’t my skull, at least. And, yeah, I could’ve hung around, but between Ugly and the hell-hounds? I’d be sucking mud if I had.” I turned to Ape holding his mastiffs at bay. “Ask your hound-master if you think I’m lying. The only reason I still draw breath? Cause I ran.”

“Yet you returned for this woman?” King Raachwald said. “You returned for a mere whore?”

“If you’ve laid eyes on her, then you know there’s nothing mere about her.”

More truth, but enough to tip the scales?

“Brok?” King Raachwald turned.

“Hrrm…” Ape shifted under King Raachwald’s gaze, but did not waver. “The wheel was broken, my king, a few spokes.” And thank Christ. “And Brakkis was hot. Seeing what Krait’d done to Honza. His leg…? Given the chance? Aye, he’d have wrung the snake’s neck with his bare hands and been right to do so.” Ape frowned, the look in his eyes stating plainly that he’d not forgotten who slaughtered his dog. “Still would, too, give him the chance. That much I ken for truth.”

“You believe him worthy of trust?”

“Trust, my king?” Ape snorted, his dogs riling wild. “Because of the armada or the whore, he returned, aye. But I can’t say which or why. So, trust him…?” He calmed the brindle coat mastiff with a hand on the neck. “No, my king, not even a little.”

“It is my understanding that you lost one of your mastiffs on this venture.”

“Aye, my king.” Ape swallowed. “Eskor-Wulf was his name.”

“The leader of the pack.”

“Always in first, leading the trail, the attack. The others are lesser without him.”

“There’s a lesson there,” I spoke up.

Ape turned and said nothing, but his eyes…? His eyes said plenty.

“You sicken me, Krait,” King Raachwald said the words like he was tasting off pottage. “You turn my stomach. I yearn for the day your head adorns a spike atop Coldspire’s battlements, the day I reach in and tear your lungs from between your ribs. The day I watch the light fade from your eyes.”

“Reminds me of my wedding vows,” I said.

Sot snickered and jingled.

“Always with the jests. I have one fool already.”

“And always the leader of the pack?” I countered. “First in through the breach? Being the biggest? The strongest? The meanest? Can mean shite in the blink of an eye. Learn from them.” I thumbed over at the four mastiffs. “You don’t need them for this job. You don’t need attack dogs. You don’t need the biggest, the strongest, the meanest. You’ll spook the quarry, send it to ground. No, for this…?” I scratched my throat. “You need a hound. Something steady and staid. Wiley and wary. Quiet and sharp. Sharp enough to track and tree a cunning fox. Your Majesty,” I laid a hand to my chest, “you need me.”

“Your forked tongue shall prove the death of you.”

“No. Your axe will. Or someone’s sword, some day. That’s a given. What’s not a given’s whether Asylum’ll still be yours on that day.”

King Raachwald considered, or seemed to, anyway. “Amongst the lies, you sprinkle truth, Krait. Aye, ken this. You’ll return and report to me every third day. And your woman lives so long as your service proves leal. And Hound-Master.” He turned to Ape. “You now gain a hound to replace the one lost. Krait is your responsibility, your charge, your burden. Rein him in as necessary, but allow him his work. And should he cause you travails, deal with him as you see fit.” King Raachwald raised a hand. “But no matter the outcome, bring me back his head or yours, too, is forfeit.”

“Aye, my king.”
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The echoes of King Raachwald’s footsteps had long since died before either I or the guildmasters dared so much as breathe. The basalt throne sat empty at the front of the hall like some misshapen vulture-deity hunkered over a carcass.

“Boop!” Sot giggled as he tapped his scepter on Robb Reussenberger’s head. “Hee-hee!” He waddled aside and touched it to another. “Boop!”

“Well gentlemen,” I let loose a long and grateful breath, “looks like you’re still stuck with me, yeah?” Something struck me, then. “Hey, Bice.”

“Y-Yes…?” Bice blinked.

“Might be I’m miscounting,” I fingered my jaw, “but weren’t there ten of you last we met?”

“Ten…” Bice swallowed, nodded. “Yes, Sir Luther, there were, indeed.”

“Now,” I forged a quick mental sum, “there’s only nine.”

“You’re very astute.” Reussenberger recoiled from Sot, still ranging amongst the men.

“No, Sir Luther, not missing.” Bice bowed his head. “Stolen. Walfred Broumette and his family were stolen two nights past, we believe.”

“Broumette, huh? What guild was he master of?”

“The hostellers.”

“The horse-master,” I said. “Jesus. And recent. King Raachwald wasn’t overjoyed with Asylum’s horse reserves. With Broumette by proxy. Any chance his disappearance was by decree of His Royal Majesty?”

“I…” Bice glanced over at the other guildmasters. “We believe if such were the case, it would have been a more public affair.”

“Something to rally the troops?” I said. “Or scare them shitless? Or just decorate the head of another pike?”

“More the latter two than former one, I would imagine.”

“Yeah.”

“We sent a runner to Broumette’s home,” Reussenberger said. “It was locked up and shuttered tight. Nothing was either seen or heard within.”

“And no one went inside?” I asked.

“We thought it prudent to first inform His Majesty and you.”

“Well,” I held Reussenberger’s gaze, “thanks so much for that.”

“We’re glad to offer aid in any capacity, Sir Luther.”

“Yeah…” I turned back to Bice. “And how long’ve you been guildmaster to the carpenters?” I asked. “You just got the nod, if I remember correctly?”

“You don’t miss much, Sir Luther. Yes. Not more than a month ago.”

“And what happened to your predecessor?” I asked. “What was his name?”

“Anselmo. Anselmo Schuttwolf.” Bice crossed himself. “His family and he were stolen, as well. Mmmm, nearly two months ago.”

“Forgive me, Sir Luther,” Reussenberger cleared his throat, “but have you learned anything of note so far?”

“Beyond what I told our beloved monarch?”

Reussenberger pursed his lips, considering, then nodded.

“Of note…” I shook my head. “A bit of a high bar.” Thoughts of Eowana still clutching her doll flickered through my mind. But I said nothing. Figured on exploring some more before tipping my hand. I couldn’t say why, just a feeling. “Near as I could suss, some fifty some odd fuckers, give or take, have been stolen. And most of the homes I’ve snooped through’d lain empty after whatever’d gone down. For who knows how long?

“But all’d been locked or barricaded from within. None’d been the Krak de Chevaliers, sure, but they pose an interesting if macabre riddle.

“How’d whoever broke in do it without disturbing the barricades? Then escape with them intact? Sturdy dressers or chairs levered under doorknobs. Burglar bars needing a heavy boot or sharp axe to batter through. Or down. Or in. Pick your poison.

“Five of the houses, though…

“Five’d been open after the fact. Five where the front door stood ajar, creaking softly, bare to the winds and wilds. I wracked my brain trying to ken what set those five apart. What made them special. They’d been scattered throughout eastern Asylum. No rhyme. No reason. No bloody fucking clues as far as I could suss.

“Which meant precisely that, or I am just missing something. Which seems the more likely. Like any riddle wracking your mind. When you finally ken the answer, you’re disgusted with how simple it was. How mundane. And you kick yourself for being so blind, so obtuse, so bloody-fucking stupid.

“So, how are families being chosen?” I asked. “Not geography. Probably. Cause it’s gone beyond the Confines and Split Hill now. So, was it something about the families themselves?

“All the open houses I’d ferreted through’d been of working families. Three’d been married while the other two’d been a widow and widower. They all had children. One had only one while another had six. A mix of boys and girls throughout. And they were only the tip of the spear.

“So, like I said. No rhyme. No reason. Just a lot of dead-end tails wound tight together into one king rat of a bastard.” I scowled. “You asked me if I’d learned anything of note. How about all of you? Any of you garner something useful?”

Sot took that opportunity to unleash the holy father of all belches. We all froze, necks craned, eyes glaring his way.

“Pardon.” Sot kicked off a shoe, peeled off a sock, and dabbed his lip.

The guildmasters stole a moment amongst themselves, muttering low and fervent but to little avail.

“Alright then…” I frowned. “Like I told Raachwald, me and my band of merry men’ve been tailed these past few days by a group of ugly fuckers.”

“Eh…?”

“Disfigured faces, chewed-off lips,” I said. “Word is they call themselves the Grinners. A gang from the west side, by the Borderlands. An ugly crew of up and comers. Lepers and lunatics lurking in the alleyways and shadows. Might be some sort of cult. Maybe. I don’t know. Either way, they seem too chicken-shit to go toe-to-toe, but they’re riding just shy of poking the bear.” I looked around. “Any of you ken anything?”

“W-We’ve heard of them,” Reussenberger ventured, glancing wide-eyed at his compatriots. “All of us. And as you said, they are gaining strength. Rumor has it, they toppled the Four Horsemen. They’re gaining in strength and numbers. They’re ruthless.”

“Any word on this demon bullshit they worship?” I asked. “This cult they front?”

“Gentlemen…?” Reussenberger asked. Not a one nodded. “Well… It seems none of us ken anything of value.”

“Alright.” I pushed no further. But there’d be a time and a place. “Think there’s a chance they’re involved?”

“In stealing folk?” Bice asked.

“Yeah.”

“Men at the end of their tether? Men with nothing to lose?” Reussenberger nodded slowly. “Mayhap, Sir Luther. We know they’re killers. Killers who delight in terrorizing good citizens, grinding them beneath their boot heel.” A few of the others nodded. “Mayhap those stolen ran afoul of them?”

“Any idea how they’d pull their little magic trick?” I asked. “Break in and slip out of a locked home without marring a shutter, notching a jamb, or scratching some bloody fucking paint?”

A round table of wide eyes and pursed lips and empty expressions.

“Yeah,” I nodded, “that’s what I figured.”
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…recurring nightmare of a cabal of faceless monsters chasing me screaming through a labyrinthine abattoir. The walls are of bone and skull, bound together in a mortar of blood. I cannot escape them, cannot fight them, cannot so much as…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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A frigid gale roared down the tunnel, swirling, whipping, knocking me off kilter, practically tearing the cloak off my shoulders. Women groaned and moaned, screaming and keening in misery and madness. A hedgerow of mangled hands groped out, grasping for our light as we hustled past.

“How long’ve they been here?” My breath steamed.

“We haven’t much time, old son,” Hochmund warned, glaring back. Brick and mortar filled each doorway, except a small hole, just wide enough for an arm to reach out. “Chop chop.” He picked his way onward.

“You bribed the guards.” I tailed close behind, hand on his shoulder, ducking a low-ceiling.

“Only because my old friend Captain Abel was on duty. And only enough to buy but a few moments,” Hochmund huffed. “And the price for even this?” His eyes glimmered in the torchlight. “Exorbitant.”

“Thought they were your men.”

“Used to be, old boy, used to be. Only Captain Abel truly kens the sordid little details, and he’ll pass the thirty silver to his men. But King Raachwald? He’d skin them all alive if he caught wind.” Hochmund rubbed his throat. “He’d skin me, too, or blood-eagle, or wall me in … or inflict whatever novel horrors may strike his puerile fancy.

“Some of these women have languished for years.” Hochmund paused, turned, squinted, his lips moving as he counted the walled-over doors we’d passed. “His mad priest has taken to coming down here, listening to the song of their communal agony, believing that he might glean prophecy from within their garbled madness.” He patted the door at our side. “She’s in here.”

I swallowed, nodded, shook his hand. “Thanks, Eustace.”

“Just be quick, old boy.”

“What I’m famous for.”

A smirk as Hochmund drew his hood overhead and disappeared back down the way we’d come.

I pressed against the hole, whispered into the darkness, breath steaming. “Lorelai…?”

Some furtive scuffling, a joint cracking, a guttural moan.

Finally, a voice. “H-Hello…?”

I turned my ear to the cell, could barely hear her over the neighboring screams.

“W-Who’s there?” Stronger this time, but beat, broken, exhausted.

“It’s me,” I told the darkness. “It’s Luther.”

“Sir Luther…?” Lorelai shifted, chains rattling, that wool blanket worth all the marbles wrapped tight round her shoulders. “Oh, blessed be.” Her green eyes materialized.

I reached inside, gripped her hand, felt her cold flesh tremble as she collapsed weeping to her knees. I shoved a small stick of bread through the bars and shook it. “Here, take this. Eat it.”

Lorelai snatched it reflexively, clutched it to her face, drinking in its scent, then tore into it like a savage.

“Are you alright?”

She kept savaging the bread.

A stupid question, to be fair.

“Are you hurt?”

Lorelai paused, chewing, shook her head. “No, I … I’m alright, considering. Those men…” Lorelai said between chomping mouthfuls and swallows. “What did they want?

“Me,” I said. “They wanted me.”

“Th-They tracked me down with those monstrosities.” She gulped another mouthful. “Girard and—”

“Easy. Take it slow,” I warned. “You’ll puke it all back up if you ain’t careful. And yeah, I get it. I couldn’t shake them, either.”

“A-Are they alright? Girard and Nils, are they…?” Lorelai ran a hand through her long red-gold hair, then gripped it into a fist.

“I don’t know, and I’m sorry.”

I meant it.

“Can…” Lorelai tore the last piece of bread in half. “Can you get me out of here?”

I frowned at the wall. Two or three courses of brick. Well-made. Sturdy as hell. If I had a sledgehammer and half a day… But I had neither. I had nothing. The guards’d been fair thorough searching me, even the bloody bread. “No,” I said. “Not here. Not now. But I’ll do whatever I can working toward that end. I swear it, yeah?”

Lorelai nodded, chewed, swallowed. “Thank you for the bread a-and the blanket. Th-That man said it was yours.”

“Eustace. And it was nothing.” I waved a hand. “I’ll go check on Girard and Nils soon as I can. Try to get word back to you.” I ran a hand along the bricks. Solid. Jesus. “Somehow…”

“They took me unawares.” Lorelai was pale, her hair damp and stringy, sticking to her forehead and face. “I … I was outside. I’d just got back. Sakes alive, I don’t know what I’d do if…” She drew her blanket around her tight, eyes squeezed shut, tears flowing, body shivering.

“Lorelai, you mentioned Aneta Lütkens. The first of the Stolen. You said she might still be alive. Might be hiding somewhere. Have any idea where?”

“I … I don’t,” Lorelai fingered her lip, “not for sure.”

“Lorelai, think,” I said. “C’mon. Focus. You said you knew, or thought you knew. Just stop. Take a breath. Think. And tell me what it is, yeah? Try.”

“I … I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’ve been standing where you are right now, and it sure as shit ain’t a picnic. But the only way to bust you free’s for me to keep doing what I’m doing.” I didn’t say I had no pull, no power, no nothing, that the only thing keeping her alive was the leverage on me. And once they were done with me… “Just tell me whatever it is you know, even if it’s gossip, bullshit, or … or anything.”

“A-Alright,” Lorelai went quiet. “A serving girl I used to work with at the Stone Ruin Ten came by a few days ago. Marney. She’d moved on a while back, but we still kept in touch. She doesn’t have anyone. A young girl. Well, she wanted to see Nils. Wanted him to look into something for her.”

“Old habits, yeah?”

“He’s a good man.” Lorelai hugged herself, rubbing her arms, sobbing. “Too good. Too good for me. Too good for this…”

“What’d Marney want?” I cut in. “What’d she want Nils to look into?”

“She lives a couple streets over. She said she thought…” Lorelai gazed wide-eyed off into the great beyond. “She said she thought she was seeing ghosts. Or … or a ghost, rather.”

“The plague-maiden?”

“Eh…?” Lorelai blinked. “No.”

“Who then? Or what?”

“She thought she saw Aneta Lütkens a few weeks ago. Thought she’d seen her a few times over the past couple of months.”

“Yeah? Where?”

“In the Confines,” Lorelai said. “Marney said she followed Aneta, or whoever she thought was Aneta, through the streets and alleyways, down Knight Street and onto Crowley, across from the old abandoned fuller mill. She called out to her, but Aneta, or whoever it was, didn’t stop, didn’t turn, just kept going.” Lorelai took another bite, closed her eyes, chewed. “Marney said she took the stairs down.”

Aneta and her husband Jakub’d been fullers by trade. If Aneta was somehow still alive, on the run, a familiar place like the old mill’d be a fair fine place to lie low.

“And Marney left it at that?” I asked.

“Sakes alive, she was afraid to go down.” Lorelai wiped her mouth. “Place’s been abandoned for years. Folk say it’s haunted. You’ve seen it.”

I had. And it wasn’t a place a young girl’d want to be sneaking through after dark. Not a place even a sheer titan of masculinity such as myself’d relish barging into, either.

“Nils check it out?”

“I…” Lorelai bit her lip. “I didn’t tell him. I didn’t want him getting involved.”

“Marney know you didn’t tell him?”

“Marney’s dead,” Lorelai said. “Or gone or lost or stolen. I went by her place, and it was empty. Looked like it’d been ransacked, squatted in. I … I was afraid.”

The Confines was well within Grinner territory. Mirages of the skin-rotten blackguards bursting in, taking her, wrecking the joint, flooded my mind. But if it was the way Lorelai claimed, it was different than the rest of the Stolen. “Any idea what happened to her?”

“I don’t know,” Lorelai said. “The usual…?”

“Yeah. Fair enough. Sounds about right,” I said. “And what was Aneta to her?”

“Aneta was Marney’s aunt,” Lorelai said. “Her mother’s sister. They were very close. Aneta practically raised her for a few years. She and Trudi were like sisters. Sakes alive, it spooked Marney something awful. She was having trouble eating and sleeping. Nightmares and the like.” Lorelai chewed her last scrap of bread, swallowed. “It broke Marney when the Lütkens were stolen. She had no one. No one but me, and I…”

“You did what you thought was right.”

“I didn’t help her. Not enough. Not nearly enough.”

“Did you know Aneta?”

“Only a bit.” Lorelai clutched the blanket around her. “Only in passing. I met her once at Marney’s and saw her a few times at church, but that was all.”

“Which church was it?”

“The Graven Chapel,” she answered.


Chapter 23.



…waged war in the Fool’s Hand’s domain. Bloated, floating corpses were still being gaffed from the quayside nearly a month after…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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Walfred Broumette’s home was a lot like the rest of the homes of the Stolen, though it was of fair bigger stock and fancier build. A two-story affair with five bedrooms along with quarters for the help. The man’d had money and then some, that was plain.

We arrived nigh on at sunup.

Took the usual tour.

Round and round, up and down, inside and out.

After a go-around, looking for the usual signs of forceful entry, I came up snake-eyes, again. I forced my way in through a side door, charming the lock, then using the business end of a warhammer to stove in the corner of the door. A burglar bar’d been set across the inside, but with long arms and some low-order contortions, I had the door swinging in fair quick.

But security’s like that. Unless you’re lavishing in a castle or bank vault, it’s only a matter of patience, persistence, and time. And there’s the tradeoff. The less time it takes, the louder it’s gonna be.

I’d waited a moment after that first hammer strike. Waited for someone within to come running. Tell me they were still inside. Alive. Beg me to get help. Or just tell me to piss off. But no one said a damned thing.

Even so, I gave it a fair thorough search, taking my time through the bedrooms and maids’ quarters, eating up half the morning, and found nothing but dust, memories, and desolation. As I killed a bottle of blessed red from the wine cellar, the ceiling above creaked.

It was either Ape, the mad priest, or the Bravo, my minders on this little foray. None was like to win any blue ribbons as my favorite bloke, but they all outstripped Prince Fuckface. We hadn’t murdered anyone yet, anyway.

Of course, the day was still young.

“You want a red or a white?” I called up.

No one answered.

Salivating, I clambered up the stairs, a bottle in either hand, and stepped into the kitchen. “Ape?” I called. “Thorfin? Fuck-face…? A little sacramental—”

Pushing open the door, I caught movement from the corner of my eye the instant before something looped round my neck, cinched down tighter than shite, biting into my throat.

“Ulp—!”

Both bottles crashed as I gasped, grimaced, choked, a garrote cutting into flesh.

“Rrrrg…” Behind, someone grunted, spat, swore, muscling me back as he kneed me in the spine, breaking my balance and slamming me face first into the floor.

Stars exploded at the impact, my vision already loopy, grey, diminished. Could feel my face purpling as my fingertips scrabbled at my neck, but the rope was dug in deep. Too deep. I … I could almost—

A hoarse, choked-off gurgle let loose, and I realized it was me.

“Die, you nob-filth,” someone slavered close in my ear.

The fucker bore down atop, crushing, pinning my hips, wrenching me back til I thought my spine’d snap. As the world constricted to a singular pinprick, with my last iota of instinct, I pulled my favorite knife trick, ice picked it, and stabbed behind blind.

Didn’t know if I hit anything, anyone, was fair sure I didn’t, hadn’t, couldn’t, but I kept jabbing reflexively, mechanically, vestigially until the world went black and I collapsed into abyssal silence.
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“Sir Luther…?”

All’s I could smell was wine and blood and shite. Someone nudged me in the ribs with a bare foot.

“Uhg…” I shoved the hairy bugger away.

“Wakey wakey, eggs and bakey.” It was Strange-Land.

As glad as I wasn’t to see him, it could’ve been worse.

“Rrrrg…” I flopped over, gasping, rasping, wet. A cool, sticky, gritty wet. My hands were red with blood or wine or both. I was lying on top of someone. Something.

Rolling over, I came face to face with a rotten monstrosity. He was dead, and then some, and though I’d had more than a little to do with it, his bags’d been neatly packed and on the wagon for quite a stretch.

I swallowed my gorge.

Nigh on half of his face’d rotted haphazard off his skull, exposing swathes of brown teeth, root and all, while above, a black eye patch lay askew, revealing an empty puckered orifice.

“Rrrrg…” I disentangled myself from his wasted twig arms, stronger than they’d had any right to be, and his garrote, practically tearing the rope out of the laceration furrowed round my throat. If the rope’d been a bit thinner, my coffin maker would’ve saved about a foot’s worth of wood.

“A few of the touched lie dreaming outside as well.”

“Touched…?” I rasped. “Touched by who?”

“By the gods.” Strange-Land lolled atop a counter, hairy legs splayed out, swinging, toes wiggling, as he wiped blood off that bastard spawn of a crucifix and mace. It even had an adorable little Jesus crucified across its haft.

“Yeah? Which ones?”

“Holler and Apollo and all the really mean bastards.”

I yawned, felt my jaw click. “Never thought Apollo was rotten.”

“Cause he’s so handsome?”

I considered, conceded, “Fair enough.”

“Hungry?”

“Starving.” I blinked, shoved the corpse aside, tried pushing up on shaking arms. “You kill him?”

“Nay, my good fellow.” Strange-Land picked a gob of hairy flesh from his weapon and flicked it. “Seems you bear that distinct honor.” He pointed at my dagger.

“Maybe I’ll win a medal.”

“I’d not hold my breath overlong.”

Blood coated my dagger all the way to the hilt. I grabbed it, wiped it clean, examined the corpse. I’d nicked him a fair few times in the gut, but the one that’d jarred him loose was to the groin.

“Kinched him in a gusher.” Strange-Land bit into an old onion, green shoots growing long and serpentine from its crown. “It’s your lucky day.”

“Yeah…” I rasped. “Just what I was thinking.”

“Goes without saying.” Strange-Land hopped off the counter and patted me on the back. “His luck ran out a long time ago by the looks of him.”

“He look like that before I had a go at him?” I wiped my hands off on my pants, staring down at the fucker’s noseless face.

“So it would seem.” Strange-Land spat onion bits as he spoke.

“Then I think he had a fair serious skin condition.”

Someone hollered from outside.

“Eh…?” Strange-Land unlatched a shutter and glanced outside. “Mmmm…”

“Krait!” Ape roared, his dogs whining like inbred mongrels. “Yer gonna wanna come see this.”

Had a feeling I’d strongly disagree, but went anyway.

There was something about Ape’s voice.

Strange-Land marched off as I tucked my warhammer under my arm and scoured my hands with a faded dish rag, twisting, pulling off the gritted blood finger by finger as I ducked out the back door. “What the hell do you…?” I stuttered to a dead halt.

Barring undead assassins, Broumett’s house’d been fair mundane.

His backyard, though…?

His backyard was something different.

The stuff of bloody fucking nightmares.

Broumett’s backyard abutted Chase Row, a long road running west to east, terminating in a sally port in the eastern wall. Was a modest-sized gate and portcullis, just big enough for a horse to trot through without bumping its skull. Which made it a fine spot for the guildmaster of the hostellers.

An ideal spot for trading and managing and caring for horseflesh.

Broumette’s backyard was a wide open paddock lined with six-foot high fencing and clean, well-constructed stables, all empty but for the creak of a broken gate twitching in the wind. In the paddock’s center, a solitary old hack of a stallion lumbered round the ashes of a cold bale-fire, following the circular curve of his own hoof prints, wearing a beaten circle in the earth. By the way it looked, it should’ve been dead. Dead six times over, seven ways to Sunday, at the very least. Its hairless, pinkish, sickly skin was worn thin over its entire body, its bones prominent, almost visible beneath. Reminded me of a mythic monster, a nuckelavee, from across the waters. A deformed horse-like monstrosity so hideous it was death merely to gaze upon.

But I didn’t die. And sadly, neither did it. As it lumbered along, its head dangling leaden low, a fume of black-spume poured from its nose and mouth, oozing forth with each hoarse breath.

No pun intended.

Strange-Land crossed himself then spat. The Bravo didn’t even approach the fence.

“Fucker should be dead,” Ape breathed.

His mastiffs whined.

“Yeah.” I clambered artlessly over the fence and strode on in. “Let’s see if we can’t help the old fella along.” The muck inside the paddock was thick, mushy, sucking at my boots as I clomped through.

“What happened to yer neck?” Ape grunted.

“Cut myself shaving.”

I paused by a stable, glanced over the gate, saw a horse inside that looked like it’d dropped in the great deserts east of Antioch. Roasted for a month. A year. A millennium. Its skin was dried and cracked leather, its skull gleaming, sneering garishly from beneath.

“What is it?” Ape growled.

I shook my head, “Not a bloody clue,” and continued on, glancing in an adjacent stable, seeing the same thing lying in state within all. “Used to be horses.”

“Fucking hell…” Ape grumbled behind.

“Death and Pestilence.” Strange-Land ran a hand over his tattooed pate, offering a spastic benediction. “Hel and Vali’s vengeance. Plague-maiden or Witch-Saint?”

“No idea.” I was onto bigger and better things, or the complete opposite. The old stallion was still making his rounds, heading right towards me, his black breath concealing his face for an instant before dissipating like a swarm of flies.

“Wouldn’t get too close if I were you,” the Bravo warned.

I ignored him.

It was easy to do.

“Easy, boy.” I stepped aside, breathed away, covered my nose and mouth with my forearm.

“They’re all like this.” Ape was halfway around the paddock, nosing open the gate of each stable, one by one.

The bale-fire’d been set to ward off evil spirits and encroaching night. Was a fair common mainstay of folk from Aragon to Outremer. It’d proved as successful as the rest.

“By the dead-end fates…”

The horse twitched its ears, head turning toward the sound of my voice, but it couldn’t see. Its eyes…? Jesus. They were gone, naught but two jelly-weeping sockets of bone staring dolefully. It raised its sunken skull, flicked its skeletal tail, looking like nothing so much as a starved rat’s.

“There, there,” I said, wincing as I laid a hand on its neck and stroked. Its flesh was soft and fevered and moist. “You’re alright,” I lied.

Don’t know if I’d ever seen anything so far from alright. Could practically see its jugular vein pulsing beneath its skin, and that’s where I cut, whisking out my dagger, severing the vessel, still stroking. “There’s a good boy.”

Blood pumped black and viscous, spattering, steaming, running down his chest, his legs, pouring into the dark mud. But he continued on walking his circle, head falling, falling, falling until he could no longer trod forth on his split, cracked, disintegrating hooves, and simply sat down in the churned earth and died.
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…connected to this rash or not, the horses have suffered some sort of malady. Rain-scald or bore-worm, the guildmaster of the hostellers kens not. I fear King Raachwald’s famous patience shall not…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund

[image: image-placeholder]

A fire crackled in the brick hearth, a small pot bubbling with stew hanging over by its wire handle. An orange cat lounged on a dresser, tail flicking, green eyes watching, dancing flames reflected within. Lorelai and Nils’ home on Claytown Row was a picture perfect oasis midst the sea of roiling madness that was Asylum City.

“Well shoot, look who is it. Lorelai said you were back.” Nils hobbled aside to close the front door as I sauntered in, “Have you seen—” when Ape’s shoulder stopped it cold. Strange-Land and the Bravo stood looming behind like inbred Death and his slightly suaver brother.

“S’cuse me, mister, I—” Nils shot me a glare. He looked haggard, like he hadn’t eaten, hadn’t slept, hadn’t washed, and had no plans to do so.

I could hazard why.

“My esteemed associate.” I stepped aside, extended a hand. “Nils, this is Ape. Ape, Nils.”

Grunting, Ape shoved past, shouldering the door slamming against the wall. As dust settled, he eyeballed the joint. Wasn’t much to it, but it had everything anyone could ever want. Almost.

“What can I say?” I shrugged. “The poor bloke can’t stand being out of my sight. Some might call it an unhealthy obsession. But me?” I clasped my hands to my shriveled heart. “‘Tis but the truest of loves.” Smoothing out my hair, I sighed off wistfully into the distance. “It’s like a fairy tale.

“Gentlemen,” I tipped an imaginary hat then slammed the door shut, leaving Strange-Land and the Bravo out in the cold, “and I use the term loosely.”

It wasn’t much, but it felt good.

Ape grunted something most likely derogatory, taking post in the corner shadows, his thick arms crossed, fingertip touching the iron head of the flanged mace hanging at his hip. Outside, his mastiffs, Bark, Growl, and Slobber did their names, respectively, proud. The cat’d mysteriously evaporated, as cats are wont to do.

I envied cats.

“Been a while.” I clapped Nils on the shoulder. “Good to see you still kicking, kid.”

“Yup, and same to you, Sir Luther.” Nils bobbed his head. “C’mon. You and yer friend take a load off.”

“Ain’t no friend.” Ape simply glowered, his hand never leaving that mace. “And I’ll stand.”

“Suit yerself, mister.” Though barely reaching Ape’s shoulder, Nils met his glare and held it. “You seen Lorelai?”

“Yeah, kid,” I said.

“Where?” Nils turned. “When—?”

“Why don’t you grab a seat?” I strode through curls of woodworking shavings blanketing the floor. Hammers and awls and all manner of carpentry tools covered half of one wall, overlooking three matching chairs along with one still in parts.

“Mmm…” Nils scratched behind one protruding ear. “Sure thing.”

I took a chair, pulled another out, turned it, watched as Nils hobbled over with his cane.

“Nils? I thought I heard — sakes alive.” Footsteps sounded, and Girard pounded down into view. “Sir Luther…?” He glanced at Ape and swallowed.

The mastiffs outside were going mad.

“Are your dogs hungry, mister?” Girard asked from the stairs. His arm hung in a haphazard sling too loose to do any true good. “Or thirsty? I … I could bring ‘em a bowl.”

“Wouldn’t go out there, kid,” I warned.

“First words outta his gob ain’t horse-shite,” Ape growled.

“Again with the compliments.”

Girard nodded, fingering a medallion round his neck, and sat next to Nils. “W-Where’s Lorey?”

“Was just about getting to that, wasn’t we?” Nils said.

“Is she…?” Girard started, but Nils silenced him with a firm grip on the arm.

“She’s alive?” Nils drawled as Girard shouldered free, frowning. “You said you seen her?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve seen her. And, yeah, she’s alive.” For how long, though…?

Nils let out a pent-up breath, deflating as he sank into his chair. Pouting, nigh on crying, Girard swiped tears from his eye. “You swear it?” Girard’s hands balled into fists. “You swear it, Sir Luther.”

“Yeah, kid, I swear it,” I said. “Cross my heart and all that.”

“Where’s she at?”

“Coldspire,” I said. “The gaols.”

Nils stiffened as though struck.

I didn’t say she was walled in the suffocating dark, freezing and starving and wasting away.

Girard glanced sidewise at Ape.

“He won’t bite,” I lied.

Girard nodded. “Alright.”

The mastiffs kept barking.

“After the…” Girard gulped. “I figured you were…”

“Don’t believe everything you hear, kid.” I warned him off with my best rakish grin. “I’m like a cat, only less altruistic and more adorable.”

Leaning back in my chair, I peeked out the shutters, saw the four hell-hounds straining hard at their leashes, the mad-priest and Bravo huddled by the wagon.

“Jesus.” I wiggled a finger in my ear. “They always this well-behaved?”

“They’re hungry.” Ape’s eyes never left mine. “Ravenous.”

“Can you get her out?”

I licked my lips. “I’m working on it.”

“Working on it…?” Nils’ fingernails dug into the table.

“Got anything to drink?” I asked. “I’m parched.”

“Sure it won’t leak out?” Nils pointed at my throat, circled raw-red from my go-round with the garrote.

“Don’t know. Still willing to give it a go.”

Nils reached behind to a shelf and handed me a bottle.

“What is it?” I pulled the cork, took a whiff. Gods. Fought off the pressing urge to down the whole damn thing.

“Does it matter?” Nils pulled a satchel off the shelf, drew out a bolt of linen. A couple of tankards followed. My heart skipped another beat.

“Fair enough.” I took the linen, smoothed it out, folded it lengthwise. “Either of you know anything about someone or something called the plague-maiden?”

The two shared a communal frown.

“I got nothing,” Nils shrugged. “Nothing solid. Only what folk’re whispering in the shadows. Some kind of monster, some kind of ghost or ghoul that comes stalking in the night. The thing that’s been snatching folk.”

“How about you, kid?” I asked Girard. “You hear anything?”

“Nope.” Girard withdrew a block of wood halfway to being a ship, and started whittling. “A-About the same.”

“Yeah, and what’s that?”

“Heard it’s some smoke-lady ghost with a red scarf,” Girard said.

I touched my neck. “They’re all the rage in Paris.”

The kid ignored me, kept right on going. “Comes at midnight and eats kids. Supposedly. Drags ‘em out of bed, holds ‘em upside down by their feet then swallows ‘em whole.”

Ape scoffed.

“How about the Grinners?” I took an empty tankard, poured myself a drink. Took a pull. Stifled a groan. “Anything on them?”

“Dealt with them a couple years back.” Nils took a tentative sip. “When they were nothing. A bunch of nobodies. Squatters and lepers panhandling and grifting up around the Point. Next, the Borderlands. Got muscled out there, too. But with the way everything went, their numbers grew and grew til it all came full circle.”

“Never any shortage of losers,” I said. “Their one strength.”

“Still move around a lot, though, I hear,” Nils said. “Call it a moveable feast or the Moveable Feast. Something like that. Not sure.” He leaned back in his chair, wincing, trying like hell to straighten his leg. “Bunch of fellas with less than nothing to lose? Dangerous blaggards.”

“Any word about them worshiping a dark god?” I asked. “Or some sort of demon? Maybe dabbling in witchcraft or black magic or something akin?”

“Naw, I try and steer clear.”

“Don’t blame you, and yeah, so do I.” I ran a finger along my red necklace. “But seems I’m as popular as ever. Been trying to get a line on them for a piece. Been asking around. Been hitting dead ends and road blocks.” I wrapped the linen swathe round my neck, tucked it in all nice and dry and comfy. “But the line that was got was theirs, and they cinched it round me. And folk ain’t jawing.”

“That’s what happens when you slaughter them and theirs out in the middle of the blasted street, day after day.” Nils’ eyes blazed for an instant before subsiding. “Sorry, Sir Luther.”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” I said. “Hell, if I had more sack, I’d have said or done something. ‘Course, then I’d have lost what little sack I’ve left.”

“Along with your head,” Girard spat.

Ape shifted.

“You ain’t wrong, kid,” I said. “Know where those slap-happy bastards hole up? Was thinking of sending them flowers, but I forget their address.”

“Naw.” Nils pounded back a pull and glanced Girard’s way. “You?”

“Nope.”

Nils ran a hand through his greasy hair. “Suppose I could look into it. Folk might be more willing to jaw with me.”

Girard pointed his whittling knife. “Lorey don’t want you doing that no more.”

“Shoot, kid, we both know I’m shite for carpenter work,” Nils said. “You outstripped me a year past, and yer what? Twelve?” Grimacing, Nils adjusted his leg. “I’m trying, but it just ain’t something comes natural.” He raised his hands. “And heck, I’m glad yer taking to it, but me? I’ve always been better at ferreting stuff out. Helping folk. And if I can help Lorey by doing it…”

“You’re a bloody fucking unicorn,” I said.

Ape grumbled something beneath his breath.

“Just,” Nils frowned, “this damned leg. Pardon the language.”

“Don’t have to be running around like an asshole.” I tapped my temple. “This is the most important muscle. Can always train a pack of rabid dogs, let them do the heavy lifting.” I thumbed over my shoulder. “Just ask him.”

Ape stood unmoved.

“Tough with a family.” Nils shook his head. “Making no end of enemies. Sometimes taking it home. Wondering. Worrying. You ken it.”

“Yeah. Sure,” I said. “Lorelai said one of her friends contacted her. Marney. From the Confines. Swore she saw Aneta Lütkens there. Said she followed her. Thought she went down to the old fuller’s mill. The abandoned one off Crowley.” I patted the table. “You see her down there?”

“Oh, he didn’t—” Girard started.

Nils held up a hand. “I did.”

“B-But you promised!” Girard whipped his wooden block aside. “You promised Lorey you’d stop.”

“I ken it, kid.” Nils’s fingers turned white around his tankard. “But I had to. I did go, Sir Luther, I did some searching, but I didn’t find her.” Nils pursed his lips. “Look, kid, what was the harm? Tracking down some poor widow? Poor woman who lost her daughter, her husband, her home? Everything God ever gave her. Might be starving or freezing. Dying. Figured on seeing if she needed help. Could’ve easily been you or me or Lorey.”

Girard bared his teeth. “You promised—”

“I know what I promised, but it was gnawing at me.” Wincing, he poured himself another tankard. “Gnawing at me hard. Yer just a kid. You don’t ken it, and I hope you never do.”

“I ain’t just a kid. I’m earning coin for us, ain’t I? Earning as much as you. More maybe.”

“No maybe about it.” Nils rubbed his head. “But I’d have done the same fer you, the same fer Lorey, the same fer most anyone.”

“You’re not a watchman no more.”

“Shoot, yer just like her,” Nils spat. “Always gotta remind me, poke and prod every chance you get.”

“You find anything?” I cut in.

“Don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not.” Nils took a long pull, burped, wiped his mouth. “Reckon you remember when we found Chalstain? All holed up in that Jew-fella’s barn? Up on the Point? Goat-Head?” Chalstain was a knight on the run a few years ago. He hadn’t run fast or far enough.

“Yeah, sure, I remember,” I said. “The smell, most of all. A corpse lying dead and headless for nigh on a week. Why’s it I can’t remember the birth of my kids or first lay with the same visceral clarity of some poor fucker rotting in a barn?”

Ape grimaced at that, but said nothing.

“What about it?” I asked.

“Found a room off the mill floor reminded me of Chalstain’s hidey hole. Found a few blankets, a pillow, a sackful of grub hanging off a rafter.”

“Same as Chalstain.” I nodded.

“Same, but different,” Nils said. “Had something, can’t quite place it. I reckon a woman’s touch? Place was tidy. Orderly. Or as tidy and orderly as someone squatting in a mill can be. Like maybe someone was living there for a while, had a routine.”

“You go back?”

“Naw, too many damned stairs.” Nils took another pull. “Barely made it the first time. Took half a day. And I promised Lori I wouldn’t stick my nose in other folk’s business.”

Girard crossed his arms, glowering.

“A man’s gotta do what…” Nils frowned and let it lie. “Just figured in the end if it was Aneta, and she was hiding, she probably had good reason. And either way, she seemed to be doing a damn-sight better than most.”
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…folk are helpless to combat this unseen, occult foe. Prayer beads, goblin ears, and protection wards are sold on every street corner as proof panacea against all…
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My footsteps echoed hard across the smooth flagstone floor of the Graven Chapel of Saint John the Baptist. It was a modest-sized church on Dusk Row, on the outskirts of the Confines, constructed of well-hewn, polished stone, supported within by elegant oaken arches. The stations of the cross’d been chiseled with precision into bas-reliefs along the walls. Indeed, it was modest-sized, but instilled throughout in its every facet, even to my layman eyes, lay the pervading sense of master craftsmanship.

The leaded glass windows above depicted the Lamb of God, nailed on the cross, alongside John the Baptist carrying his own head on a plate. By the dead-end fates…

My stomach groaned.

Not an overly auspicious sign.

Voices echoed low from the pews at the fore of the church. From beyond, a door in the far wall, came the banging of a hammer and sawing of wood. The clean scent of fresh-sawed pine. I could just make out a work crew building or renovating a shrine.

The quavering, communal light from a bank of votive candles lit the gathered cabal. Ten men. They sat in the pews, hunkered in a rough circle, their furtive voices audible but low and unintelligible for all the long song of interfering echo. The door slammed shut behind, and all their talk died silent. Ten faces and twenty wide eyes glared up and over as I strode down the aisle.

Ape trudged alongside, head down, shoulders rounded, his beady eyes roving all over. He peeled off, took a spot by a pillar to watch the proceedings. Same old song. Before the first pew, a priest rose from one knee, set aside a smoking censer, and bowed. The aroma of incense hung thick and heavy in the air.

“Gentlemen.” I nodded. “Father.”

“Sir Luther.” Guildmaster Bice shuffled forth. “It’s good to see you.” He held a hand out. “This is Father Bernsen, the Graven Chapel’s pastor.”

“Sir Luther Slythe Krait, welcome.” Father Bernsen was a fair unremarkable bloke of average height, with reddish brown hair. His arms and form were slender except for the prominence of his belly, draped in the smooth, exquisite fabric of his priestly vestments. “I’ve heard much about you.”

“All good, I trust?” I smiled.

“Of course.” Father Bernsen smiled back. “It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”

“Pleasure’s all mine,” I lied.

“I want to thank you personally for what you’re doing for Asylum.” Father Bernsen’s gaze slid over to Ape for an instant but wisely didn’t linger. “It’s simply awful what’s been going on. Between the war and disappearances.” He lowered his voice. “And the political difficulties, shall we say? Ahem. We appreciate you risking your life on our behalf, as well as the families under our aegis.”

Men of God. Christ. All dolled up and pillow-talking harder than the world’s most fervent whore.

“Well,” I mirrored his bow, “it’s the least I could do.”

“Sir Luther…?” Bice removed his spectacles and polished them on his sleeve before depositing them back on his nose. “Did you have a chance to visit Walfred’s house?”

I licked my lips, nodded. “Yeah.”

“And…?”

“Ever hear the expression concerning farts in church?” I slid into the pew, nigh on amongst the men, and told them how it’d gone. My voice echoed as their faces blanched, gazes fell, a full house all around. Those closest shifted back a hair, maybe more.

I didn’t blame them.

“And so you found nothing?”

“Yeah, nothing but dust,” I said. “A lot like the other homes of the other Stolen, though a fair bit bigger.” I lifted a finger. “There were the horses, too, though.”

“Horses—?” Bice blinked. “H-How many does he still have? Father, do you have a pen and paper I might borrow? King Raachwald will want a full—”

“Hold your horses.” I held up a hand. “Pen and paper, too. Math’s fair easy. Won’t wrack your brain.”

I told them what I’d seen.

Watched their faces slough nigh on off of their skulls.

“Mein Gott,” Bice cursed softly beneath his breath. “And that was all?”

“No.” I pulled down my collar revealing the bandage encircling my throat, covering my favorite new tattoo. “Found this, too.” I winced at the taut rawness. “A little gift from my happy-go-lucky friends. They were following me. Following us.”

“Dear Lord.” Father Bernsen cocked his head, crossed himself. “Who is it you mean?”

“Bunch of heretic pricks call themselves the Grinners.”

“Heretics…?” Father Bernsen gripped his crucifix.

“Word round town is they might be demon worshippers.”

“So they’ve struck again,” Rob Reussenberger muttered. “Bastards. It’s been that way since the siege began.”

“Any of you fellas hear anything new?” I asked. “Maybe where the fuckers hole up? Was thinking of inviting myself over for dinner. Maybe serve them up the John the Baptist special.”

“Sir Luther, please.” Father Bernsen laid a finely manicured hand on my shoulder. “This cannot be the proper place to plan such … er … activities.”

“Such activities…?” I glared up at the saint’s decapitated head. He didn’t seem as perturbed as one might. “Yeah, sure, I get it. If there’s one thing the church hates more than anything, it’s violence.”

Bad news.

Ill manners.

Worse luck.

I was rife with the stuff, and the stuff was more contagious than plague.

“It’s impressive.” I took in the chapel. “Been inside Saint Hagan’s Cathedral more times than I’d like, and churches and chapels across the Holy Roman Empire, but this place…?” I whistled low.

Angels wielding trumpets, each one unique, soared amongst the arches, ascending from floor to ceiling.

“A hidden gem, yes. The Master’s hand evident within every glimmering facet.” Father Bernsen adjusted the gleaming gold crucifix dangling round his neck. “We have our great guildmasters to thank as well, of course.” He laid a hand on a stone column and patted it. “They and their skilled brethren labored endlessly to resurrect the bones of this old church.”

“Careful what you resurrect, Father,” I warned. “I’ve seen things come crawling back with all the body but none of the Son, all hungering hard for warm blood.”

Father Bernsen paled. The others fidgeted in silence.

“Sorry I interrupted your meeting,” I said. “It’s just I’ve a few more questions.”

“Nein, nein, Sir Luther,” Bice said. “We are all grateful for both your presence and persistence. Please, ask your questions. We are here but only to aid you in your quest.”

“Quest … chore,” I deadpanned, forcing a toothsome grin. “Same difference.”

Ten men waited wide-eyed on bated breath.

“No dice on the Grinner’s lair, yeah?”

No one knew anything.

“Alright,” I said. “I’ve gleaned another piece, then. A tale about a woman, Aneta Lütkens. That name mean anything to you, Father?”

“Of course, Sir Luther.” Father Bersen crossed himself. “She was one of my parishioners. One of my flock. A quiet, godly woman, full of kindness and love of the lord.”

“Yeah, sounds about right.” If she’d been a godless, self-serving shite, she’d probably still draw breath. Just seemed the way of the world. “Well, I’ve garnered rumor she might be holed up near the Confines.”

“A-Aneta?” Bice nearly leapt out of the pews. “Alive?!”

“Yeah, maybe. Maybe just a rumor, though.”

If a pin’d dropped, it might’ve shattered reality.

“Pardon…?” Father Bernsen looked around. “It was my understanding that poor Aneta was … eh, stolen. Was that not so? She and her dear Jakub and blessed Trudi were the first amongst the many, were they not?”

The guildmasters buzzed like magpies then choked off to another awkward silence.

“Yeah. Sure.” I forced a nod. Blessed wouldn’t have been the way I described Trudi, but I said nothing. “That’s what I was told.” I didn’t like Father Bernsen. Whether it was his ostentatious dress, gleaming gold, or nascent corpulence, I couldn’t quite decide. “But I don’t know. Not truly.”

One of the guildmasters stood. “What’ve you heard, Sir Luther?”

“And you are…?” I asked.

“Sigwald Reussenberger.” Sigwald laid a hand across his chest. He must’ve been Robb Reussenberger’s brother cause they looked fair similar. “I’m guildmaster to the tanners.”

“Tanners, huh?” I considered. “That’s a real filthy business.”

“We any of us whom toil diligently day after day must expect a little dirt now and then.” Sigwald straightened a bit, his lower lip pouting. “Not unlike being a knight.”

“You’re not wrong,” I deadpanned.

“How can this be?” Father Bernsen asked. “Poor Aneta has been gone for months.”

“Eight, to be precise, Father,” I said. “Any of you know the Lütkens? Personally?”

Bice’s eyes went wide. “What have—?”

“Did you know her?” I cut in. “Did any of you know them?”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Bice ran a hand over his sparse pate. “I … We, Jakub and I, apprenticed together from the start. Barely more than children. We stood as best man at each other’s weddings. Mein Gott, I introduced him to Aneta.” Bice was shaking. “I was Trudi’s godfather, god rest her blessed soul.” He nigh on melted into a pew, face pale, hands trembling. “Where … Wherever she may be.”

“Sir Luther, have you any idea where Aneta is?” Father Bernsen asked. “You said the Confines? Where? Is there anything we can do?”

“I don’t know, Father, that’s why I asked,” I lied. “Any of you know anything? Hear anything?”

“About Aneta…?” Bice shook his head. “Nein.” A whole chorus of shaking heads followed in his wake.

“Well, then, guess I’ll get going.”

“Sir Luther, wait.” Bice grabbed my arm. “Please, should you find poor Aneta, if she’s indeed somehow still alive, tell her I’m at her disposal. Anything she needs. I live on the corner of Cutter and Vine.” He looked down at his trembling hand and let go. “Please. Anything. Anything at all.”

“Sure thing, Gergo,” I said. “If she’s still alive, she’ll get the message.”
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…others claim it naught but a mass exodus of citizens from Asylum. But I have the gates watched, and the roads, too, even the harbor, and more refugees have been immigrating into the city in record…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund

[image: image-placeholder]

The sun hadn’t set, but premature darkness blanketed the city. We spent most of the day squatting in a derelict house lining the Morgrave’s eastern cliff side, watching the old fullers mill. We found out a couple things. One: Ape’s mastiffs could give any cat a run for its money in the realm of sleeping. And two: someone was living in the mill. A trickle of smoke drizzled up from a hole in the roof nigh on dusk.

Breath steaming in the encroaching cold, we forged on down.

A switchbacked flight of stairs scissored back and forth down the cliff face, ending in a pair of wide, truncated docks borne out of the river by massive stone pilings. A flock of seagulls screamed, wheeling as we descended the stairs, still fair hale despite their obvious disuse. A newer, more accessible fullers mill’d been built further south nigh on ten years before.

I paused halfway down.

“You hear that?” A metallic rhythmic clinking sounded from the wends and ways north towards the sea. “Doesn’t sound like a mill.”

Clink… Clink… Clink…

“Keep moving, Snake,” Ape grunted, trudging behind.

It was just me and him. The fastest of friends. The Mad-Priest and Bravo’d hung topside, keeping watch.

Homes silhouetted along the cliff sides above, east and west, gave the impression of the world serpent, its twin rows of teeth closing in for a bite, swallowing the earth whole, with us standing in the maw. Which was no new thing.

The derelict mill sat crooked in the flow, one of the pilings having broken or sunk or, like most of Asylum, just called it quits. I’d have given it the old three-sixty, but seeing how that’d require fins and scales, I kept it simple, pausing before the mill’s only door. I swept out a hand, bowed. “After you.”

The dogs’ nails scrabbled on the weathered decking.

“Fuck off.” Ape eyeballed the dying structure as a whole, all pale and withered and scaled in salt. “Yer on your own.”

“You trust me?” I raised an eyebrow. “All by my loathsome?”

“Think you can climb outta here? Or swim?” Ape spat into the rushing river. “Have at it.”

I stared at the black water sluicing beneath. “Fella swimming in that frigid swill’d have just enough time to drown before he froze.”

“Wanna bet?”

“No,” I said. “Not particularly.”

Clink… Clink… Clink…

Slobber chose that moment to lunge for me, snapping nigh on shy of my balls. Ape reined him in at the last instant. In all, and despite his genital-biting tendencies, I was starting to like Slobber the most of the four. Yeah, he still wanted to emasculate me as much as the other three, but at least he was somewhat more quiet about it.

“Down, you fucker!” Ape yanked Slobber off his feet and onto his back, then clamped a hand over his throat. “Fucking listen!”

The other mastiffs went mad.

“You’d make a good father,” I offered politically and with no measurable success.

Slobber flipped over and rejoined his ravening pack, lunging towards yours truly.

“Get. In. There…” Ape growled, holding all four at bay, jaws snapping.

Giving the door a once-over, I took a breath, patted the warhammer at my belt.

“Worried, you chickenshit prick? Rrrr… What?” Ape snarled above the din. “Maybe the widow gets a little too handsy?”

“Nothing like a handsy widow.”

“I’ll be here.”

“If I’m not back in five minutes, wait another ten. And if the shack starts rocking…”

“Rrrrr… Fucking go.” Ape dragged all four dogs, nails scrabbling for purchase, back towards the stairs. “You don’t come when I call, I’ll torch the whole god-forsaken place with you in it.”

“Viking funeral? For me?” I clasped my hands to my heart. “Oh, you shouldn’t have.” I cracked my bulls-eye lantern and slid the door ajar.

Clink… Clink… Clink…

An old drive-shaft hung crooked from the cliff side of the building. A spillway lay open to the current below. The water wheel and machinery’d been stripped out, cobwebs thick enough for hammocks covering nigh on everything. A couple stacks of crates sat in the corner. I took a gander. All busted up. Broken down.

Nothing but dust.

The floor was wet, the wood slats spongy. That metallic clinking was muffled outside but still audible. A doorway in the far wall was the only other thing in the stripped-out building. The floor plan in my head said that’s where the smoke’d been coming from. I stopped about ten feet shy of the door, cleared my throat. “Ahem. I assume you heard the hell-hounds.” I used my big-boy voice. “As well as my arsehole companion.”

My voice rang off the walls, rafters shivering, dust drizzling.

“I’m looking for Aneta Lütkens.” I waited, listened. “I know this means shite, but I mean you no harm, Aneta. Same goes if you’re not Aneta. I’ll piss off right and quick.”

The smell of cedarwood came from beyond the door. It was slight, and it was weak, but it was there. Soap. Someone’d washed in the past day or so.

I laid a hand on the doorknob, gripped it lightly, tested it infinitesimally.

Locked.

I set the lantern on the floor, snatched a bent crowbar from amongst the detritus. I flipped it. Felt good to have it in hand, something heavy, something solid, even a rusted old worthless piece of shite.

“Saw smoke coming out the roof. Right over this room. So, I know someone’s in there. You might be pissing your pants, but there’s no need.” I waited as the dust settled. “Aneta, I just want to hear what you have to say. About you, your daughter Trudi and husband Jakub.”

I let the names, the memories, marinate as I set the bifurcated iron-crow tip between the door and the jamb, about even with the knob, and wiggled it in as far as I could, then hefted the warhammer.

“I need to know how they disappeared.” I winced, working the tool in. “I need to know why. Aneta, I need your help. I need your help to bring justice to Trudi and Jakub. I need to find what’s stealing folk. Or who. My life’s forfeit if I don’t. So are others.” I mounted my high horse. “Hell, maybe all of Asylum.”

Still nothing.

“I’ll give you five Paternosters, then I’m coming in. If you ain’t Aneta, no harm done. I won’t squawk about your hidey hole. I’ll still go on my own merry way. But I’ve an iron-crow set to bite. Now maybe it’s barricaded, but I’ve a warhammer, that’ll untie this knot faster than Alexander at Gordium.

“Those are my bona fides, and I’m gonna wait. Gonna play it cool. Ain’t taking what’s not freely given. Not yet, anyway. Cause I’m here to help. Here to clear the air. Here to lay Trudi and Jakub and all the others finally to rest.”

I kenned it a fair good speech, but only the surge of water, my hammering heart, and that rhythmic metal clinking deigned answer.

Clink… Clink… Clink…

I rambled through five Paternosters in my squash, taking my time, breathing, mumbling to myself, and when finished, nodded.

“Alright then.” I raised the warhammer, took a breath and readied to strike the crowbar’s butt. “The name’s Sir Luther Slythe Krait, by the way.”

Amid the barking of the four-headed Cerberus, footsteps skittered behind the closed door, followed by something fair heavy scraping across the floor, the lock mechanism turning. A moment of hesitation before the door cracked ajar. “Oy, you there.” It was a woman’s voice, a woman’s cracked and harried voice. “Y-You the Sir Luther what felled that monster-demon some three years past?”

“The same,” I lied. Another fella worth forgetting had landed the killing blow, but why count a gift-horse’s crooked teeth?

“Oh, dear. Praise the lord.” The door swung open, and a woman edged out. Reminded me of a deer on the edge of an open field. Skittish, a word that came to mind. “I-I’m Aneta Lütkens, Sir Luther, and you…?” She was slender and worn, aged beyond her years. “You’re the answer to all my prayers.”

“The answer, huh?” I shook my head slowly. “Lady, if I were you, I’d learn to pray harder.”
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“For a woman supposedly dead nigh on six months,” I said, “you look a damn sight better than most.”

Aneta Lütkens was middle-aged with short, dark unkempt hair. Her skin was pale and drawn, but a vitality and defiance glimmered yet in her eye. She took a sip from a mug and brushed an errant lock of hair from her face.

Clink… Clink… Clink…

“How long you been hiding out here?”

“I … I lost track.” Aneta spoke in a hushed tone. “What day is it? Since April … the sixth of April. Or the seventh…? What month is it? It feels like November.”

“Yeah. Midway through.” I scanned the mill’s innards. “Cold in here at night. Gonna get colder.”

Aneta drew a weathered shawl over her shoulders, stifling a shiver. “I have nowhere else to go, Sir Luther.”

“Truly?” I asked. “No friends? Neighbors? No one?”

“Jakub said to stay here, to hide until…”

“Until what? Ragnarok?”

“I … I don’t know. Just until.”

“What about Bice?” I asked. “Gergo. He said you were friends. He said he and Jakub were good friends.”

“Gergo…?” Aneta’s eyes glistened. “H-He’s still up there? He’s still alive?”

“Yeah. And he said he’d take you in,” I said. “Get you situated somewhere pneumonia ain’t such a clear-cut certainty.”

“Up there…?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s going on up there?”

“Carnage. Hell. Havoc. All the old standards, sung by new bards.”

“And you said you came here to help Trudi and Jakub?”

“If I can.”

“How?”

“Gotta pick at some scabs. Worry open some old wounds. Start the bleeding anew. Always great fun.” I studied her face. “Interested?”

Aneta glanced toward the door. The dogs were at it again, barking up a storm. That metallic clinking, too, beneath the barking, louder now. “Go ahead, Sir Luther, ask your questions.”

“What day were Jakub and Trudi stolen?” I asked.

“Stolen…? What? You mean kidnapped?”

“More or less.”

“Who’s they?”

Clink… Clink… Clink…

“That’s generally my line.” I glanced out a grimy window toward the clinking from downriver. It was louder, closer, but whatever was causing it lay yet hidden by the darkness. “They as in ‘everybody in Asylum.’ It’s what they’re calling it when whole families vanish.” Aneta shook her head like I was speaking French. “What? You don’t know?”

“Been down here, Sir Luther,” Aneta said. “Go up to scrounge at night sometimes when the fishing don’t play out, which ain’t often. Luckily. Is it plague? You talking plague?”

“No. I’m talking something different,” I said. “I’m talking about whole families disappearing overnight. Gone in the blink of an eye. Snatched in a green flash. No bodies. No corpses. No nothing.” Eowana Haller’s face appeared before my eyes, Slade Raachwald behind, lips parting in a gushing crimson grin. I licked my lips, sniffed, steeled onward. “Nothing but dust and sorrow. Ring any bells?”

“Ain’t much gossiping down here, except with the fishes.”

“The Guildmasters told me that you and your family’d been the first stolen. The first to go missing. Seems they were wrong. Partly, anyway.”

“Was a lot of confusion, Sir Luther,” Aneta said. “Plague was coming back on strong. Folk were dying daily. Nightly. And the way it happened with us…?” Aneta shrugged. “I suppose I could see folk thinking that.”

“So how did ‘it’ happen with you?” I asked. “And what the hell was ‘it?’”

“Our dear Trudi…” Tears welled up in Aneta’s eyes. “She simply up and vanished.”

“On the fifth of April, yeah?”

Aneta nodded.

“When was the last time you saw her?” I asked.

“At Mass. Morning Mass.” Aneta ran a hand through her hair, gripped it, twisted. “She hadn’t been feeling well and went outside for some fresh air. It was towards the service’s end. I thought nothing of it. We thought nothing of it. Jakub and I. We just assumed she … she walked home.”

“But she hadn’t,” I said.

It wasn’t a question.

“No.” Aneta’s tears spilled over. “We searched high and low through Split Hill and beyond. We looked everywhere. Asked everyone. Did everything we could think.”

“Nothing, yeah?”

“No, Sir Luther, we found nothing. It was as though she simply disappeared the moment she stepped from the church.”

“What about your husband?” I asked. “What about Jakub? His disappearance?”

“The damned fool.” Aneta closed her eyes.

“Aneta…?”

“Two nights after Trudi went missing, Jakub showed back up at home. He … he had a wild look. A mad look. He told me to pack as much as I could carry, then come here and hide until he came for me.

“We fought over it. Argued. He told me not to ask any questions. He told me he was trying to protect me. He told me he was going to meet someone.” Aneta spat. “I saw the rage in his eyes. The sorrow. The fear. The madness. He didn’t want to go. Didn’t want me to know where he was going. What he was doing. Who he was meeting.”

“You get anything out of him?”

“No, and I tried.” Aneta slumped. “I tried like hell.”

“Alright. Apologies.” I let that settle, could feel her rage burn hot as plague-borne fever. “Anything else about him? Which way he went. What he was wearing. He bring a weapon with him? Or something else, maybe? Money or something? Anything stands out?”

“He brought an axe.” Aneta nodded. “A … A wood axe. A sharp axe.”

“An axe—”

“And food.” Aneta blinked. “A satchel full. Bottles of wine. Three or four. And a loaf of bread.” My mouth started watering. “All he could carry. He told me not to come back. To stay away. I thought he had the food for me. For us. In case we were stuck here, or maybe for a place to hide for a couple of days…”

“And he never came?”

“No, Sir Luther.” Her voice was small.

“Aneta,” I scratched my neck, took a deep breath, swallowed, “any chance he’d abandon you? Take off?”

“No, Sir Luther, none.” Aneta crossed her arms. “Absolutely none.”

“Alright.” I didn’t press it. I’d seen my unfair share, hell, caused it, but closed my mouth firmly on the score. “If he wasn’t ditching you, he knew something then, yeah?” I said. “Or at least suspected something. That’s why he told you to hole up. That’s why he told you to hide here.”

Aneta sniffed, wiped her tears. “Does it matter now?”

“Matters to you, I’d hazard. And hell, yeah, it matters to me.” Shocked the hell out me it wasn’t a lie.

“Sir Luther, I wake each morning and try to convince myself not to throw myself in the river.” Her eyes closed, lips quivering. “Not to slit my wrist. Not to hang myself from the rafters.”

“Sounds exhausting.”

“When I ran out of food and climbed back up,” Aneta sobbed, “I found my home’d been burned to the ground. My neighbors’ homes, too. And … and so I came back … back down here. I didn’t know what else to do, where else to go.”

“Why didn’t you go to Bice? He and his wife, Emilia—”

“J-Jakub told me not to trust anyone. He … He was explicit.”

“You trust me?”

“No, but I’m just so damned tired.” Aneta hugged herself, trembling, rocking, weeping.

I let her.

What the hell else was there to do?

We sat listening to the river.

“Sir Luther,” Aneta sniffed, wiped her tears, “there was one other thing.”

“Yeah?”

“Jakub took one of Trudi’s blouses with him. He … He wrapped one of the bread loaves in it.”

“A blouse…?” I frowned. “Any idea why?”

“No.”

“A blouse…?” The rhythmic clinking had suffused itself into the background, so when it stopped, I noticed its absence. “Any idea what that noise was?” I asked. “Not one of the mills farther downriver?”

“No.” Aneta cocked her head, listening. “I have no idea. A work crew? Masons?”

“Ever hear it before?”

“It started yesterday, right after sundown. It had stopped by morning. It’s been getting louder and louder. It … It sounds like a hammer. Maybe pounding into rock…?”

“Shit. Grab your stuff.” I gripped Aneta’s shoulder. “Invaders. The army. Witch-Saint’s.”

“The who—”

“Forget it.” I dragged her to the exit. “They’re tacking a draw-line along the river. We’ve gotta go. C’mon, let’s—”

“N-No.” Aneta slipped free of my grasp and shrunk back. “No, I … I want to stay. I have to stay.”

“Krait, you son of a motherless goat.” Ape met us at the door, a hulking shade against dark shadow. “Get your arse moving. Now.”

“Relax,” I slid the lantern eye shut, “you’ve far bigger problems than me.”

“No shite. Shake a leg!”

I waved Ape off, turned back. “All-Father’s oath, Aneta. C’mon. Please.”

Aneta glared up, shook her head, dug in.

“Ken the one good thing about offing yourself…?” I offered an open hand. “You can always put it off til tomorrow.”

Aneta took my hand, and we ran as arrows started falling like rain.
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An arrow whistled, shanked, thudded, and Growl whined like a stuck bitch, which is precisely what she in that moment was. I dropped to the deck, yanking Aneta down as another pair of arrows zipped past, invisible in the burgeoning dark.

“C’mon,” I grunted. “Follow me.”

Aneta’s eyes blazed glassy wide, her cheek pressed against rotten wood.

Growl was on her side, chest heaving, legs twitching all wrong and bothered by the arrow sticking up and out of her like a sundial’s gnomon. She was panting, drooling, whimpering hard as Ape scooped her up in his arms and high-tailed it for the stairs, his pack in tow.

Squinting up, I could just make out a dark shadow bobbing against the wall. A boat, anchored to the rock. The fuckers’d been hammering rings along the wall, working their way incrementally upriver against the swell. More boats bobbed behind.

“Krait!” Ape roared. “Shake a fucking leg!”

I pushed up, dragged Aneta after, dropping as another arrow zipped past, kissing the back of my neck. “Keep low!” I yelled as we scuttle-crawled crab-wise toward the switchbacked stairs. “Faster!”

Ape loosed the mastiffs as Aneta reached the stairs to the thunk of grappling hooks dropping across the dock-works, men hauling on ropes, coming on, heaving their boats hard against the current. Bark and Slobber and King bolted up, Ape howling at their heels.

Aneta scrambled after, me climbing so close behind she nigh on piggy-backed me up. Arrows thunked into wood above, below, beyond. Aneta screamed as an arrow stung her arm.

“Go! Go! Go!” I shoved her onward. “Keep moving!”

The stairs shuddered and moaned beneath us, quaking outright as the soldiers gave chase. Supports creaked and snapped. Earth cascaded in streams from the cliff face, rocks bouncing, dirt blinding.

The street lay silent, not a soul plying the night as I surmounted the last flight. Bark and King and Slobber didn’t seem to notice for once, each one of them squealing softly as they nosed and nudged their dead sibling. Ape set her gently aside and laid a hand over her eyes.

Strange-Land and the Bravo had Aneta splayed face down across the cobblestone and at knife-point.

“Get off her, you fucks,” I roared. “Men coming. Invaders. The Witch-Saint’s.”

The mismatched pair glared dead-eyed my way, only firming their resolve, til Ape threw in his two lead cents, toppling the scale.

“Philistines?” Strange-Land asked.

“Yeah,” I barked. “Bring your sling?”

“Nay, but I brought this.” Strange-land hefted his crucifix-club and nodded. “By the father, the son, and the holy crow. Blessings and beatings and fell benedictions!”

Ape rose, turned, a look in his eye bereft of quarter, right, or reason.

Daring a surreptitious peek over the cliff side, I gripped my warhammer, still heavy in my hand. “Bastards’re getting close.”

I arched back as an arrow zipped skyward past, tickling my chin. The Bravo smoothed his hair back, adjusted his helm, drew sword and dagger.

“Hide,” I hissed at Aneta, clambering numbly to her feet. “Now!” She blanched, nodded, took off across Crowley Street and into the Confines.

The stairs thundered as the fuckers pounded up. If they took the stairs, they had the heart of the city. And if they took the heart of the city, they had the whole damn thing. The question was, did I give a shite? Was this Witch-Saint worse than Raachwald? Could she possibly be?

“How many?” I asked.

“Mmmm?” Squinting through one eye, the Bravo peeked out over the edge. “Thirty or forty. Mmm… Tough to say.”

“Well, which is it, Krait…?” Ape had some semblance of his senses back, along with his mace and shield.

“Huh?”

“Enough,” Ape growled. “Them or us? Choose. Now.”

“Why not both?” My hands were slick with sweat despite the cold. The ground vibrated beneath our feet.

The devil you know.

“Fuck it,” I blustered. “Move your arse.”

Ape’s eyes narrowed.

“Move your dumb-fucking arse!” I barked, lowered my shoulder, shoved past. I pointed at the mad-priest. “And bring that piece of ridiculous, sacrilegious bullshit.”

Ape slid aside, more out of the habit of following orders than any attempt at reason. I scrambled in on my hands and knees, risked another peek over the side of the stairs as the squadron clambered skyward, their footsteps a staccato drumbeat heralding imminent slaughter. “Keep moving! The ridge is nearly ours!”

“What’s your desire, brother?” Strange-Land loomed over me.

“Your club.” I drove the pick end of my warhammer between the wall and stair string and heaved back — “C’mon, hit it!” I snarled, gripping it upright.

Strange-Land wasn’t a genius, but he caught the gist right quick and hammered my warhammer, wedging the pick deeper and deeper between wood and stone. “Drive!” I yelled. “ Drive! Again!”

One of the joinings tore free, ripping open a gap. Timber groaned.

“Again!” I yelled, his club shanking off, biting my hand. “Fuck!” I snarled, but held on, regripped, adjusted. “Again!”

Arrows thunked into wood.

“Again!”

Sparks flew, and I wrenched my hammer free, slid over half a foot and did it again. “Hit it!”

Strange-land smashed the hammer, then the post, kicking it loose for good measure. The stairwell shuddered as I heaved back, widening the schism further.

“Hurry, we have them!”

I ain’t sure about the rear of the rising column, but the vanguard was emboldened. Probably cause it was their only choice besides pulling a soprano swan song followed by lovers’ leap.

Pieces of stairwell gave way, screaming, twisting, splitting, as one blackguard reached the top, me on my knees, hand gripping my warhammer, driving forward. Sitting ducks, eat your heart out, cause he had me dead to rights.

But I also had Ape.

And Ape?

He was in no mood. Looming above and behind as the blackguard swung for my head, Ape crushed his skull with that mace. I didn’t see it but felt the impact, heard the thud, winced at the spray of blood and bone as I tore back on the hammer and set the whole stairwell teetering free.

Strange-Land stood up straight, his cross in one hand, his other flailing out in vehement gesticulation. “Yea, though they walk through the valley of the shadow…”

The stairwell yawned out stuttering, swaying, quivering, the soldiers frozen upon it roaring in unison. Then it just gave, collapsing in on itself as it fell crashing, tearing off its moorings at its base. Pegs snapped. Stanchions split and men died as they hurtled toward the black swell below.

I lay there on my stomach in the twilight gloom, waiting for the dust to settle.

It took some time.

More than a little.

The Bravo clapped Strange-Land on the shoulder, then danced a jubilant little dago jig. Ape stood over Growl, his weapons and soul scattered. When the rock dust finally settled, there was nothing left below. No invaders. No stairwell. No fullers mill. I stared down long into the night, Ape murmuring platitudes to his dead dog, laid out across his lap, salty tears mixing with cold autumn rain.
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Chuff.

The sound of a spade knifing into earth. A desolate grunt followed by the soft spatter of flung dirt. It was Ape, his back bent, hands wringing the long crooked haft as he stood hip deep in the burgeoning grave. Looked like some hoary old Norseman god risen from the underworld, clearing a path for the fallen. Cold rain poured down as it always seemed to as of late. It’d be snow soon. All of it.

Chuff.

I’d have offered to help, bear the brunt, share the load, many hands and all that, but fuck him and his thrice damned hell-hound.

Saint Hagan’s Cathedral rose behind, lit by braziers, a massive leaded window glaring out, glimmering. In it, the armored saint strode headless through the acropolis of Acre, a shining blade in one hand, his head in another as he fought from blessed undeath against the ravaging Mamluks. A masterwork of art. The very masterwork I’d dove shattering through nigh on three years past on an excursion to the church. It hadn’t ended well.

Nor had my last meet and greet with Lector Happ. He promised he was fast on the ephemeral trail of the plague-maiden, had some leads, but still nothing concrete.

So as Ape buried Growl in the sanctified soil of Saint Hagan’s graveyard, I ran through my mind everything I knew concerning the plague-maiden and Stolen business, which admittedly wasn’t much. The victims. The green glow. The siege. King Raachwald and his bastard brood. And Aneta Lütkens…

Jesus.

Poor Aneta.

Six months alone on the run after losing her family, hiding from unknown enemies, struggling to scavenge, subsist, all while fighting off the encroaching cold, hunkering in isolation, starvation, desolation. Then ten minutes after meeting me, she’s nigh on skewered by invaders and homeless once more.

But then, I had that effect on people.

Chuff…

Usually only with the good ones, few and far between though they may be. But that’s how it goes in a city like Asylum. A world like this. A blackguard like me.

Hunkered under the protection of an overhanging tree branch, I took a long breath, shook my head, closed my eyes.

“Are you Sir Luther…?” The dumbstruck look on Emilia Bice’s face as she opened her front door. “Have you seen Gergo? It’s been days since I’ve seen—” Her jaw nigh on hitting the floor when I stepped aside. “Aneta…?” Tears of joy, disbelief, then profound and utter sorrow.

“Sweet heavens, come in. Come in, come in.” The guildmaster’s wife crossed herself, ushered Aneta inside, enveloping her in a sweeping embrace, the two of them crying, weeping, even laughing.

I stood there, standing in the frigid dark, feeling the hearth’s heat, the orange warmth knife through the cold, the desolation, the despair. Felt good doing something not wholly awful for once. Aiming true, loosing, hitting a bullseye. Basking in the afterglow, no matter how dim, fleeting, ephemeral.

Ephemeral cause once the initial joy’d subsided, they’d be jawing on Jakub and Trudi, and the others lost, the two of them spiraling downward til they struck bottom. But at least they’d be doing it together.

Chuff.

Wasn’t much.

But it was something.

Emilia thanked me, closed the door, and I was left once more out in the cold. But you get used to it. Hell, you come to expect it, and if you don’t? You’re five times a fool. And when something right does happen, something good, you get to harboring such suspicions that you can’t help but crush it still nascent into the muck.

A self-fulfilling prophecy.

I chewed it over.

Swished it around.

Spat it out.

Were the Lütkens even part of this whole mess? Cause from where I was standing, they were something totally different. My guess was Trudi got nabbed by someone. Happens to girls a lot. And everywhere. Young…? Trusting…? And God forbid they’re pretty. Not a good combination. She’d disappeared during the day, and on the streets. And the Stolen? They’d been taken at home in the dead of night.

And Jakub…? Jesus. He either took off, despite Aneta’s assurances, or caught wise of something. Then that something caught wise of him. But what…? Something concrete enough to take precautions. He’d brought an axe and sent Aneta away. Kept her upwind of whatever he was sniffing. To protect her. So…

Concrete as hell. But what? Why would a man in such straights lug food and wine out the door? Food for neither of them. Where did it go? Where did he?

A bribe?

For someone starving? The siege hadn’t started, so folk weren’t in the direst of those particular straights.

Or maybe some sugar on the side…?

Aneta hadn’t known, and if I’d kept pressing, she’d like to have crumbled to dust.

Chuff.

Anyway…

Jesus.

Ape lifted Growl like a newborn babe, his head bowed as sleet fell, playing a tinny tat-tat-tat tune on the rusted spade. The rest of the pack sat nearby, heads on their feet as they watched their sister laid down for her final rest.

Had Jakub stashed the food somewhere for later? No. He’d have told Aneta where he was stashing it in case he didn’t come back. Which was why he’d brought the axe. Again, no siege, so he wasn’t fearful of the Witch-Saint’s soldiers. Maybe the Grinners? But word was their stranglehold on Split Hill hadn’t started til after the siege began. Another gang, then? Who’d had power before the Grinners?

I looked up, grabbed my warhammer.

Someone was coming, picking their way carefully through the gravestones. Jesus. I lowered my weapon. Just a priest, robes hiked to his wobbling knees, glaring down into the grave.

“What in the name of the Lord are you doing, sir?” the priest sneered down at Ape.

“Eh?” Ape clambered out, wiped his hands on his pants and gripped his spade, cool and calm and quiet.

“Y-You cannot lay that beast to rest here.” The priest gesticulated like a dago as he talked. “This soil is consecrated for those bound for the Kingdom of Heaven. Children of God. Woman and man. I demand you remove it!”

Beyond the gravestones, far in the distance, a pair of plague-doctors, all dolled up in their crow-beaked masks, watched us from afar. Their glassy eyes had a cold, insect-like quality.

Ape took up his spade.

“M-My son, you cannot possibly expect—” The priest gulped, crossed himself, shrank away.

“Don’t expect nothing,” Ape said.

The priest turned to me. “You must understand. I cannot allow it. Please, convince your friend—”

“Wasting your time.” I smiled wide and bright. “And he ain’t my friend, not even close.” I raised a hand beside my mouth. “And he’s a mite slow on the uptake.”

The priest swallowed. “B-But—”

Ape clamped a paw on the back of the priest’s slender neck, turning him round gently, but firmly, inexorably, toward the grave.

“Priest,” Ape crossed himself then bowed his head, “say some words.”

“Eh—?”

“I’d make ‘em good,” I said.

“What could I possibly—?”

“Do what you do,” Ape said. “Shrive her of sins. Then communion. Then whatever must be done, do it.”

“C-Communion—? B-But she’s an animal, my son. A dead animal.” The priest was trembling now, which was the only canny move he’d made so long as I’d known him. “So she cannot sin, is not capable of sin.” I disagreed, but held my tongue. “She is bereft of a soul.” Ape raised an eyebrow. “It means she does not possess one. Please, I cannot—”

“Shrive her of my sins, then,” Ape said, “for she did ‘em by my say.”

“Eh…?”

“Say the words, priest.” Ape stabbed the shovel into the soft pile of dirt. “Mean them. Then the body.”

Another pair of plague-doctors united with the first, forming a murder, all watching intently. I slid off my gravestone perch, squinted, took a couple steps in the good doctors’ direction when they up and scattered like chaff in a gale.

“I-I don’t wander about bearing Eucharist or wine, I—”

“Here. This’ll do.” Ape pressed a gold coin into the priest’s hand, clamped his own hands around, forced his fingers closed. Probably the first time in history that’d happened. “Consecrate her. You can do that, can’t you?”

“Yes, yes I certainly can.” The priest snatched his hand back and fell trembling to one knee. “I-I’d be glad to. Truly, I would.”

Amazing how reasonable folk get during times of pressing duress.

The priest fumbled the coin, nigh on dropping it into the grave, and made grandiose, arcane gestures in the other. It hit me at that instant where Jakub Lütkens’d gone the night he disappeared.
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Atop the acropolis of Coldspire, I paced to and fro, twenty steps fore, twenty steps aft, thankful for my flea-infested wool cloak wrapped round my bowed shoulders. The moon shone in glimmering waves, reflecting with a mirrored sheen off the great obsidian obelisk standing in the courtyard.

I paced til I was nigh on passed out on my feet, slumping along, staying awake by punching my leg, biting my lip, screaming out to all high-heaven. Wind ripped hard and hideous, swirling round, pulling and by turns pushing me toward the blessed edge.

Last time I’d been up here hadn’t gone so well. A coup. An assassination. An ambush. The fiery corpse demon immolating all in its path. But then, I was still drawing breath. Still forming thought. Still capable of choice, however limited, for the time being.

And that was something.

Everything.

All of Asylum lay bare below me, and beyond the walls, the campfires of the Witch-Saint’s army dotted the landscape like an infestation of late autumn fireflies. Would’ve been a thing of fell beauty but for the line of poor fuckers flensed and crucified along no-man’s land.

Further below, hidden by the night, the Morgrave flowed past, silent and strong in its dark chasm. Just one quick decision and it could all be done, all the worrying, all the pain, all the suffering.

But a coward fears the certainty before him more than the dice roll hiding round the next bend. Words to live by, always and eternal.

I’d been up here over an hour, all by my lonesome, waiting. Waiting for what, though…? That was the question. Ape was off reporting to King Raachwald about the river incursion.

My legs were cramping with cold.

I blew into my hands.

The Lütkens. It seemed ever more clear that they weren’t amongst the Stolen. Certainly not Aneta and probably not Jakub. Trudi was still up for grabs. Had a gut feeling her disappearance was more of the mundane variety of horror. But my prophetic gut was also telling me that despite the differences, they were still connected. Somehow.

But I’d been wrong before.

So what I knew took nigh on a minute to parse through, and then the cold was at it again, gnawing away with its merciless teeth. The hatch opened, and a head full of curly-hair popped up, scanning the acropolis warily, followed by a round body. Huffing, he clambered up.

Hochmund.

He raised his hood, trudged against the wind, was by my side, shivering in an instant. “Krait,” he nodded, “you’re looking well.”

“And you,” I bounced, rubbed my arms, “you’re looking svelte.”

“Gideon’s blade,” Hochmund hugged himself, “it’s freezing out here.”

“Oh…?” My teeth chattered behind blue lips. “I h-hadn’t noticed.”

“Here—” Hochmund reached beneath his cloak.

I stiffened, reflexively went for a dagger that wasn’t there.

“What…?” Hochmund brandished his ledger.

“Forget it. Nothing.” Hands tucked in my armpits. “For a moment, I thought it was a dagger. Thought you’d turned. Or hoped, rather.”

“A quick end to this incessant cold?”

“Yeah. Amongst other things.”

“I’m hardly the assassin-type, unless we’re talking character.”

“A full-blown, Greek tragedy.”

“Here.” Hochmund offered that wry smile as he pressed the ledger to my chest. “T-Take it. It’s the list of the victims, the Stolen, as comprehensive as I could manage. Seventy-eight folk, total, as of yet.”

“Jesus Christ,” I murmured.

“It’s my professional opinion that Christ has had little to no hand in any part of this debacle.”

“Wasn’t the Rapture? Judgment Day? He didn’t just soar down from the heavens and scoop those poor fuckers up?”

“Some were quite affluent,” Hochmund said.

“Lucky pricks.” I stomped my feet, marching in place.

“Take it.” Hochmund offered the ledger. “Perhaps it’ll help.”

“Yeah. Sure. Thanks.” I took it, fanned the pages. “I haven’t found much useful.”

“Perhaps there’s nothing to find.”

“Yeah. I considered that.”

“Yet,” Hochmund waggled a finger, “draw it out, and you serve, at the very least, to lengthen your life.”

“I do have one thread left to pull.”

“One, eh? Perhaps you should fashion it into a noose?” Hochmund pantomimed doing just that. “Wrap it around your neck.” He gave a quick jerk upward, stuck his tongue out sideways. “Make it quick.”

“The thought had occurred to me.”

“If I can be of any service, by all means, of course, avail yourself of my awesome knowledge.”

“You’re the best.”

“At the very least.”

“Any idea if there are any sin-eaters in Asylum?” I asked.

“Sin-eaters…?” Hochmund wrinkled his nose.

“Yeah.”

“I’ve heard of one still dwelling somewhere along the eastern wall. Towards the north, I believe. What’s the matter?” He laid a hand on my shoulder. “The church won’t have you? What prurient transgressions you’d need perpetrate to appall those unlovely buggers.” He shook his head in mock wonder. “Though, I can’t truthfully say it surprises me.”

“Last church I strolled into crumbled to dust,” I said. “And priests don’t tend to relish my company.”

“Well, you’re not a little boy.”

“I am at heart.”

“It’s generally not their hearts priests are after.”

I gave him a look. “Let’s move on.”

“Happily,” Hochmund said. “So, a sin-eater? Are you looking to absolve yourself of your panoply of sins?”

“Panoply…?” I raised an eyebrow. “No. But Raachwald still plans on killing me after, yeah?”

“King Raachwald, and yes, imminent and ineluctable are the time-frame and terms, though his were in actuality somewhat less poetically versed.” Hochmund splayed out his hands. “It’s not even an open secret. More like a proclamation. It’s the source of a grim-faced merriment throughout court, though merriment is not quite the right word. Certainly not for here, certainly not for them.”

I leaned over the parapet, hocked a lunger. “All-Father’s oath.”

Hochmund tipped back a flask he’d made appear through the best sort of legerdemain, then offered me some.

I accepted.

Took a pull.

“Mmm…” Warmth swirled down my throat, into my belly, expanding outward. “Thanks.” I lifted the book. “This is it?”

“Not only,” Hochmund said. “I wanted a chance to spar verbally once more. As I said, King Raachwald’s court is incredibly dull-witted. No one appreciates a sharp tongue or clever jibe, except the damned fool, and I think the simpleton only pretends.”

“Sot.”

“Yes.” Hochmund wiped his mouth, then took back the flask. “There is one more thing.”

“Yeah…?”

“I still have a web, however fractured, that I use to gather gossip, rumor, as it were. And I’ve gleaned rumor of your good friend Slade.”

“We are chums.”

“Quite. And it seems you may have reason not to concern yourself with his father’s designs.” Hochmund stared out over the vista. “Slade’s own plans on killing you veer towards the imminent.”

“What the hell’s that mean?”

Hochmund lowered his voice, “He means to act soon, old boy.”

“How soon?”

“Very soon.”

I leaned against the parapet, gazed out toward the eastern walls, the army encamped, the Hellwood beyond. “Thought he was out there, manning the wall.”

“He is.”

“His father’ll be pissed.”

“His father won’t know.”

“Daggers in the dark?” I asked.

“Only if your luck continues to hold.” Hochmund drew a small loaf of bread out and handed it to me. “Here.”

“Last supper?”

“One never does know. Let us say, instead, a bit of nourishment to stave off another visit to your tailor,” Hochmund said. “You look famished. A shadow of your former self, and your former self was less than impressive to begin with.”

“Thanks.”

My stomach groaned as I tore into it. I hadn’t realized how ravenous I was til I saw it. Smelled it. Bit into it. How hungry. I felt like a wafting wraith, empty, frail, immaterial.

Hochmund fiddled nervously at the buttons on his shirt. “I’m playing the errand boy and heading to the east wall anon. Are there any witticisms you wish me to pass on to the royal spawn?”

“Yeah, sure.” I hugged myself to stifle my shivers. “Tell him to go fuck his face.”

“Hardly up to your usual standards, but given the circumstances, I heartily accept.” Hochmund offered a bow.

“Any chance you can get me back down to see Lorelai?” I ventured. “Or get her out some other way?”

“I…” Hochmund swallowed, “I’m afraid not, old boy. I’ve used all the aces up my sleeve and slurped down the last dregs of any good will.”

“Making a pig of yourself?”

“As usual.” Hochmund intertwined his fingers on the parapet beside me. “I bribed the guards, though, was able to double her meager rations. It isn’t a Beltane Feast, but…”

“Yeah. Thanks for that.”

“What is it about her?” Hochmund asked. “She betrayed you, did she not? That was my understanding, limited though it may be.”

“I thought so at the time.” I shrugged. “But looking back? I don’t know. Stuck between a hammer and anvil? She didn’t have much choice.”

“She is very beautiful.”

“Certainly doesn’t hurt.”
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…strolled atop the acropolis of Coldspire last eve. I was taken with the beauty of the obsidian obelisk. The craftsmanship is sublime, as are the esoteric runes etched lovingly into…
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The hell-hounds weren’t barking, or growling, or lunging for my throat. For once. Maybe it was cause I’d attended their sister’s funeral and hadn’t shit on the rug. Or maybe they’d been around me long enough to know I was like to be more sour a mouthful than they’d first reckoned. Or maybe dogs are just dumb and loyal and staid to anyone that suffers their presence long enough. People can be like that, too. Whether that’s a good thing or bad lay far beyond my ken.

“This is the place.” Ape squinted up at the dilapidated old sign hanging from a couple of rusted iron rings. General Store, it read. The height of originality. Behind it, the eastern walls of the city rose, nigh on abutting the store’s rear. Guards stalked atop it, spears in hand, eyes to the fore.

Footprints trampled the muck around the front door.

Small footprints.

Children’s.

“Busy busy,” I said, though another thought occurred to me as I pushed open the creaking door, an impenetrable slick of solid midnight beyond. I paused, straightened, swallowed. Maybe the dogs knew something I didn’t.

“Hrrm…” Ape glared down the street. “Fuckers still back there.”

We’d been tailed from nigh on the foot of the Rock all the way here. More masked bastards hanging back, laying low, keeping watch, never creeping close enough to tip their garish grins.

“Set your dogs on them,” I offered.

“Fuckers ain’t worth losing one of my pups over.”

“I heartily disagree.” I swallowed, glancing up at the crooked gable overhanging us. “Might be the last place Jakub was seen alive.”

“Like I give a fuck,” Ape said.

“Always good jawing with you.”

“What the fuck’s it matter?” Ape grumbled. “Yer job’s finding out about this plague-maiden bullshite. Ain’t hunting down some dumb-fuck skipped out on his slut-wife.”

“And his missing daughter?”

“Huh?”

“Take a cold-hearted prick to skip out after that.”

“So what?” A vein throbbed in Ape’s forehead. I had that effect on folk, him in particular. “Mighta killed his own. Know plenty of bastards pulled the same shite. You ever think o’ that?”

“Yeah, sure. But Jakub doesn’t sound like that kind of bloke. And the Lütkens family’s at the origin of all this Stolen business. Somehow. And knowing what happened to the first? Might shed some light as to the fate of the rest.”

Ape crossed his arms, shook his head, grumbled.

“I’ll miss our little chats,” I sighed. It was just Ape and the pack and me for the time being. The Bravo and Mad-Priest were off on their own, scouring Split Hill, looking for the Grinners’ lair. The Moveable Feast. Valhalla. What have you. “You coming?”

“Fuck no,” Ape grunted. “Same deal. I call, you come running. You don’t, and…”

“Yeah. Sure. Why not?” I stepped inside. “Plan worked aces at the mill.”

“Thank yer fallen gods I don’t slit fucking yer throat right here. Right now.”

“And with that…” I bowed, flourished, turned.

Slobber whined so softly I almost didn’t hear. It was more than a little disconcerting, especially when the door closed behind, and I was left high and dry in nigh on total darkness. I cracked my bullseye lantern, took a breath, and strode through the old store. Shelves stocked full of dust and cobwebs and empty memory. The floor creaked underfoot. A cash-box sat rusted on a counter, a crow fossilized atop, its wings spread, black beak shining, empty eye sockets watching.

I pushed open a door.

Poked the lantern out.

Down.

A stairwell.

A deafening reek walloped me. I recoiled, covering my nose and mouth, gorge rising. I was back at the siege at Jaarheim. Me and Karl feeling our way along blind through sapper tunnels. Supports painted in glistening pig fat, ripe for firing. Something chattered softly, garbled in the dark. Tough to say. I had more than a few memories about Jaarheim. None of them good.

It was rats.

The cellar fair reeked of rats.

Copious amounts of rats.

A soft glow of coruscating orange slithered along an uneven floor. Voices muttered low and strange and incomprehensible. They stopped as my foot touched the first stair, creaking sharp, bathing me in vile silence.

I forged onward.

Downward.

“Pip pip…?” A voice called out as I reached bottom. “Do we have an appointment, Lambret? Hello…? And who might you be, good sir? You must forgive me. Mine eyes are not quite what they once were. Even at their zenith…”

“Sir Luther Slythe Krait,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster. Which wasn’t much. I rounded a corner, “All-Father’s—”

I recoiled, pursed my lips, swallowed my gorge.

A thousand glimmering constellations dotted the far wall, all wary, all wavering, all watching. And cages. Cages crammed full of glimmering eyes, twitching pink noses, and wet rheumy muzzles. Tiny claws gripped wire mesh, hairless tails slithering to and fro. A symphony of squeals, barely audible, suffused the air.

My mouth went dry.

“Welcome, Sir Luther, to my most humble abode.”

“Thanks, I…” I blinked, straightened, trying to make sense of what lay before me.

There was a bed, or the fossilized remnants of what used to be, nigh on hidden, crushed somewhere beneath a sprawled corpus of pale, smooth, veiny flesh. Not a hair graced the pale head of the thing laid out in the gloom. Tumescent toes shaped like grapes waggled freely. Long-nailed fingers delicately gripped the glistening carcass of a cooked rat.

“You must be the mayor,” I deadpanned.

“Papa…?” A small child perched nigh on the fat bastard’s shoulder whispered in his ear. “Who is that man, Papa? Is … Is he here to kill us?”

“Nay, my little chicken.” Papa raised a nonexistent eyebrow my way. His eyes were albino pink and weeping clear ichor. “Why, that’s one of the great heroes of our fair city of Asylum. When a great burning corpse-devil descended upon us, three years before, killing good citizens by the hogshead, folk say it was Sir Luther himself who cast the demonic beast down from the tower on high. They say he skewered it straight through the heart with Coldspire’s black obelisk. They sang it through the streets.” Papa waved a tumescent hand the color of dead fish. “You’re too young to remember, Lambret.”

Lambret’s eyes bulged wide, his mouth forming an ‘O.’

“Is it true…?” Lambret asked.

“No, kid,” I said, “not even a little.”

A waif of a girl scurried from a dark corner, a wriggling sack slung over her shoulder like an imp-sized Santa Claus. Lips pursed in concentration and consternation, she lifted the sack high above her head, nigh on toppling over backwards, then smacked it on the ground. Once. Rats squealed. Twice. She righted herself, blew an errant strand of pale hair from her brown eyes, and dragged the sack, no longer writhing, no longer squealing, over to a bubbling cauldron.

“Watch you don’t burn yourself, my sparrow,” Papa warned.

Upending the bag, the girl shook an alarming number of flaccid rats tumbling into a pot nigh on overflowing with roiling oil. “Eek!” She danced back from an errant splash.

“Tut, tut.” Papa waggled a finger.

Sulking, the girl rubbed her foot.

Papa licked his lips, lifted his cooked rat, nibbled it. “Where the majority of Asylum starves, we troglodytes in our under-dark abode indulge.”

“Bon appetite,” I offered, my stomach going queasy.

Papa’s eyes glowed as he sucked grease from his short, pudgy fingers, one by one. His wide expanse of chest lay littered with rat bones. “Where are my manners?” He brushed the bones aside, skittering to the floor. Lambret scuttled over and began picking them up. “It’s so rare that we have guests as of late, considering the current political clime.”

“The political clime…” I scanned the subterranean hellscape. “Yeah. Sure. Absolutely. That must be it.”

“And never ones so esteemed.”

I ducked under a sagging rafter, brushed cobwebs from my hair. “You’re too kind.”

Papa smiled, revealing more yellow teeth than I’d have thought possible. “Not an untruth aimed at me on a regular basis, but there are benefits to being such a wide, immobile target.” He offered a stilted flourish as he bowed his thumb-shaped head. “Also, much appreciated. What is it I can do for you, Sir Luther? Have you boulders weighing heavy upon your soul?”

“Mountains of them.” I slid away from the rat cages lining two walls. “You’re a sin-eater, yeah?”

“A sin-eater…?” Papa recoiled, if such a thing were possible. “Such an ugly word. I prefer to call myself an emissary of pennance, a freelance bearer of inward solace and outer salvation, an absolver of guilt, and one not wholly shackled to a church or shrine or silly dogmatic ritual.”

“Freelance bearer of inward solace…” I echoed.

With both discerning eye and wooden ladle, the waif prodded the rats bobbing in the cauldron.

“Careful not to burn them, Katinka,” Papa said.

The little waif cast Papa a furious frown as she jabbed at the rats.

“Forgive me, my sparrow. Mea culpa.” Papa raised his hands defensively. “I’m being a boor. Trying to assert dominance in front of guests. Of course, of course, you know best.”

Shaking her head, grumbling, Katinka selected a rat and ladled it hairless and glistening onto a wooden plate lined with the torn pages of some disemboweled tome.

“Would you like one, Sir Luther?” Papa nibbled at another carcass, rotating it in two pudgy hands. “Katinka, here, is a master chef.” He smacked his lips. “Simply delectable.”

“Uh, no thanks.” My stomach growled. The fuckers did smell good. Damn good. “I’ve had my fair share.”

“Oh…?” Papa grinned. “And how do you like yours?”

“Al dente. Huck them against the wall, and if they stick…”

“A wit as keen as his famed blade,” Papa beamed, “just as the song says.”

“Yeah…?”

“Why, The Serpent Knight Saga. Surely…” Papa’s face fell. “You-you’ve not heard it?”

“I’ve heard of it.”

“Well, it’s not very good, quite poorly written, to be honest, and rather jarring to the ear.”

“That sounds about right.”

“But that so rarely stops something from catching on and burrowing its way into our collective conscious. It was all the rage in the taverns two years past.”

Katinka stood akimbo, gripping the dripping ladle, her frown deepening. “He gots no sword.”

“Eh…? How’s that, my little sparrow?”

“Sir Luther. Him.” Katinka aimed her ladle my way. “He gots no sword. He gots a big fat strikey hammer.”

“And so you are correct, my little one.” Papa beamed. “Such sharp eyes, and well put. What befell your ever present companion, Yolanda, I believe she is so named?”

“Marital issues.” I patted the warhammer at my hip. “But I plan on rectifying them real soon.”

“Well, there you have it.”

Katinka didn’t look convinced. “What’s he want?”

“A pertinent question.” Papa’s gaze slid back my way. “What brings the hero of Asylum to our humble subterranean abode?”

“Look, I need to know if a man came to see you,” I said.

“Many folk come to see me, Sir Luther. Mostly men, as it were. I believe it a function of the male sex to perform acts of horror for which they later desire absolution. War. Crime. Murder.” His bulbous lips bent into a lurid grin. “Affairs of the heart, and shall we say, somewhat below…” He fanned himself. “Why, the sheer volume of sin in Asylum has exploded these past few months.”

“Business is booming,” I said.

“Verily. And with the church as hard hit as the majority of the populace, a man of my station finds himself in much demand.” Papa patted his gelatinous belly. “I didn’t used to look like this. Not but a year ago, I was hale and hearty as my little chicken, here.” Papa patted Lambret’s head.

“Now, Papa.”

“Alright, alright, perhaps a dash of hyperbole.”

“I’m looking for one specific man,” I said. “A man that might’ve come here. A man by the name of Jakub Lütkens.”

“Jakub…?” Papa pressed a finger against his pudgy lips. “I’m afraid—”

“He’d have come here about eight months ago. In April. Early April.” I closed my eyes, nodded. “On the sixth. Or around…”

Lambret gulped audibly.

“You remember him?” I asked.

Papa dabbed his forehead with a napkin nigh on translucent with grease or sweat. “I remember the sixth, certainly, for a goodly number of men came to visit me that day.” He cast the napkin to the floor. “A goodly number, indeed.”

“Goodly, yeah? Was Jakub one of them?”

“I couldn’t say, Sir Luther,” Papa waved a hand, “and I’m afraid I don’t keep copious records.”

“Shocking.”

“Tell me more about this Jakub.” Papa rubbed his gross little hands together. “What was his sin? What was his nasty little sin?”

“Don’t know. He might be connected to the Stolen. To this plague-maiden madness, whatever it truly is. I’m just trying to suss out whatever I can about him. His family. His daughter disappeared, and near as I can tell, he went missing after he came here. And his wife, well…” I shook my head. Best leave her out of everything. “He had a load of food last he was seen. He might’ve brought it here. Bread. A few bottles of wine, too. The bread might’ve been wrapped in a girl’s clothes. A blouse, maybe.”

“Ah, my mouth doth salivate.”

“You said a lot of folk visit you?”

Katinka clutched her steaming ladle like a club.

“Again, I might have overstated,” Papa admitted. “Folk are few and far between, thus the vermin stew.”

“Yeah.”

“Who saw him last?” Papa asked.

“His wife or maybe you.”

“And what did this Jakub look like?”

I told him.

The waif’s starlit eyes sparked bright, and she started poking Lambret.

“I’m sorry, Sir Luther,” Papa sighed dramatically with true and abiding sorrow, “I don’t remember him.”

“He was the one that came down last,” Lambret said. “After all them others. The scary ones.”

I cocked my head. “The scary ones…?” Images of rotting lips and sharp, broken teeth flooded my mind.

“Mmmm….” Papa pursed his lips. “It’s not ringing any bells.”

“How about you?” I asked the kid. “Remember anything?”

Papa’s teeth nearly cracked for grimacing.

Lambret glanced at the girl and nodded. “He came cause he wanted Papa to eat for all his daughter’s little sins.”

“Ahem,” Papa cleared his throat, “and do you recall what little sins they were, my little chicken?”

“He said he didn’t know.” Lambret set his hands on his hips. “He said, ‘Just in case.’ He was crying a lot. Crying but angry, too.”

“He say why?” I asked. “He say anything?”

Katinka patted Lambret on the shoulder, then drew a finger across her throat.

“Kat says it was cause someone killed his daughter, and he wanted to make sure her soul was clean.”

“Killed, huh?” I said. “Did he say killed? Specifically?”

Katinka considered it for the blink of an instant. “Yup. He said killed.”

Christ. So Jakub Lütkens did know something. And that something was fair less than good. “Did he bring her body?”

“I’m afraid we don’t deal in bodies or corpses.”

“You remember now?” I deadpanned.

“Oh, you know,” he waved a hand, “itty-bitty bits and pieces.”

“Folk ever bring a corpse?”

“Well, to be sure, in my younger and more virile years, I used to visit the homes of the deceased. I would sit and eat for the dead, imbibing all manner of earthly delights. But, as you can see, I don’t venture out as much as I used to, and so folk have taken to visiting me.”

“They bring the food, or do you supply it?”

“They would bring with them some item of the deceased along with a parcel of food. The body and blood, you see? In times of plentitude, I would sometimes provide the food if the family was poor.”

“Jesus’d be proud.”

“Donning the same yoke bears with it the same responsibility.”

“Yeah. Sure. Except you’d hardly fit up on a cross,” I said. “Are wine bottles usual?”

Katinka and Lambret whispered to one another behind their hands.

Papa ignored them. Pointedly. “Nay, Sir Luther, they are not. The food is largely ceremonial.” Papa stifled a burp. “Pardon. A piece of bread or crust of pie. Something small.”

“You ate for Trudi, then?”

“I most assuredly did.”

“Even though you didn’t know her sins?”

“I make it a point to never ask what sins I’m eating for. Inquiries tend to make folk … antsy. Antsy and suspicious and ultimately vindictive. And I possess an overwhelming desire to not be murdered in my sleep.”

“So, you ate for Trudi Lütkens, then what?”

“Eh…? I’m afraid I don’t follow.”

“What about the rest?”

“The rest of what?”

“The rest of the food.”

“It was for trade,” Lambret piped up.

“Boy…” Papa hissed.

“Trade for what?”

Papa balled his hands into a fists, and Lambret clammed up.

“Trade for what?” I used my big-boy voice.

“Trade for information about who had visited me earlier that same day.”

“What information?”

“Mister Lütkens simply wanted to know, much like you, about what sins I had eaten for the men.”

“The scary men?”

“Indeed.”

“And what’d you tell him?

“I told him the same thing I told you. I never ask questions concerning the sins I absolve. Sin-eaters are not always esteemed by the community, and thus do not enjoy the multitude of protections offered the clergy. You understand that people will turn on you for a pence.”

“Yeah. Sure. For even less. Only thing you can count on ‘em for,” I said. “Jakub ask you anything else?”

“Nay, Sir Luther.”

“You’re certain?”

“I am that.”

“You have any idea the names of these men?”

“I do not. Again, I must emphasize, I make it a point not to ask. Ignorance is my surest armor. I merely accept my meager allowance and perform my allotted duty, and we part our merry ways. And besides, the men were all masked.”

“Masked…?” I deadpanned. “That what made them scary?”

The children nodded.

“What kind of masks?”

“Many kinds. Some wore plague doctor masks. Those hideous beaks? Coupled with the putrid stink of orchid and oleander?” Papa shuddered.

“That normal?” Images of the four doctors from Saint Hagan’s flitted through my mind.

“Oh, they always reek. They believe it protects them from—”

“No. I mean, do folk often mask up before visits?”

“Most assuredly not, yet—” Papa shot the kids a warning glare, “it is not unheard of.”

“And what were they wearing? Besides the crow-beaked monstrosities?”

“Mmmm…” Papa considered. “Burlap sacks, I seem to recall. A mummer’s mask, as well. One depicting Samhain, I should think. A pumpkin-headed monstrosity.” Behind a hand, he whispered. “My chickens were quite frightened.”

Katinka balled her fists and stomped a foot.

“Were they street people?” I asked. “Barefoot beggars or noblemen in shining attire?”

“Mmm…” Papa considered. “I couldn’t really say.”

“Any of them lepers?” I asked. “Any of them part of the Grinners? A gang of leprous blackguards that’s been growing for the past few months.”

“Well, I’m sure I don’t know,” Papa said. “Masks, you see? If they were Grinners, I should thank them for covering up.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “How many times you get men all in a row wearing masks, come asking for absolution?”

“Um…” Papa stared at the ceiling as he formed mental sums. “Never, I would have to admit.”

“Never.”

Katinka was fuming, while Lambret was counting his toes.

“Did Jakub ask what their names were?” I asked.

“Nay, he did not.”

“Just one last thing,” I said. “How many masked men were there?”

“Ten, Sir Luther, there were ten.”
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—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund

[image: image-placeholder]

Ten men…

Ten men on a clandestine sortie to absolve themselves of some communal sin. I rolled it through my mind. Weighed it. Viewed it from various angles. Ten masked men in one night go to a sin-eater on the sly. The day after Trudi Lütkens disappears.

Coincidence…?

Sure.

Maybe.

Probably. I knew I was reaching.

I wasn’t so naïve to think Asylum wasn’t brimful to overflowing with all manner of mayhem and murder, larceny and lasciviousness. Hell, I’d plied my fair share of those lucrative local trades. For King Raachwald, the church, for anyone who had the proper leverage.

But I’d never traipsed faceless to a cut-rate God-hack masticating sin to launder souls on account of coin. Maybe cause I’d never considered it. Maybe cause sin-eaters are first and foremost pariahs. Won’t do you any favors if your neighbor spies you in the act. Or your wife. Same goes for that witch subsisting on the edge of the wood. You only go to them for desperate straits and last resorts and only then before coming dawn.

And considering Papa and pariahs…

Christ.

The emperor king of all ostracized outsiders.

But Jakub Lütkens had considered it.

More than.

He’d considered then acted.

And he hadn’t gone masked. He’d gone plain-faced and in the broad daylight. Then disappeared almost, if not immediately, after. If Papa’d been capable of murder — hell, if he’d been capable of walking — he’d have topped my list of suspects. But things were what they were, and I’d taken a gander round his property. No cemetery plots or impromptu charnel yards, except the mountain of rat bones piled in an adjoining cellar.

And when I got down to it, Ape was right. I wasn’t getting paid to find who disappeared Jakub Lütkens. Technically, I wasn’t getting paid at all, unless you counted my life, which in terms of coin was tantamount to gratis.

But it still stung.

It was always possible Jakub’d met some random dark end. With this city? Dead ends were a denier a dozen. But considering the fate of his daughter and wife…? Unlikely. Did these ten men find out they were being tailed? Spied? Asked after? Did they catch wise, turn tables, and disappear Jakub? And how did it all relate to Asylum’s Stolen? And the plague-maiden?

Or was I just spinning my wheels and rolling downhill backwards?

Jesus.

Somehow, Jakub Lütkens must’ve garnered word of these men visiting the sin-eater. For something. Something important enough to him that, while distraught and trying like hell to locate his missing daughter, he bade — or begged as she told it — Aneta to go into hiding. Tells her to deep-dive and not surface til he gives the word. And the only thing important enough for that’d be something connected to Trudi.

Ten men…

Obviously, they could be any ten men, ten men all masked, in one day, one after another, after another? Had to be some sort of cabal or conspiracy or group, yeah? Maybe a gang? A gang wearing masks to hide their hideous identities?

And what about Jakub? He’d done what he’d done. Asked Papa about the sins he’d eaten for, but nothing else. Nothing. So he either didn’t know what sins Papa’d eaten for, or he did know but wanted corroboration. So, it wasn’t the questions he’d asked that intrigued me; it was the ones he hadn’t.

What glaringly obvious question did Jakub withhold?

Who were the ten men?

There were two reasons Jakub hadn’t asked that question. The first was that they were masked. Obviously. But he could’ve poked around the edges, prodded, garnered what little he could, like I tried. And failed. But Jakub hadn’t. The only reason I could fathom that Jakub wouldn’t ask who they were was that he already knew the answer. Jakub knew who the ten masked men were.

Did Jakub have some clandestine connection to the Grinners? Seemed like a longshot, but you never can tell. Could be he knew one of them. Grew up with one, or had business at some point. Or maybe they were leaning on him or his family.

So my next step…?

Obvious.

Go talk to Bice and Aneta. Find out if there was some connection. Something. Anything. But Bice wasn’t home, and neither were his wife Emilia or Aneta. And what was it Emilia had said? She hadn’t seen her husband for days. I pounded their door, kicked up some dust, bothered his neighbors, and came up with crossed snake eyes.

We hit the streets again. Morning, noon, and night.

Bice’d been best man at Jakub’s wedding, and godfather to poor missing Trudi. The man who’d introduced Jakub and Aneta. A lot of connections. Strong connections. And it occurred to me a lot of potential reasons for disappearing someone, even a supposed best friend.

What had Jakub told Aneta?

Don’t trust anyone.

Split Hill was desolate as we wandered through. I scoured it and the Confines til I hit pay dirt. Seemed there was some big to-do at one of the guild halls. The Masek Carpenter’s Guild up on Tremont Street lay silent, dark, empty.

I finally caught a break down at the Hawks Ford Guild Hall. From outside it was nigh on silent, but I caught an old codger locking the back door as I gave it the run around. Gave him the scare of his long life, too, between me leering and Ape and his hell-hounds looming.

Turns out, all the high-hat guilders were warming the pews at a funeral for the dyers’ guildmaster, Konrad Schnock. Along with Walfred Broumette and Anselmo Schuttwolf, that made three guildmasters stolen in the past couple months. Two, the past week.

Which meant my whirlwind tour of the guildmasters’ homes was gonna continue on strong, with Schnock’s home next on my list. But that’d be for later.

Uglier’d rejoined our crew mid voyage.

I was as happy to see him as he was me. I didn’t know what’d happened to his brother. I didn’t ask. Didn’t care. But he made me wonder about Hochmund’s parting words. Was Uglier Slade’s long arm of vengeance? Come to slit my throat from afar? I’d hazard he was fair willing. As willing as Ape and with nigh on as much reason, but without the rigid discipline.

At least if he were my executioner, we were in the right place.

The funeral at the Graven Chapel was under full sway by the time I slid in through the vestibule doors, Ape and Uglier clomping in, tracking mud behind. A few folks near the back turned and offered a dire eye, but for the main we slid in unnoticed. It was a packed house, standing room only, and I stood post by a font, leaned against the back wall, took it all in.

As Father Bernsen waxed poetic over Schnock’s empty casket on the upside of dying and escaping everlasting sin, John the Baptist was still frowning down, the main course served on Salome’s plate. He didn’t seem particularly enthralled by Father Bernsen’s diatribe.

Neither was I.

Father Bernsen spoke in a twittering voice that had trouble carrying to the far reaches of the modest chapel. His warbling, waxing, and waning gave the impression of a flock of sparrows chattering. He said nothing of note or value.

I didn’t notice any of the guildmasters sitting amongst the gathered. I waited and watched, sifting through the crowd. Figured marching up mid-Mass and asking after them might not be the best way to garner positive results. So, like every other Mass I’d ever attended, from funerary to matrimonial, including my own, I suffered through it, waiting for the distribution of the body and blood.

Communion.

Connection.

Salvation.

Salvation cause once it hit, that meant the end was nigh. The numbing boredom. Standing and kneeling. Moaning and groaning. The prattling Latin no one could suss. Fact was, there wasn’t much to it when you could.

Father Bernsen recited the names of the Schnock family as he made the sign of the cross. Then he closed the empty casket, fixed a long shroud over it, and took station before the altar, a gleaming chalice raised brimming with Eucharist.

As folk clambered up the aisle for their bite of the body, maybe their lone chance to eat today, a woman slid down the back row, brushing past. “Pardon me,” she whispered.

I nodded, shifted, sucked in.

“Eh…?” She stooped suddenly, then rose, pressing a tightly folded square of parchment into my hand. “Here. I … I think you must’ve dropped this.”

“Huh…?” I took it, caught on, nodded. “Thank you, milady.”

She offered a stilted curtsy and hurried past, out the front doors.

Ape watched her go. Uglier scratched his arse with a crooked finger, then gave it an overly protracted whiff. I ignored them both, surreptitiously unfolding the note, holding it low, squinting in the sepulchral gloom.

Saint Edna’s Asylum, it read, Midnight.


Chapter 33.



…Witch-Saint razed all the neighborhoods beyond the city’s western walls. Folk pounded at the gates, begging for help, for succor, for anything. Captain Brulerin was able through lightning-quick maneuvers, brazen heroics, and the judicious use of ladders to…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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The sky was the color of spalled stone, fissured through and through by the dying light of the onrushing dusk. Off to the east, beyond the wall, the roar of battle echoed distorted. Men hauling ladders, raising them, scaling through a torrent of nigh on certain death. Rock and arrow, boiling water and flaming brand, a cacophony of curse and vicious invective.

The battle wore on above and beyond and unseen as I paused at a crossroads. Someone’d hauled up a mongrel’s carcass, all warped and swollen, taut and rotten, and hung it from a street sign by its hindquarters, its long tongue lolling, yellow teeth gleaming. The rope creaked as the dog twirled gently.

I continued north along Furnace Brook Way.

“Krait,” Ape growled from behind. “Hold.”

“Yeah?” I paused, turned. “What?”

Strange-Land offered some hushed sacrament over the canine corpse while the Bravo took a surreptitious swig of something then tucked it away. Uglier squinted up one eyed at the dangling carcass, absently picking at the scabby hole where his nose should’ve been.

Ape shouldered through his trio and cut the rotten mongrel down, plunking on the soft earth. “C’mon.” He turned, pointed. “This way.”

He pointed east, towards the wall, the war, the fighting.

“Saint Edna’s is north.”

“Don’t bloody fucking care.” Ape sheathed his dagger. “We’re heading this way.”

“For what?”

“Ain’t for you to ask. But don’t worry yer pretty little melon. We got plenty o’ time.” Ape scowled down at the bloated carcass while his three remaining mastiffs gave the poor fucker a prodigious sniff. “Gods damned waste.”

“Plenty of time for what?” I demanded.

Ape trudged off east, down Cooper Street, the wall standing staid and long in the distance. “Boss wants to see you.”

“Yeah…?” I stood firm. “Which one?”

“One you least wanna see.” Ape kept trudging onward.


Chapter 34.



…a new carpenter’s guildmaster has been elected. A small, unassuming man who has the air about him of someone who has bitten off far more than he could ever hope to…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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The shattered East Gates of Asylum’d been braced with a forest of thick, rough-hewn timber. Carpenters clambered like fevered monkeys between the angled stanchions, mending and securing and reinforcing. Girard scrambled amongst them, hammer in hand, nails gripped between lips, his arm still in a sling as he wove through the braces.

He didn’t see me.

Above, the battlements swarmed with activity. Spearmen in full armor stood behind merlons as crossbowmen took cover, cranked back their strings, pontificated, waited. Long wooden planks spanned open areas for a quick and effective means of sealing off portions of the wall in case of incursion.

His hell-hounds leading the parade, Ape trudged like Moses through the Red Sea, the press of men-at-arms parting as they hauled bundles of arrows, wheeled carts loaded with stone cannon shot, performed all the tasks necessary to survive an imminent battle. Necessary, but often still hellishly insufficient.

Beyond the wall, a murder of crows wheeled, cawing, spying out one last tidbit before nightfall. I nigh on shat myself as a hand clamped my shoulder, a familiar voice rasping in my ear. “Mother of fuck, Krait, yer missing all the fun.”

Slade.

The fucker.

I reached reflexively for a blade, a weapon of any sort, but came up short. They’d stripped me of gear before our little foray. It filled me with feelings of overwhelming positivity and confidence. I was absolutely, positively confident that I was fucked. Proper fucked.

“If hauling heavy shite’s your idea of fun, I’ll pass.” I eyeballed the steep steps up to the battlements, snorted, tried playing it off like I knew what was coming. But I must’ve blanched.

Slade grinned ear to ear. “Bee in yer bonnet?”

“Just seeing you grinning like a Jack o’ Lantern’s a mite disconcerting,” I deadpanned. “More used to your sour scowl darkening my day.”

His eyes glowed. “And what a day.”

Blood spattered Slade’s mail shirt and other and various accoutrements. Head to toe, a full lather.

“Kill some fuckers?” I asked as Ape, the Bravo, Uglier, and Strange-Land crowded around. Others, too, I wasn’t as acquainted with, not that it mattered. One devilishly handsome rake against five ace killers? All-Father’s oath. What’s another ten or twenty?

“Aye, Krait, we killed some fuckers. I killed some fuckers.” Slade nodded toward the refurbished gates. “Bastards broke through. Did ye hear? Battered the gates in and charged through.” Slade sneered and spat, two of his greatest strengths. “None of the Witch-Saint’s black magic bullshit. Only blood and bone and steel left to carry the day. Almost had us.”

“A damn shame,” I said, meaning every single syllable.

“Heard yer having some troubles.”

“Oh, you know.”

“Well, I’d like to help ye find some answers.”

“That a euphemism for slitting my throat?” It was barely a question. Hochmund’s warning tolled through my mind like bells, and not the wedding kind.

“C’mon, Krait,” Slade rasped. “I wanna show ye something.”

“Yeah?” I swallowed. Questions for the condemned man. “If you’re gonna slit my throat, you loathsome prick, I could do without the suspense.” I eyed the steep stairs. “Or the ascent.”

“Ain’t putting on a show, Krait. Ain’t like ye. C’mon.” Slade waved as he turned. “Won’t take long. Suspense, though? Heh. Can’t promise we won’t have a taste.”

“Well, as long as it’s only a little,” I patted my groaning stomach, “cause I’m stuffed.”

Men paused in their duties as Slade strode through, their eyes lighting on him then twitching to me. Then looking down. Away. Anywhere but at him.

“Hear! Hear!” Strange-Land clapped an arm around my shoulders and planted a wet, hairy kiss on my cheek. “The Stairway to Valhalla. Beyond, Zion awaits!”

“You’re mixing religions, or metaphors, at the very least, you crazy fuck.” I wiped off the mad priest’s rancid drool.

“The world is a strange and wonderful place!” Strange-Land beamed.

Slade oozed up the stairs.

I shrugged off Strange-Land’s grip and gave tepid chase.

The others followed in tow.

Atop the wall, a cold wind blew, harsh and ripping off the merciless North Sea. The Witch-Saint’s army lay splayed out across the field behind their vanguard of crucified dead and dying. In the distance, campfires burned, a siege tower loomed, still under construction, the staccato echo of pounding hammers reverberating from afar.

“Walk with me, Krait.” Slade beckoned.

“Yeah…” I became acutely aware of the thirty-foot drop looming to my right. To the simple fact that a quick shove’d send me reeling.

Ape and Strange-Land strode behind, and more clambered ahead. All armed. All watching. All ready.

“Over here.” Slade waved.

“Should we hold hands?” I asked.

I strode, followed, waiting for my moment, which was coming, rapidly, one way or another. Thirty feet to my right, but the same to Slade’s left. Just had to time it proper. The battlements were crenelated, ranging from merlons seven-feet high to the parapet three feet in between. Would take some doing muscling the skinny prick over the low wall, but I was stoked to the gills, and he had it coming in all four suits.

Slade stopped with his back to an arrow-looped crenel, one of many.

I gritted my teeth, begging him to take a step to his left. Then I had him. Sure, I’d be flying high right alongside, but I’d die smiling, at the very bloody least.

“Ye think me a fool, Krait.” That shit-heel grin again.

“No, I think you an inbred, arse-backwards, mother-fucking bastard piece of dog-shite, just for clarity’s sake.”

What the hell was he playing at?

“Suspense, Krait.” Slade pointed to a rope laid out along the battlement. “I promised ye a taste.” Those gleaming teeth. “Or, heh, suspension, rather.”

“What? You gonna hang me?” I swallowed, tried acting the hard case. Figured maybe I’d swung it. “Unimaginative bastard. The new Gallows Lord? Is that the answer to your shitty little riddle?”

“No, Krait,” Slade, leaned back against the stone, “I’m offering ye a choice.”

The rope disappeared through a pair of merlons about five down. A cadre of armed guards waited beyond. They looked fair serious.

“What? Hang or jump?” I shook my head, drawing a bead on Slade’s men. They were out of arm’s reach, too far to stop me. I could jump rather than hang. Not the god-king of enviable choices, but I’d rather die on my own terms than let him decide. Of course, lying all night dying of a pair of broken femurs wasn’t topping my list, either.

“I don’t wanna kill ye, Krait.” Slade held up both hands. “I wanna free ye.”

“You’ll forgive me if I think you’re full of shite.”

“Why would I wanna kill ye when yer busy running errands for my father? Errands he’d otherwise thrust upon me.” Slade waved a hand. “When I could be here. Doing this. What I’m meant to.”

“Is ‘Errands’ what he named his cock? You two do much mutual thrusting?” I asked. “You take turns, or’s it mostly you polishing the tip of his spear?”

“Ye can’t mar this, Krait. Not here. Not now.” Slade nodded down the way. “Go on.” Slade paused. “Where are my manners?”

“You have some?” I tried to swallow, but my mouth was dry. “That’s quite a surprise.”

“Go on.” Slade flipped a dagger in hand, caught it, pointed. “Take a peek.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I took a few steps, turned, froze. “Jesus…”

It was Hochmund.

Standing on the parapet between two merlons.

He’d pissed himself. Shit himself. Nigh on bled to death. How he was still standing seemed a miracle, til I saw the ropes binding him upright on trembling legs. The rope I’d followed? Tied in a noose round his throat. Tears and blood seeped down his swollen cheeks. He was gagged with a leather strap nigh on ripping his face in twain.

“Eustace, I’m here.” I reached up, unbound the gag without glancing Slade’s way, without asking permission. Wasn’t Saladin at the Horns of Hattin, but it was the only kind of victory I’d get.

“Krait…?” Hochmund gasped.

They’d blinded him, torn his eyes out, his lids puckered flaccid in like the wizened lips of a toothless old geezer.

“Yeah, Eustace,” I whispered. “It … it’s me.”

Relief flooded him, however misplaced it might’ve been. But a familiar face or voice midst a maelstrom of brutality? Hochmund slumped, ropes taut, holding him northward. I caught him, gripped him, squeezed him tight.

“I’d say it’s good to see you, old boy, but…”

“Yeah, I know. I get it. Good one.” I gazed out past Hochmund to the field of battle beyond. “Don’t know what game Slade’s playing at, but it’s for keeps.”

“Whatever game it might be,” Hochmund moaned, “I vote to bow out.”

“Think we’re a touch past that.”

“Gideon’s blade, you pick now to finally cease lying?” Hochmund managed a feeble nod. “Krait, I—”

“Krait!” Slade’s eyes and teeth gleamed. “I want Lord Hochmund dead by my count of ten. If he ain’t, heh, ye both get it. Ye ken that?”

“So,” Hochmund stiffened, struggling to stand under his own power, “that’s the game.”

“Yeah. Shitty game. And we both already lost.”

“No,” Hochmund shook his head, “not both. Not you. Only me.”

“Ten.”

“Only you…” I muttered.

“Oh, don’t get sentimental on me, old boy. We’re only the boonest of companions when surrounded by the most treasonest of snakes. Why, we’ve been at each other’s throats on more than one occasion, and…”

“Yeah.”

“Nine.”

“And what choice do you really have?”

“Not much.” I licked my lips. “Admittedly.”

“You’re just trying to make it look good.”

“How’m I doing?” I asked.

“Unfair, old boy.”

“Yeah, Jesus.”

“Eight, you Snake!”

“He’s tied,” I hissed over my shoulder.

“Don’t say I never gave ye nothin.’” Brandishing his dagger, Slade grinned and tossed it to me. “Don’t get any sly ideas.”

I throttled the dagger.

“Have you gotten any use from my list?” Hochmund rasped.

“No, nothing yet. Haven’t had the chance.”

“All for naught then, perhaps, eh?”

“Seven, you piece of shite!”

“Fuck. You hear him?” I asked.

“Yes, and there’s no time.” Tears of blood flowed freely. “Please, Krait, I beg of you. I…”

“What is it?”

“Please. Forgive me. I … I told that gonorrheal horse-scrotum of a man about Lady Mary and the ben Ari children. I told them where they reside, old boy. I told them about…” He swallowed. “I told them about Untheim.”

My guts tightened at the word. Untheim. The town where Lady Mary had decided to plant her flag. Where Sarah and Joshua lived with her. The town where they’d been happy. Safe. Secure.

Been…

“Fuck,” I said, and I meant it, deeply, truly, irrevocably.

Slade kept counting.

Sweat rolled down my spine.

“Please, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry, old son…” Hochmund’s head lolled forward, chin bobbing against his chest as he wept. “Forgive me. I wish I were stronger. That I hadn’t caved. I wish I was…” He looked up with hollow sockets. “Perhaps it’ll make it easier for you, though, eh?”

“How’d you find them?”

“Does it matter?” Hochmund gasped. “Narcissa has her spies. I have mine. We found out a few months past.”

“We’d barely touched him, Krait,” Slade roared from behind. “Barely laid a finger, and he spilled his guts. And he begged me to spill yers in his place. Begged! Six!”

“He means to murder Narcissa and the boy,” Hochmund said.

“Yeah…?”

“Getting close now, eh, Lord Hochmund. Five!”

“You must fulfill your promise to her soon. Very soon.”

“Krait…” Hochmund blubbered.

“Yeah,” I said, “what is it?”

“Four!”

“Ask me a question,” Hochmund rasped. “Please. Quickly! Ask a question of the condemned man.”

“Look, I’d have caved the same, Eustace.” I clamped a hand on Hochmund’s shoulder, squeezed.

“I thank you for it, but there’s no time.” Hochmund licked his cracked lips. “Ask, you fool. Do it. Now. Get something for my trouble!”

“I’ll probably be following directly. You, uh…” I swallowed, cleared my throat, brandished the blade as though he could see it. “You want the rope, or … or the steel?”

“Th-The steel, Krait,” Hochmund managed, “providing it’s sharp. The thought of a rope snapping my…”

“Alright.” I adjusted my grip, tested the dagger’s edge. It was sharp. Merciless sharp. “One thing the fucker does right.”

“Good.” Hochmund craned his neck, wincing, lower lip trembling. “I … I shall miss you, old son. Our little chats. I shall miss a great many things.”

“Two!”

“Farewell, old friend,” I hissed.

“Ask!” Hochmund pleaded. “Quickly. Before it’s too late!”

Eyes clamped shut, I stole a breath, nodded. “Who’s stealing the folk of Asylum?”

Then I slit Hochmund’s throat ear to ear, my ally, my friend, blood spurting warm as his body stiffened, rigid, then dropped rag-doll limp. I caught him reflexively, clutched him to me, feeling his strength, his breath, his last will and testament whisper free.

A hoarse, wet rasp moaned through bubbling blood…

“Krait, I …I hear the muffled hoof-beat of horses waxing and waning. And … I see a head cut clean asunder glaring down from on high, a halo beyond, and a …a key? A key without teeth set to unlock the secrets of the earth…”

Hochmund’s gurgling breath and stuttering heart stilled. It didn’t take long. I forced myself to release him, still born up by his bindings, hanging there like some garish fly tangled in a web-like nightmare.

“What…?” Slade aimed Yolanda’s point at my throat. “No clever jibes? No witty cuts?”

“Only one comes to mind.” I throttled the dagger in my fist.

“Heh.” Slade’s eyes lit upon the blade, his rictus as wide and snide and toothsome as ever. “Keep it. Consider it a gift. Now get back to it. There’s more work yet to be done.”


Chapter 35.



…a group of five senior clergymen petitioned the king personally to do more about the epidemic. I can still hear the last of them screaming as I write this…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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Saint Edna’s Asylum. Another in a long list of Asylum locales that left me bereft of the most warm and fuzzy of feelings. Last time I’d been here’d been to interview Lady Chalstain, a knight’s widow. Her husband’d been killed for sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. With Lady Chalstain, though…? They’d taken a different route. That route’d been in through her eye socket with a long, thin merciless stiletto. When I’d found her, she’d been able to mumble and fuss and weep tears of blood.

I took a deep breath then knocked on the door. My hands were shaking. Was having trouble not seeing Hochmund’s agony each time I blinked. Him sobbing. Me sobbing. Tears of blood… Why were all the recurring themes in life so bloody fucking awful?

The door cracked ajar.

“Evening.” I fiddled with a loose stud lining my leather jerkin.

“Sir Luther…?” A woman whispered from the darkness beyond.

“Yeah.” I edged closer, ready for nigh on anything. “Sister Millicent, that you?”

“Oh, dear lord, yes,” Sister Millicent breathed. “How long has it been?”

This place. Jesus. Not long enough. “Three years.”

I relaxed a hair. Sister Millicent’d been the nun caring for Chalstain’s widow. A robust no-nonsense type of woman, which made her a fair proficient nurse. “She told me you’d come,” she said. “Is anyone with you?”

I glanced over my shoulder, sized up the street, met boldly the swathe of silence. Nothing like being all by your lonesome after months of being heeled suffocating close by a pack of dastardly blackguards. It hadn’t been since Esdraelon, beyond the reaches of the Grey Wastes, that I’d been alone, felt the open air on my handsome mug. A rush of freedom, however fleeting.

I swallowed, choking back the price of my newfound freedom, limited though it was. Slade knew about Lorelai. And now he knew where Lady Mary, Sarah, and Joshua were holed up. If I failed in my duty or did something stupid like up and die…? Their lives…? Forfeit.

I had to kill him, soon, and not only for Queen Narcissa.

“No, Sister,” I said. “I’m alone.”

Finally.

“Come in, Sir Luther.” The door opened fully, revealing darkness and Sister Millicent’s silhouette. “Thank you for coming.” She held out a trembling hand. “Please, this way.”

Sister Millicent turned and headed down the hall.

I closed the door behind and followed. “Who was it that said I’d be coming, Sister?”

“Oh? She didn’t say?”

“No. Just dropped me a note.”

“It … It’s my sister. My sister, Jirina.”

“Jirnina…?” I said. “Jirina who?”

“Kasprowicz, Sir Luther. Jirina Kasprowicz.”

“Oh?” I perked up at that. “She related to the stonemason’s guildmaster?”

“Alphonse, yes, her husband.” Sister Millicent hustled on. “Jirina told me you’d arrive near midnight. She prayed…”

“Prayed, huh? Jesus.” I whistled. “Lot of that going round as of late. And what is it you and your sister want?”

Sister Millicent paused within a doorway. It was clear she’d been crying. “In here, Sir Luther. It…” She clutched her arms to her chest. “It’s about the guild orphans. The younglings.”

Stepping into the light, I realized I was still covered in Hochmund’s blood, a wide dark swathe across my chest. His last words echoed in a mad cacophony through my mind. What’d he say? Something about hoof-beats and severed heads. A severed head. Saint John or Saint Hagan…? Christ. It didn’t pay to be a saint in this town. Then some nonsense about a toothless key set to unlock secrets. Secrets of the earth.

What the hell’d it mean? Was it prophecy? Poetry? Garbled blood-loss nonsense? Or maybe all three?

Inside the door lay a dormitory. Nothing but beds, some twenty odd, lined the walls with a row down the middle. The beds were all made, each one as neat and meticulous and empty as the next.

“Sister Millicent, does a key without teeth mean anything to you?”

But Sister Millicent was standing by the edge of a bed, her head in her hands, weeping softly.

“You, uh, mentioned the orphans…?” I scanned the dormitory. We were alone. “Where are they, Sister? What happened?”

“I … I tucked them in like I always do…” Sister Millicent faltered, clutching onto a bedpost, rocking back and forth. I stepped in, took her by the arm, squeezed gently.

“Sister, please. Here.” I patted a bed. “Sit.”

“N-No—” Sister Millicent shoved away and backed against the wall. She composed herself, eyes closed, slowing her breath. “Forgive me, Sir Luther. Please.”

“What is it?”

Sister Millicent pointed at the corner, sheathed in darkness. “There. Th-That one.” Her hands shook. “I … I left it that way for you. Unmade. The rest, though…”

“For me?” I took up her lantern and headed for the corner bed. Its covers were rumpled. Strewn. “What?”

“T-To see,” Sister Millicent said. “Th-They were all like that.”

“Like what, Sis…?”

“I made the rest,” Sister Millicent said, “but that one…”

Leaning over the unmade bed, I peeled back the sheet and blanket. Beneath lay a child’s ragged night gown, and within was a swathe of dust. Pale. Yellowish. Something small and white caught my eye, buried midst the dust, or ash, or whatever the hell it was. I reached down, grasping the tiny object between thumb and forefinger.

“Gone, Sir Luther.” Sister Millicent hugged herself as she collapsed back against the wall, squatting slowly to the floor. “Th-They’re all gone, all lost, all stolen.”

Squinting, I held the thing up to the quavering lantern light but kenned what it was before my eyes adjusted. Could tell by its texture, its feel, its shape.

All-Father’s oath…

It was a tooth.

A child’s tooth.
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“I…” Sister Millicent stared down at her shaky hands, “I thought they were playing some prank. Prayed for it. That they were hiding. All hiding…” Her tears dotted the floor. “Some joke or…”

“How many were there?” I asked, covering my nose and mouth, gently peeling back the blanket, careful not to disturb the dust. I hadn’t checked the beds in the homes I’d investigated. They’d mostly all been unmade, but flat, with no one or nothing obvious within. No blood, either. So, I’d simply ignored them for the main. But each house, each home, had been rife with dust. More so than in retrospect might be considered normal.

“Seven — no, eight.” Sister Millicent took a hesitant sip, closed her eyes, nodded. “Eight if you count Sister Dušana. And we must count Sister Dušana. Of course, we must.”

“Sister Dušana was the night-minder, yeah?”

“The night-minder…” Sister Millicent echoed absently, steam rising from her mug. She sat in the night-minder’s chair. She’d refused to touch the beds again, or so much as look at them. I didn’t blame her. “Yes.” She snapped to, lurched to her feet, moved for the door. “Forgive me, Sir Luther, I … I can’t remain here. Can’t stand the echoes of their gay laughter.” She covered her ears. “They won’t go away. Won’t leave me. Not in this room, this empty, empty room.” She fled before I’d covered up the dust.

I followed her to the kitchen, found her hangdogged and trembling over a mug of tea.

“So,” I grabbed a seat next to her, “how’s Lady Chalstain?”

“She…” Sister Millicent frowned at me, tears brimming. “She succumbed to plague just under a year past. In the dead of winter.”

“Jesus Christ.” I shook my head, rolled my eyes, considered crawling under the table. Sir Luther Slythe Krait, the man blessed with the lead tongue. “Apologies…” I glanced toward the door. “Is, uh, your sister coming? Jirina?”

As the words tumbled from my mouth, a draft blew in and, somewhere, a door closed.

“Aye, she’s here.” Sister Millicent sniffed, wiped an eye, cleared her throat. “We-We’re in the kitchen, Jirina.”

A woman who might’ve been a slightly younger version of Sister Millicent opened the door after a piece. “Oh, Milly.” Sister Millicent rose from her seat, and the two fell weeping into each other’s embrace. Jirina stroked Sister Millicent’s hair as she whispered fervently in her ear.

“It’s alright, Milly. It’s alright.”

I sat there uncomfortable and waited. Couldn’t suss what was going on either inside or outside Saint Edna’s that could be defined as ‘alright,’ but I let it slide.

“Sir Luther,” Jirina finally extricated herself and guided Sister Millicent back to her chair, “it was good of you to come.”

“Glad to.” I nodded, studied Jirina’s face. She was the church woman who’d dropped me the note. “I saw the dormitory…” Figured on the soft approach on this one. Let the doe step into the field rather than give chase. “Was there anything else?”

“Is it not enough?”

“It’s more than, but I’ve seen it before. Maybe forty times in the past few weeks.” I kept clammed shut about the breakthrough on the tooth and dust. Feigning some form of proficiency can do wonders loosening lips.

Folk often figure you know more than you do, figure you know what they know, and let slide stuff they otherwise wouldn’t. Just let your eyes twinkle, nod knowingly from time to time. Let them figure you know your business when, in truth, you’re nothing but a knuckle-dragging blind baboon chasing errant butterflies off towering cliffs.

Hochmund’s last words echoed again. “John the Baptist mean anything to you?”

“The John the Baptist?”

“Uh, yeah, herald of Christ and all that.”

“No, not particularly, outside of scripture.” Sister Millicent shrugged. “The Graven Chapel is dedicated to him.”

“How about Saint Hagan?”

“Again, the same. Not much.”

“Yeah.” I didn’t mention Hochmund’s hoof beats. Figured it too opaque to garner anything useful. Images of the skeletal horses from Broumette’s paddock blinked in my mind’s eye. I glared back towards the dormitory. “How about what happened here? And the rest of Asylum’s Stolen?”

The two sisters shared a glance. Sister Millicent reddened, demurred. It was Jirina who spoke. “There are rumors of the plague-maiden here in Asylum.”

“Oh…?” My heart raced at that, but I tried playing it cool. “I’ve heard whispers, snippets, but what the hell’s it mean?”

Again, that knowing glance.

“Honestly? I don’t know.” Jirina stifled a shiver. “It’s only what some folk whisper about as the sun sets each day. They talk of some cult, or some horror somehow personifying the walking death. Some sort of young girl afflicted with plague. A … A creature. They say she stalks barefoot through the city, dressed in torn rags, her eyes as black as midnight. They say she finds a home, presses her lips to the keyhole, and breathes the plague into it, then sucks out the souls of all dwelling within.”

“I heard she’s a haggard old crone, decrepit and tall,” Sister Millicent whispered. “Her arms so long her broken fingernails scrape along houses on either side of the street. She stands as still as a tree, knocking on doors, waiting to snatch the souls of folk brave enough to answer.”

“Sounds like horse-shit,” I gulped. Funny how some things can sound ridiculous during the rise of the sun but come mid of night…? Like a seed in fertile soil, they take root and quicken, long tendrils serpentine and grasping. “That all?”

“Jirina…?” Sister Millicent said.

“It’s all right, Milly.” Jirina patted Sister Millicent’s hand. “It’s what I came for. No, no, I’ll tell him.” Jirina turned to me. “Sir Luther, I came here because…” Her hands balled into fists. “Because I had to do something. After this. Here. I couldn’t not, and they said you were investigating, that you were looking to talk to the guildmasters—”

“Yeah, I am,” I deadpanned. “And having the devil of a time.”

Sister Millicent crossed herself and muttered some forlorn benediction.

Jirina fiddled nervously with the frayed end of her long ponytail.

“Where’s your husband, Jirina?” I asked. “Where’s Alphonse?”

“He’s…”

“In hiding?” I offered. “Like all the rest?”

“Yes, Sir Luther.” Jirina nodded woodenly. “He’s hiding. They’re hiding. They’re all hiding. All of the guildmasters.”

“From who? Raachwald? Me?”

“No,” Jirina said. “I think from the plague-maiden or … or whatever’s stealing the folk of Asylum.”

“Why?”

“Honestly?” Jirina shook her head. “I don’t know, but something’s just not right. Alphonse is changed. Different. Wrong. He was on the verge of telling me something last week. Something to do with this whole awful nightmare. I could see it in his eyes. It was as though he needed to confess but couldn’t.”

“Confess, huh?” I said. “So how’s he different?”

“He comes and goes, staying only a moment. And when he is here, he’s like a ghost, a wraith, so lost, forlorn, empty. The children barely recognize him. He’s shed so much weight and gone grey so fast, so very, very fast.”

“You two have a fight?”

“A fight…? Aye.” Tears came unbidden to Jirina’s eyes. “Forgive me.” She wiped them away. “I … I tried starting one the last time. Tried poking and prodding to draw some reaction. Something. Anything. But he wouldn’t fight, wouldn’t talk, he wouldn’t … he wouldn’t anything. I thought it was another woman, then I hoped it was. Dear lord, I prayed…”

“And now?”

“Now?” Jirina scoffed. “Now, it’s like he bears the weight of the world across his shoulders, and I can’t help him. Can’t reach him. And if I could, he wouldn’t allow me.”

“When did you see him last?”

“It’s been over a week now,” Jirina frowned. “He … He could barely look me in the eye. Could barely tell me he…”

“Can you take me to him?”

Sister Millicent squeezed Jirina’s hand.

“No, Sir Luther, because I don’t know where he is,” Jirina bit her lip, “but I can tell you where I know he’ll be.”
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…seems no respite lies within Asylum’s walls. Folk have taken now to an outward look. The harbor is the most obvious choice, though few ships have arrived as of late, fearing that King Raachwald shall endeavor to requisition…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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Dawn broke, lighting the western wall’s interior as I mounted the stone battlements and gazed out across the battlefield. Wood was sawed and hammered and hauled, stone cut, chipped, and chiseled. Hoardings were erected atop the walls. Hoardings, wooden battlements attached to the stone, offered additional cover and means of dropping boulders, boiling water, oil or anything else, on besiegers. And they were out there, beyond bow shot, still snoring in tents or hunkered round flickering cook-fires.

It was the third work-site I’d searched for Jirina’s husband, the mason’s guildmaster, Alphonse Kasprowicz. Did the bastard really know something about the Lütkens and plague-maiden business, as his wife’d claimed? Or was he just worn ragged and looking to step out on her?

“On your left!”

“Oy fucker! Watch yer head!”

Workers sidled by, carrying long timbers, hooking them off to block and tackle, working them over the wall and inserting them into putlog holes to support the hoardings. I slid past, ducked, pausing a few steps shy of the tower. “Oy, Girard!” Through a crenel, I caught Girard sitting astride a putlog timber, guiding an angled brace into place.

Girard glanced up. “Sir Luther…?”

“The one and only.” I tipped an imaginary cap. “Nils know you’re flying high thirty feet above an invading army?” I figured it best not to mention Lorelai. “And with a bad wing?”

“No, but…” Girard absently worried his bandages. “Someone’s gotta do it, and I’m the lightest.”

“Another point in favor of slothing around and being a fat bastard. Any interest in sin-eating?”

“Fuck off.” Girard chucked me the finger, lost his grip, and slipped a mite before catching himself. “Whoa…” He gulped, righted, muttering as he clutched the medallion round his neck. “Sakes alive…”

“Need a hand, you mouthy little shit?”

Girard scowled, clambered back, white-knuckled.

“Hey, leave the kid alone!”

“Kid’s got to fookin’ concentrate!”

I turned toward the two fuckers working the block and tackle. They weren’t wrong. “Anything happens to that kid, I’ll come back and launch your arses headfirst off this bloody wall, yeah?”

Girard snickered up, squinting through one eye, “How can you launch someone’s arse off headfirst?”

“Shut your filthy little pie-hole, and keep your eyes and ears open.” I gazed out over the invading army, still waking up. Seemingly. “Feels a bit too serene out there.”

Girard gave me the same know-it-all scowl all kids give, cursed beneath his breath, then started back at it.

I shouldered past the block-and-tackle morons and headed off for the far tower. The sound of a chisel on stone rang out from within.

A man squatted, all bent and gnarly and haggard, his clothes hanging ragged off his body as he leaned over a stone cannonball, chiseling away at the edges. I froze. It was him, Alphonse Kasprowicz, gauging the curve of the cannonball with one eye shut. He ran a hand across its surface, frowned, blew off some dust. “Eh…?” He straightened, gripped his hammer. “Jorund send you with the work orders?”

“Mine’s bigger.” I patted my warhammer.

“Huh…?”

The room was stocked with thigh-high pyramids of granite cannonballs. I’d yet to see any cannons gracing the battlements.

“Who are you?” Kasprowicz dug in with black fingernails, scratching at his rashy neck.

“Don’t remember me?” I shrugged. “Well, I don’t blame you. Don’t leave much of an impression. Like to say it’s by design, but I’d be lying. I’ve had a shave and a bath since we last met. Drowned nigh on half my fleas. Poor buggers.” I crossed myself, made prayer hands to the rising sun. “You, though? You’ve gone a different route.”

Kasprowicz ran a hand through his white hair. He said nothing.

“We met at the Graven Chapel, yeah? And our good and blessed king’s court.”

“Sir Luther,” the guildmaster muttered.

“Yeah.” I offered a stilted bow. “The one and homely.”

“And what’s the king’s lapdog begging for this morn?”

“Scratches behind the ear and rubs for my tummy,” I deadpanned.

Kasprowicz’s fingers whitened on the haft of that hammer.

“You’re the stonemasons’ guildmaster, yeah?” I stepped inside and closed the door. “So, why’re you slogging away at the grunt work? And nigh on the front line? Seems more like apprentice shite to me. Low-totem journeyman at worst. I’d hazard you for lounging back in some office overlooking the river, dipping your quill, creating monuments of fine art and warfare with the stroke of the almighty pen.” Which is where I’d have gone if Jirina hadn’t directed me. “The man in the tall acropolis. But here? This? Sisyphus for the new age.” I scanned the chamber. “Almost like you’re punishing yourself.”

The guildmaster said nothing, but I was starting to like the quiet, starting to prefer it to the shrill wilds of the world.

“And word is you’re in hiding. Word is all you guildmasters are in hiding. I know I’ve had trouble tracking you down the past few days. Why is that?” I waited but, as expected, got no answer. “And why would a stonemason hide on a job-site for bloody mason work? Gotta say, seems more than a tad unimaginative, Al. Can I call you Al?”

The guildmaster glanced over his shoulder at the far door.

“Anyway, your wife Jirina sends her regards.” That got him, snapped him back straight as a spear. “Says she misses you. Terribly. Says you haven’t been around much. Says that when you have, you’re not yourself. Not for quite some time. Wasn’t specific, though. Got downright opaque when pressed.” I raised a hand. “Don’t worry. I didn’t press too hard. Ain’t that kind of fella. Mostly.”

“My wife, y-you’ve seen her…?”

“Just said so.”

“How…” Kasprowicz lowered the hammer along with his tone. “How is she?”

“Good, near as I can tell, given the circumstances. Looked tired, worn, but healthy.”

“And my children?” His hands were shaking.

“Apologies,” I said. “Didn’t have the pleasure.”

“Jirina is…” Kasprowicz rubbed his bloodshot eyes.

“A determined woman.” I took a seat atop one of the pyramids. “Smart, too. Set up a clandestine meeting. Shared some horrors up at Saint Edna’s and told me a tale that’ll make sleeping something of a chore next time I garner the chance.”

“I ask again, Sir Luther, what is it you want?”

“Me…?” I laid a hand on my chest. “Nobody ever asks me that, yet here you stand, asking twice. It’s like we’re fast becoming chums. Hmm… What do I want? Me…?” I gazed off wistfully. “To get the hell out of this shit-hole city alive. But that’s neither here nor there. Cause to do that, I’ve got to do the job. And the job’s finding out what’s happening here. Gotta suss out why seven kids went missing two nights past. Why four families, Guildmaster Schnock and Broumette amongst them, disappeared this past week without a trace. Why over eighty’ve gone since nigh on last April.” I frowned. “You ken anything about that?”

“Schnock was a ponce.”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said, “unless you’re the one did him in.”

“I’m a mason,” Kasprowicz spat. “Not a killer.”

“The two ain’t mutually exclusive,” I said. “But truthfully, I don’t care. What I do care about is whether you know anything useful. Anything about the Stolen. The plague-maiden. Or the Grinners, maybe?”

“Useful…” The guildmaster licked his lips. “T-The talk of the plague-maiden, I…” He closed his eyes. “N-No, I don’t know anything.”

“Gotta say, Al,” I grinned, shaking my head, “I think you’re lying through your teeth. I could rearrange them for you? I’m fair proficient at extraction. Could’ve been a barber, but noble birth precluded my dreams.”

“Get out of here,” Kasprowicz hefted his hammer, “or I’ll brain you.”

I stood, raised my hands to either side. “And we were getting along so well.”

“I mean it, I—” His eyes went wide as something crashed behind me, splintering the door, knocking me off my feet. The chamber was a storm awash with cannonballs rolling every which way and loose. One pinched a finger — “Fuck!” — another my ankle. The tower shivered as something struck it, dust falling, floor shuddering.

Kasprowicz bolted out the far door, and I scrambled stumbling after, nigh on giving chase til I heard screaming. Kasprowicz bolted down the battlements, arrow and invective pouring after like a horizontal hailstorm.

“Help!”

Again that scream — Girard — and I turned tail, tripping my way through the rolling thunder. Catapult shot sheared a merlon clean off the wall, taking one of the block and tackle pricks with it. Arrows chipped and shattered as defenders hunkered and waited. An archer at a loophole took measured aim then loosed.

“More archers!” I roared as men below hustled to and fro.

I peeked out, saw Girard, eyes wide, feet kicking as he dangled off a putlog. Arrows zipped past his scrawny legs.

“Hang on!” I yelled, as though there were some other choice, then leaped out through the crenel, landing on the putlog. Without pausing or thinking about the swarm of arrows darting past, clattering, shattering, I tightrope walked to the end of the timber, ducked and grasped Girard by his collar — “Think light thoughts!” — and heaved.

“Arrhhhhg!”

Girard screamed as an arrow opened his leg, and another cut his face. I half-dragged, half-carried him dangling over and across the putlog to the crenel.

“Fuck!”

My foot slipped, and I nigh on dropped Girard as my knee hammered wood. The archer appeared through the crenel and grunted, “Duck,” and I did, practically violating the putlog, Girard swinging below, low-hanging fruit, gripping my arm, feet scrabbling at the wall.

The archer loosed two arrows in the blink of an eye — “Now!” — and I hauled the kid up and stuffed him through the crenel, the archer gripping him, ripping him through, me scurrying on his heels, hoping against all hope to not catch an arrow in my arsehole.
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…personally sequestered the two most experienced midwives left in Asylum. He’s sequestered them behind lock and key for the time being, and…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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“Holy hell—” Nils nigh on launched himself from his chair as I bore Girard into the family room.

“Rrrg… Quit squirming, you little shit.” In my arms, Girard lay, teeth gritted, blood seeping from his leg as I set him down across the dinner table. “Grab some bandages and a—”

“I … I’m alright.” Pale, wasted, worn, Girard struggled to sit up.

“You’re missing a fucking ear, kid.” I shoved him back down. “Lie still. And your leg’s fucked. Shit. Maybe. Jesus. I don’t know.”

I’d wrapped strips from a canvas sack round Girard’s head.

There was blood.

A lot of it.

Girard ignored me, was clutching his medallion, lips moving. It was a lead cameo with Lorelai’s silhouette staring up at me in mute disapproval. It was a fair accurate representation. I’d suffered it firsthand on numerous occasions.

“What the hell happened?” Nils drawled, rummaging in the far room.

“A fucking catapult stone nigh on squashed the little prick,” I barked, peeling back my makeshift dressing.

“Ow!” Girard flailed. “Quit it!”

“Hey, Jesus, watch it.” I blocked a flailing arm, grabbed it, forced it down. “Sorry, kid. Don’t touch the tourniquet. We’ll get it off. Gotta get it clean first.”

Nils gimped in at an even measured pace, a small box overflowing with bandages. “He alright, Sir Luther?”

“Seen worse,” I said, cause I had, but when it’s someone close, it’s different, tougher, worse. “Lost an ear to an arrow. Hold your breath, kid.” Grimacing, I peeled the bandage off, the kid mirroring my expression. “Got a good cut across his calf, too. Deep. Achilles is intact, but he’ll be limping a while. Gonna need stitches. Bandaged both best I could, tourniquet, too, but the hike across town. Jesus.”

Nils nodded, “Yup,” and separated dressings and bandages on the table.

I finally took a fair gander at Girard’s head wound, felt the blood drain from my face. It was an ugly wound, just a ragged gash where his ear’d been, and not one to think on kindly with regards to luck. Another inch wide and it would’ve missed him completely.

But another in…

And there was always the hazard of suppuration. Blood poisoning. Hopefully, the arrow’d been clean. Some bastards’ll dip their points in a cesspit before battle, make any wound garnered a life-ender.

“Got any wine?” I asked.

“Wine?” Nil’s eyes blazed.

“All-Father’s oath.” I stood up, fussing like a prissy bitch, adjusting my brigantine. It was heavy, dank, sweaty. “For the wounds. Before you stitch ‘em shut, flush them out with boiled wine. Even tepid’ll do. Lessens the chances of infection. So, got any wine?”

Nils glared, considered, then relinquished a nod. “We’ve got a bit.” He hobbled toward the cupboard. “I’ll get it.”

“Quit moving,” I snarled as Girard squirmed. “You’re gonna reopen it.”

“Ow!” Girard grimaced. “You arse—”

“Shut it.” I shoved him down flat. “Just lie there. Still. Yeah, like that. Got some thread? A suture kit? I’d relish the chance to stab the little bastard. Repeatedly.” I spread my hands wide. “Any really big needles?”

Girard stuck his tongue out and chucked me the least diplomatic of solitary fingers. But he lay still.

“Sir Luther,” Nils called over his shoulder, “have a seat and put yer feet up. I got this. Man, oh man, do you look like five miles of rough road.”

“That a question?” I asked.

“Naw,” Nils replied.

“Thanks,” I deadpanned.

But as Nils said it, a load crashed down across my shoulders, a leaden weariness dragging everything down. By the dead-end fates… When had I last slept? Truly slept?

“Yeah,” I doffed my cloak, folded it into a pillow. “I just might. You sure? If you need a hand…”

Nils’d turned back to Girard’s missing ear, was busy unwinding the last of my bandage-job, easing it sticking from the wound. “Hey, quit it! You’re pulling on—”

But I was already in the corner, doffing my cloak, satchel and weapons crashing to the floor as I unfastened my brigantine shirt, peeled out of it. Snatching some wine off a shelf, I plunked myself in a chair, was asleep before the bottle was empty.
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“What’s this?” It was Nils.

Sunlight knifed in through the window. I rubbed my eyes against dawn’s most noxious concoction. “What?” I squinted, blocked the blare.

Nils materialized, hobbling over before me, a halo of morning glory limning him like the saints in church. Fanned open in his hand lay Hochmund’s ledger. “You dropped it.”

“It’s a list of my former paramours,” I said.

Nils glared down through one eye. “Lotta fellers’ names in here, too.”

“Just playing the numbers.” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. “Where’s the kid?”

“Sleeping.” Nils nodded. “Upstairs.”

“How’s he doing?”

“Reckon he’ll pull through.” Nils squeezed the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. “Unless it gets infected.”

“You used the wine, yeah?” I asked. “Flushed it good?”

“Yup,” Nils drawled, “and I thank you mighty for the advice.”

“Well, it saved your arse.” Not that I’d had anything to do with it. That honor went to a monstrous Teutonic Hospitaler.

“So…?” Nils waggled the ledger.

“A journal.” A dead friend’s. Another. Dead. Friend. “And a list.”

“Can see it’s a list. A list of names, streets, addresses.” Nils flipped a page. “Some writing, too. Who are all these folk?”

“Nnnng…” I yawned, stretched, upended my wine. Not even a trickle. “Got any more? For drinking?”

“Naw, used the last on the kid.” Nils closed his eyes. “And … I been trying to curb my thirst.”

“Yeah? And how’s that going?”

“You been there?”

“Christ, kid, practically live there.”

“Then you know.”

“I do,” I said. “I do, indeed.”

“How about some tea?” Nils’ hands were shaking. “I’m warming some water.”

“Sounds great,” I lied. “Thanks.”

“Ain’t nothing.”

I nodded toward the ledger. “Didn’t figure you knew how to read.”

“I didn’t.” Nils nodded. “Lorelai taught me. Kept me from going nuts. Was about all I could do laid up healing after our little…”

“Adventure?” I offered.

“Was gonna say ambush.” Nils patted his crippled leg.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s a list of the Stolen.” The image of Hochmund standing broken on the battlements flashed before my eyes. I closed them, took a breath, shook it off. “A list of their names and addresses. Ages. Occupations. That kind of stuff.”

“Smart.” Nils flipped a page.

“Wasn’t my idea, but I’ll take the credit.” Considering the state of the poor fucker whose idea it was.

“I ain’t found out nothing about them Grinners yet.” Nils slumped. “I been searching, asking questions, but folk are afraid to let slide. Word is they move around a lot. Don’t set roots in any one place. And without any horses and this good-fer-nothing leg…”

“No worries,” I said. “All my eggs aren’t in your basket.” Not that I had any eggs.

“Good thing, too.” Nils frowned, muttered something beneath his breath. “Look…” Nils lowered the ledger, fixing me a frown. “I … I wanted to thank you.”

“No need, kid.”

“Beg to differ. Ain’t that I want to, it’s that I need to. Need to thank you for what you done for Girard,” Nils drawled. “Little shit told me what happened. What you did. Lorelai thinks the world of him. Only thing kept her going these three years. And I’m right fond of him myself.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Where you headed next?”

“Schnock’s house. Conrad Schnock. Lives down the road a piece.”

“Yup, not far.” Nils blanched. “Wait. Them too? Stolen?”

“That’s the word,” I said. “Friends of yours?”

“Not exactly.” Swearing under his breath, Nils stared up at the ceiling. “One of the daughters was sweet on Girard was all. Marcsa. Nice girl. Smart.”

“Don’t tell him, then.” I headed for the door, holding my hand out for the ledger.

“You write all this?”

“No,” I said. “A … A friend of mine did.”

“Mmm…” Nils flipped another page. “I know some of these folk.”

“The Hallers, yeah?” I said.

“A few others I’ve skimmed past, too.” Nils glanced up. “Folk in the neighborhood. One across the river. You gone through it?”

“No,” I said. “Haven’t had much of a chance with everyone in Asylum lining up to slit my…” I grimaced, swallowed my gorge, stared down at my hands. “I … I skimmed it a few times, but they’re just names. Numbers. Stolen strangers.” I tossed my hands. “Hell, I don’t know I’ll ever garner the time. Hey,” I looked up, “you mind taking a gander through it? You know more folk. If anyone’s gonna garner something useful…”

But Nils’d already plunked down at his table, nose to the grindstone, harried eyes scanning. “Shut the door on yer way out.”
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…of twenty tried to bribe for passage through the army. The Witch-Saint of Asylum, as some have now come to calling her, had the entire group skinned alive then crucified before the city…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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Konrad Schnock’d been the guildmaster of the dyers’ guild before he, well, uh, died. There was a more elegant joke hidden there, waiting within a solid block of malformed marble to be chiseled free, shaped and polished, admired for millennia, but my mind was fried and fractured, my patience shot despite achieving the one lone night of true sleep I’d garnered in nigh on three months. First night I wasn’t huddled shivering, starving, wondering when and if I was gonna have my throat slit. Or be tossed overboard. Or off a cliff. Or torn apart by blackguard mastiffs.

First night I’d been warm and sated, had the buzz of wine aboard and a dry blanket covering me throat to toes. Laid out long in a lumpy chair, feet up, boots off, no one threatening me even once with black murder. It was a welcome change, but like most things welcome, fleeting and subject to violent reprisal.

Konrad Schnock’s home was a modest two-story affair. Nothing fancy, but built square. Solid. The front door was unlocked.

Which offered pause.

Of course, the Schnocks’d already been sorted, shrived, and buried in effigy two days before. But Istvan Bartos, the neighbor next door, had vowed to God and beyond that the front door’d been open that early morn he’d come calling. It was a fair convincing vow, and I was moderately impressed.

I gave the house a decent go through. Didn’t find much save within the beds. On the whole, they’d been in a similar state to some of the other homes. Unmade and slept in, but offering nothing obvious at first glance. But I knew what to look for now, and when I peeled back the blankets and sheets…? Christ. Rags lay covered in a thick, ashen dust.

Stifling a series of gags, I sifted through the grit, trying not to think too hard on what I was doing, what it was, who…

And what could do it? What could burn folk to ash without fire? Without burning the clothes, the sheets, the house around them? But the Lütkens house had burned. But, no, they’d not been stolen. Christ. Not like the others. I rubbed my temples. More fodder for Lector Happ’s research, but I pushed it down deep, away, got back to work.

After a fair long while, I found something buried amid the ashes. Another tooth. A young child’s. Konrad Schnock’d had a wife, Agotha, and two daughters, Aggie and Marcsa. Aggie’d been about five, Marcsa around fourteen.

So then, Aggie’s.

Jesus.

Strange thing was, there’d only been dust in the couple’s and Aggie’s beds. Marcsa’s, though? The one sweet on Girard? Nothing. It’d been slept in, yeah, the sheets and blanket rumpled like the others, but nothing lay within. No ragged clothes. No socks. No dust.

Though the front door’d been ajar, not barricaded like so many others, a chair’d been thrown aside as if it’d been braced. The back door’s brace had been intact, in place, and all the windows shuttered.

So…

Had the stealer, the plague-maiden, left it open on leaving?

Or had someone survived?

Marcsa, most likely, if so, and she’d left. But where? You’d think a young girl terrified in the night’d run to the closest neighbor, pound on their door, screech to all high heaven.

But no.

Marcsa hadn’t.

I’d checked with the surrounding neighbors and came up nil. No one’d seen or heard a damned thing, let alone Marcsa.

That made two survivors across the whole of my investigation, if you could consider Eowana Haller a survivor. I was biased, overgenerous, pathologically self-serving, and even I was having a tough time of it.

There’d been three other homes, though, where the front doors’d been open. Unbarricaded and open. I hadn’t checked the beds thoroughly at those houses, though. Hadn’t caught on, yet. Jesus. If Sister Millicent wasn’t so assiduous in her matronly duties, I’d still be running in circles and barking up lamp posts.

I could guess, though, that I’d have found one bed bereft of dust in each of the three remaining houses. Survivors. How though, and why? And where’d they go? More questions piled onto the heap. Could hear my spine groaning. Felt like Atlas sporting a hernia.

I closed the Schnock’s front door as I left, leaving it unlocked, and headed back for the Confines. I still wanted to find Alphonse Kasprowicz, finish our toothsome little chat. Cause a stonemason that threatens your life then bolts is like to have a conscience as clean and smooth as his hands.
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“I’m fearfully sorry, Sir Luther,” Jirina Kasprowicz stood at the open door of her home, “but I don’t know where he could be. Not now.” She brushed an errant strand of hair from her forehead. Her kids were fighting in the background. “And he won’t be easy to find, not again.”

I was grasping at loose ends, scattered straws, hoping against hope that Jirina’d remembered some forgotten tidbit. Or maybe her husband’d come home for a quick visit. I was hoping for something. Anything.

“You think he’ll come home?” I asked lamely.

“He hasn’t been home for more than a moment in weeks, so—” Jirina paused, blinked, the color draining from her face as those big blue eyes focused on something behind me. “Umm…”

“They showing their faces?” I asked without turning.

Jirina swallowed, crossed herself, muttered something close to words but just shy. “M-Masks,” she managed.

“Bloody fucking Grinners.” I turned as a squad of the fuckers dressed in plague doctor masks converged from on all quarters. They slunk out from alleyways, from behind the Kasprowicz home, from across the street. There were nigh on ten of the brazen fuckers. Or maybe not so brazen, cause they’d never shown the stones to confront me with Ape and his blackguards striding by my side.

But now, all by my loathsome?

Night was day.

They’d been tailing me in part or whole since the Schnock’s house. I hadn’t caught a square gander at any of them, but I’d caught their scent, sensed their presence, glimpsed them out of the corner of my eye. Tailing a fucker’s easy, one of the easiest things to do, so long as you’re patient and staid. These fuckers were neither.

“Shut the bloody door,” I told Jirina.

“Sir Luther, if—”

“Shut it, lock it, and don’t open it, no matter what.” I short-handled my warhammer, gripped it just below the head, finding grim reassurance in its leaden heft. “If you’ve a back door, and it’s clear, get your kids out of here. And don’t look back. If not…”

I left the rest unsaid, simply stood my ground atop the steps. They had me dead to rights if they were willing to force the issue. Ten against one, even holding the high ground…?

“God be with you,” Jirina hissed, closing the door, locking it.

I almost turned, pounded, begged my way back in.

A raven masked bastard set foot on the bottom step. “Sir Luther.” His voice was muffled and warped behind thick leather.

They were all covered, head to toe.

“And your name, my good sir?” I smiled, nodded, saluted, bringing the hammer head touching to my own. “No one called for a doctor, and I’ve already had my checkup.” I patted my chest. “I’m right as rain.”

Raven shook his head. “This don’t have to get ugly.”

“Too late for that,” I quipped.

Raven hesitated, a man on a ledge. He didn’t seem one for patter or quick decisions. Good for me.

“That why you’re all masked?” I asked, to be helpful. “Bunch of hideous fuckers leering under there? Sick, leper fucks? Finally decided to do everyone a favor and cover your ugly mugs?”

“Call us,” Raven straightened up, “concerned citizens.”

“Concerned, huh?”

Raven nodded, his beak dipping. “Aye.”

“You ken there’s a horde poised to invade? Sack Asylum?” I asked. “Broke through twice at the least. Skin of our teeth. Damn near took your precious city. Not to mention your maniac king that’d as like defend you as hack the bones from your back.”

“A maniac king you’re working on behalf.”

“I blow with the wind,” I said. “Who do you blow?”

“Uh…” Raven glanced to his left and right as the rest of his murder flocked in, slowly, cautiously, inexorably. Caught the glint of steel in gloved hands.

The stairs sported waist-high railings, which’d provide some cover. That was something. Not much, but something. In hindsight, should’ve bade Jirina to leave the door unlocked, make for a quick retreat, but that was just the yellow bastard jawing rotten. And what a loud boisterous blowhard he was when he took center stage. And he had it now, spotlight and all. Hell of a clarion call you could suss clear even from the nose bleeds.

Raven dithered, unsure of what to say, how to proceed. Could see his big knobby hands, reticent or ready, opening and closing.

“So, what the fuck do you want?” I asked. “You’ve been tailing me since the Rock. I lost you for a bit, but you got me back at Schnock’s, yeah?” Raven cocked his head. “What? You didn’t think I knew? Didn’t think I noticed ten inbred pricks fumble-fucking about, poking your ridiculous beaks around corners?” I laughed, shook my head, hocked a lunger off the landing. “So, really, what is it?”

“It…” Raven cleared his throat. “It’s a warning.”

“Yeah? Alright. Good,” I said. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Now, a warning against what? Cause I’ve got a whole list of fuckers ahead of you want my head adorning their domiciles.”

Domiciles tripped him up, but he fumbled onward. Raven drew a short blade, brandished it. “Quit nosing into all this plague-maiden shite.”

“You and yours have something to do with it all?” I asked. “You fuckers the ones stealing everyone? Just wondering, cause we haven’t had a proper chance to jaw, you and yours to me and mine. Did all your jawing with a garrote last time.” I massaged my throat. “And for me? Jawing? I’ve suddenly developed an acute case of laryngitis.”

“Clear out of Asylum.” Raven’s arm trembled ever so slightly. “You’ve been warned.”

“You’re not very good at this,” I said.

Raven stammered, then stopped, drawing himself up. He was a big bloke, but the world’s full of big blokes. For a moment, I thought he was gonna say something. Instead, he retreated a pace, turned, and marched off, his flock following.

Me…?

I slumped down, perched against the front door, took a good long breath, and stared up at the fist of rock that was Mummer’s Isle.

Christ.

I was due to report back up at Coldspire by nightfall, and my feet were aching just thinking on it.
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A pall of cryptic silence hung within the halls of Coldspire. On high, a leaded glass window of King Raachwald and Queen Narcissa glared down in mute, mutual disapproval. Three live eyes and one dead. Two of indigo, one of brown, the final of albino white slashed through by a ragged gash.

Somewhere far off, muted by labyrinthine distance, a woman screamed. Her voice rung off the dark stone walls, playing havoc up and down my spine.

I turned at a tepid jingle.

“Place is a ghost-town,” I said.

“Sir Luther…?” Sot edged into the great hall, his ridiculous hat doffed and mauled, clutched tightly in hand. “King Raachwald awaits your arrival.”

“And where is the craggy old bastard?” I executed a flaccid, half-arsed salute, then looked around. “Where the hell is everyone?”

“The king is,” Sot laid a pudgy finger to his protruding lower lip, “indisposed.” He spoke with a pronounced lisp, the artifact of a well-placed boot to the chin I’d offered pro bono a few years back. “Please,” he took a lantern off the wall, “this way. He bade you do something before your meeting.”

“Indisposed?” I passed by him. “What’s that mean?”

“The goodly Queen Narcissa lies writhing in the throes of matronly labor,” Sot said, hobbling along. “Take this left. Now here. Your next right.”

I turned and kept marching, the sound of screams waxing shrill.

“He’s there, then, yeah? Waiting on another heir?” Just what the world needed. Another Raachwald. Another Volkendorf. Though, having talked with Hochmund… Jesus. Let sleeping dogs die. “Look, I know he’s busy, but I need to see him. He was fair clear if I didn’t—”

The woman screamed at that moment, reaching new heights, the very pinnacle of Coldspire, its black basalt stones ringing beneath my feet.

“That her?” I asked.

“This door.” Sot stepped aside, fumbling at his straining belt for a ring of keys. “The king stands ever by her side.”

“I’m sure that’s a huge relief.”

The screams echoed down the hall.

I glanced at the door, wondering what horrors lay beyond. Images of Slade and his crew waiting, daggers sprouting like June posies, flooded my mind. “And where the hell’s everyone else?”

Sot squinted, carefully selecting a key. “Every available man, woman, and child is down in the city, searching for a midwife or doctor or, god forbid,” an evil grin spread wide across his wine-stained mug, “a barber.”

The door opened.

“A fucking barber?” I spat. “What’s he think this is? A boil needs lancing?”

Sot shrugged. “There are some who might see it as such.”

“He didn’t secure one?” I rubbed my throat, not taking a single step forward. “Hochmund said the queen was having difficulties. What kind of—”

“Fool?” Sot finished for me, leering knowingly, a cold draft moaning beyond.

“Yeah. Exactly. What kind of fool doesn’t secure their services ahead of time?”

“King Raachwald secured the services of Asylum’s two most experienced midwives months ago.”

“Yeah, well, where the hell are they?”

“No one knows.”

“No one?” I scoffed. “Someone knows.”

“Mmmm…” Sot grinned, revealing his catastrophe of shattered teeth. “Perhaps…”

“But not you?”

Sot shook his egg-shaped head. “A fool only knows what he knows.”

“So the show’s back on?”

“What show?

“Forget it.” I had better things to do than bandy words with the loathsome prick. “So, they just up and disappeared?”

“Yes, both of them. Last night. As soon as Queen Narcissa went into labor, the two women evaporated like morning mist under the harsh glare of the rising sun.” Sot jangled his keys, stifling a giggle. “And from under lock and key, no less.”

“Well, that’s some shite timing.” I froze, stiffened. “Were they stolen?”

“That’s what King Raachwald bids you determine.” He brandished the lantern. “This was the midwives’ quarters. He would have you inspect them and report your findings.”

The chamber beyond was little more than a cell. Cold. Sparse. Spartan. A pair of cots, with barely enough room to walk between, stood against the walls, with one lone window looking out over the city.

“Nice view.” I held out a hand.

Sot handed me the lantern.

“Keys, too.”

Sot clutched them to his ample bosom. “They are my sacred charge.”

“I ain’t getting locked in here.” I shook my head. “And you can have them back as soon as I’m done.” I waited a half-beat. “Or I could just take them from you.”

“You’re no fun.” Pouting, Sot dropped to a knee, proffering the keyring as though it were a king’s scepter.

“What I’m famous for.” I snatched the keys, stepped past the rotund fool, keeping an arm guarding between us in case he was looking for some good old-fashioned retribution. But the fool just stood there, rubbing his pudgy hands together.

A set of manacles hung from either wall.

“Charming.”

“All the best accoutrements.”

“Yeah.” Brandishing the lantern, I pulled back the blankets, peered under the beds, took a gander round, then finally out the window. It was a fair straight drop down to the rushing Morgrave below.

Queen Narcissa screamed, somewhere, not far.

“How bad is it?”

Sot winced. “I have little experience in such matters, but she seems bad, very bad. One of her ladies said the child was breech.” Sot jangled forth a step, wheezing, his yellow teeth gleaming. “Have you any experience?”

“What? Midwifing? Are you fucking serious?’

Sot shrugged.

“No,” I strode out the door, “but I know someone who does.”

“Oh…?” Sot perked up a jingle at that.

“Yeah,” I patted my warhammer, “and I just happen to have the key.”
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Queen Narcissa lay sprawled abed, legs splayed out beneath a wool blanket, back jacked up by a mass of stacked pillows, sweat pouring down her pallid brow, her face contorted into a twisted grimace as she grunted in labor.

King Raachwald snapped up, glaring through that dead white eye. “By the bloody spear,” he growled. “How did you—?” His blazing eyes fell upon Sot. “You.”

“Your Maj—”

Queen Narcissa screamed.

The room was dark, muffled, hot, a hearth fire burning bright in the far corner.

“Out!” King Raachwald speared his finger toward the door. “Out! Both of you, get out! Krait, I’ll have your—”

“I brought a midwife,” I barked.

That shut the fucker up.

His eyes nigh on bulged from his skull. I’d never seen King Raachwald taken aback. It was either cool, calm sociopathic apathy, or raging madness. To see something wedged between was something wholly new. It didn’t last long.

King Raachwald’s eyes narrowed. “The Queen’s two midwives disappeared last night, yet here you stand claiming—”

Queen Narcissa grunted, her hand clamping a handmaiden’s wrist, nails digging in. The handmaiden crumpled, cursing, wincing, writhing.

“Want to waste time discussing, or…?” I yanked Lorelai stumbling into view. Barely able to stand, she was pale and haggard, dark shadows beneath bleary eyes. “Sure you can do this?” I muttered.

“I’m sure I can’t,” Lorelai gasped. “Sakes alive. What’d you rope me into?”

“Salvation or execution,” I hissed.

“Mine or yours?”

“Don’t know,” I said. “I’d hazard both.”

“Where did you find her?” King Raachwald demanded.

“Your dungeon,” I ushered — or dragged, really — Lorelai inside. “You’ll have to forgive her appearance. She found the amenities rather lacking.”

Lorelai executed a drunken curtsy, but King Raachwald only had eyes for me. “Your whore…”

“Has years of experience at midwifing,” I shot back. “Where you gonna get more than working in a cat-house? And she ain’t mine.”

“If this is some sort of trick…”

“What?” I spat. “You’ll blood-eagle me? Decorate your longest pike with my favorite skull? All-Father’s oath. It’s the same drum you’ve beat since that night in the Christ-forsaken Hellwood. Look, you can let her try and maybe have a shot. Or we can all stand here and watch your wife and child die.

“Or,” I cocked my head toward the queen, “we could even ask her.”

If the queen was aware of anything other than crippling agony, she didn’t let on.

“My queen…?” King Raachwald turned to his wife, took her hand, fell woodenly to one knee. It was a storybook moment. One of those storybooks where the witch bakes and eats the kids.

“Mother of mercy, Pyotr,” Queen Narcissa gasped through gritted teeth, “let her through. Let her cut the child free if the fates demand. Rrrrg—” She stiffened. “I’ll not have both of us feed the reaper when only one might quell his hunger.”

“Lorelai?” I laid a hand on her shoulder.

“I…” Her eyes were wide, glassy, but she blinked, nodded, swallowed. “I’ll need your help.”

“Great,” I deadpanned. “What do we need?”

Gathering her soiled skirts, Lorelai rushed forth. “Your Highness, I-I must check you below. Is the child indeed a breechling?”

Queen Narcissa grimaced, gripping the sheets.

“She is, milady,” a handmaid answered.

“Did you try turning it?” Lorelai asked.

“Both of the midwives tried yesterday,” the handmaiden said, “without success.”

“Alright.” Lorelai nodded and rolled up her filthy sleeves. “I … I have to try turning the baby.” Lorelai nearly collapsed, but caught herself. “Sakes alive. A-Are you ready, Your Highness?”

“A-Aye,” the queen managed.

Lorelai set her hands on Queen Narcissa’s gravid abdomen then tensed, her arms trembling as she tried turning the unborn child. “Oof…” She sat back, brushed hair from her eyes.

“I’m too weak,” Lorelai gasped. “Here. Luther. You try.” Taking my hands, she placed them on the queen’s abdomen. “Here and here. Yes. Just like so.”

Queen Narcissa tensed, grimaced, recoiled.

“No picnic for me, either…” I muttered, swallowed, licked my lips. Her skin was hot, flushed, moist with sweat. The baby kicked, and I flinched. “Whoa—”

“Did he move?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Now try to rotate it,” Lorelai said. “Clockwise. Firm, steady pressure, but don’t push too hard.”

“Yeah, awesome,” I grunted. “Sure.”

I pushed, and Queen Narcissa screamed.

“Stop! Stop! Stop!” Lorelai barked.

I raised my hands, could feel King Raachwald looming behind, his hot breath steaming down the back of my neck.

“Your highness…?”

“Y-Yes?”

“We…” Lorelai looked from queen to king and back again.

“Nnnnng…”

“Go on,” King Raachwald commanded.

“We…” Lorelai’s voice was little more than a croak. “We’re going to need to cut the baby out, Your Highness. The risk is grave, as grave as—”

“Nnnng—” Queen Narcissa gripped Lorelai’s forearm. “Do what you must.”

“Bring a priest!” King Raachwald bellowed, turning, marching from the chamber. “And not Strange-Land!”

“We need a sharp knife,” Lorelai said. “The sharpest. A-And a needle and thread for sutures, too. Many needles, if at all possible.”

“Sutures,” Queen Narcissa scoffed.

“I know, my Queen.” Lorelai took Queen Narcissa’s hand, held it close, squeezed. “But I know a woman who survived it. It’ll be through the dark side of hell and back, but it can be done. It is possible.”

I looked Queen Narcissa in the eye. Firm and staid, she held my gaze and nodded once. “Get a knife. Needles and thread, too. Do what she says.”

Lorelai grabbed a handmaid. “And a mirror and hollow reeds, or something similar. Rolled parchment if need be.”

“Go,” Queen Narcissa gasped, “go quickly.”

“Yes, my queen.” Clutching her skirts, a handmaiden rushed past and out.

“And a bowl.” I drew one knife of many. “Get wine and start boiling it.”

“Boiling…?” Lorelai shook her head. “It’ll take too long.”

“Yeah. Shit. Strong liquor or spirits, then,” I said. “Hurry.”

“I’ll go.” The other handmaid scurried from the room. I didn’t blame her. Hell, I envied her.

“Spirits? Liquor, Krait?” Queen Narcissa sneered. “A celebratory drink?”

“Absolutely.” I began honing my knife on a small whetstone always by my side. “Even baked you a cake.”

“Just make it quick, please, whatever you do.” Queen Narcissa’s pupils dilated.

I tested the knife’s edge with my thumb. “Sharp as my wit.”

“Then keep honing.” Queen Narcissa grunted, bore down, folded over, her teeth grinding near to bursting. “Wh-Where’s Eustace?

I knelt, leaned in close. “He … He’s dead,” I said. “One of Slade’s little games, but…” I swallowed my gorge. “I was the one who killed him. And … And Slade knows about Lady Mary.”

The queen swore beneath her breath.

The door burst open, and a handmaid returned, arms full. “Is there anything else—?”

“Rrrrg…” Queen Narcissa wiped her forehead. “Bring me my son. Someone bring me Ragnar!” She collapsed back. “Oh, lord, I need more time.”

Lorelai knelt, taking the queen’s hand in her own. “I swear there’s a chance, Your Highness. I swear it.”

“More likely I’ll be condemned to wherever Eustace rots presently,” she breathed.

“Don’t know,” I said, “he’s probably got his own private suite serving extra breakfast.”

Queen Narcissa closed her eyes, the whisper of a wry smile just crooking her lips. A tear rolled down her cheek as King Raachwald appeared in the doorway, young Prince Ragnar cringing by his side. “Stand up straight, boy.” King Raachwald ushered him forth. “And speak with your mother. She … she walks the razor’s edge.”

I stepped aside, made room. Prince Ragnar paused before his mother, his eyes wide, glistening, his mouth open but unable to speak.

“It’s alright, my lovely son.” Queen Narcissa reached out a hand, and Prince Ragnar clasped it to his cheek. She drew him in and embraced him, whispered in his ear, then kissed him on the top of his head. “Be a good boy. Be a good king. I love you.” She clutched him tight. “Now … Now go to your father.”

Lorelai bit her knuckle.

“Krait,” King Raachwald hissed. “Come.”

I rose, but Queen Narcissa grasped my arm. “He stays.”

“I must insist—”

“Go, Pyotr!”

King Raachwald stood stiff as a statue for a moment, then nodded curtly. “Very well.” His eyes focused on me. “The outcome of this shall hang like a sword of Damocles above your skull. I hold you responsible.”

“Sure,” I said. “Why not? It’s all my fault.”

“I’ll see you in my throne room after.” King Raachwald scowled as two guards took station outside the door. “No one leaves this room without my say.”

The guards saluted, the door slammed shut, and we were alone.

I rifled through the items the handmaid’d gathered. “Here.” I handed her a bowl. “Fill this with the whiskey.”

Lorelai threaded needles.

“Soak those in, too.” I dunked my knife into the bowl of whiskey, swirled it, left it sitting alongside the needles and thread. “Here, drink.” I handed Queen Narcissa the bottle. “As much as you can. Then more.” I looked to the handmaid. “What’s your name?”

“Constance, my lord.”

“Constance, help the queen with whatever she needs.”

The queen upended the whiskey.

“Keep at it.” I took up the knife, shook the wet off, offered it to Lorelai.

“No.” Lorelai waved her hands. “I … I can’t. Not this.”

“You have to,” I said.

“I’ve never done it. I’ve only seen it done,” Lorelai gulped. “I … I’ll tell you what to do, where to … but I can’t.”

I glanced down at the queen. “Lovely.”

“Krait, please…” Queen Narcissa grasped her sheets, stiffened, grimacing as another contraction hit. “Just. Do. It.”

“Alright,” I said. “But we’re gonna have to tie you down, yeah?” I turned. “Lorelai? Constance?”

“Here.” Lorelai nodded, was cutting strips from a cloak and handing them to Constance even as I spoke. “Gonna want more whiskey, too.”

“No.” Lorelai waved a hand. “It’ll thin her blood too much.”

“Then what?” I said. “I’m supposed to cut on her with what? Nothing?”

“Squeamish…?” Queen Narcissa gasped. “You know what to do. You’ve done it before. Don’t think. Just remember,” she braced herself, closed her eyes, lifted her chin, “you owe me.”

“You gotta be kidding,” I grimaced, but knew she was right.

Then I struck her, without warning, open-handed across the side of the chin, knocking her clean out. At the very bloody least.

Constance gasped.

Lorelai shot a look of consternation.

“I know,” I said. “The alternative’s worse, though, yeah?”

“Sakes alive.” Lorelai rasped, but nodded, shoved me aside, pushing the blankets up, baring the queen’s abdomen. With a finger, she drew a line across the taut skin. “Here. Make your cut here. Not too deep, though. There’s the skin, the flesh, then the womb.”

“Constance, hang the lantern over there.” I was sweating, heart racing, mouth dry. Constance rushed to obey. “Alright. Turn it. More. More. There. That’s good. Thanks.” I gripped my knife.

“And Luther…”

I turned, knife raised. “Yeah?”

“Don’t cut the baby.”

“Yeah. Sure. Christ…”
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I pulled the baby slick and silent as a dead fish from her mother’s womb. Her arms flopped, flaccid and grey as a mortuary corpse.

“Give her here. Careful.” Lorelai took her, using a towel for grip, and started drying her vigorously. “Come on, come on…”

I looked away from the vast cavern of flesh.

“Constance, tie off the cord.” Lorelai continued drying. “In two places. Quickly.”

Constance did so.

“Good girl,” Lorelai grimaced. “Luther, cut it.”

I slit the cord between the laces and held onto the end still attached to the yawning cavern.

“She’s not crying,” I muttered stupidly.

“Constance. Rrrr…” Lorelai cradled the infant. “Here. Take her. Please.”

But Constance was on her knees and green.

“Luther, take her! Watch the knife.”

“Wha—?” I damn near dropped the baby and the knife as Lorelai shoved her into my arms.

“The foot of the bed,” Lorelai ordered. “Lay her down and keep rubbing her, drying her with the towel. She’ll come around.”

“Yeah?” I said. “What if she won’t?”

But I did what she said.

Kneeling by the queen’s side, Lorelai took up a threaded needle from the whiskey. “Constance.” Lorelai turned. “Constance, get up. Get up now. I need you.” Constance rose shakily, wiped sick from her jaw. “Hold up the mirror. Angle it just so. Down a hair. Yes. Good. Right there. Hold it.”

“You can do it?” I kept rubbing the baby’s back, scrubbing her arms, her legs, automatically, my focus elsewhere.

“I’ve seen your stitching,” Lorelai frowned.

“Wash your hands,” I said. “And pour whiskey on anything you touch.”

“What?” Lorelai frowned over her shoulder.

“Something a monstrous hospitaler taught me,” I said. “Might keep it from suppurating.” Might. A loaded word and for sure. But that was beyond my ken or power. I had the kid. The baby. The girl. The infant princess. Still flaccid as a drowned cat. “She still ain’t breathing.”

Eyes wide, brandishing a copper mirror, Constance stood over the ashen queen. Her eyes twitched, moving beneath her lids.

Lorelai was stitching, quickly, methodically, and without looking, said, “Open her mouth. See if there’s anything clogging her throat.”

I did, thumbing down the infant’s chin, adjusting her head, squinting in. “There’s … there’s something, some gunk, plugging the back. I … I think.”

“Constance?”

“Yes, milady?”

“A hollow reed?” Lorelai breathed. “Did you find a hollow reed?”

“No, milady. I … I brought a roll of parchment.”

“Alright.” Lorelai kept stitching. “Roll a small tube of parchment and suck out the obstruction. Clear it. Just don’t suck too hard.”

“I just puked in my mouth.”

“Sakes alive,” Lorelai rasped. “I’d do it, but I’m a little busy.”

“Yeah. Right.”

Constance started gagging.

“Constance, dear, it’s just the afterbirth,” Lorelai said. “Give me a hand. Yes. That’s it. Look away if you’re going to get sick again. Good girl. Yes. There. You’re doing so well. It’s almost out.”

I rolled the parchment into a tube, inserted it into the baby’s mouth, pushed it back as far as I could see. Setting it between my lips, I inhaled slowly, evenly, felt something move, dislodge, give, followed by a warm, wet saltiness and the baby’s sputtering squeal.

Scrabbling back, I spat, gagged, hacked.

Lorelai and Constance looked over, their eyes lighting.

“Hand me the whiskey,” Lorelai said.

I grabbed it, took a swig, handed it off, then swished and spat. The baby wailed longer, louder, stronger.

Someone pounded on the door.

Lorelai poured whiskey and continued sewing, while I swaddled the wailing babe in a blanket, drying off the last of the amniotic goop. Queen Narcissa’s eyes lolled open for an instant, and I laid the babe under the blanket, on her chest. Her arms reflexively encircled her, hugging her snug.

I snatched the whiskey off the table and took another long hard pull, washing away the noise, the bile, the blood.
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King Raachwald stood before his throne, a man’s severed head gripped in one hand, a bowl catching gore beneath in his other. The knight, Teutonic by his white tabard and black cross, knelt before him, his armored corpse bound down and torn out. He’d been beaten, tortured, blood-eagled, and the stench was stultifying, at the very fucking least.

Young Prince Ragnar stood pale by his father’s side, balancing his black falchion, point to the floor. It was taller than him.

Before the fair and goodly king, another Teutonic knelt, hands clasped, tonsured head bowed in fervent prayer I was fair certain would do little to avert his imminent annihilation. King Raachwald glanced up, noticing me. His men as one turned, twenty some odd warriors fixing their collective glares my way.

“You’re busy.” I swallowed. “I’ll come back.”

“Hold,” King Raachwald’s voice rang.

Sot grinned a wicked rictus and twiddled his pudgy fingers in a wave. “Bye bye, tee-hee!”

“I thank you for your fair and honest words.” Taking the severed head in both hands, King Raachwald lifted it, turned it, and kissed it full on its pallid lips. It wasn’t an overly passionate kiss, but I’m fair sure it had some deleterious effect on the stoic monk-knight no doubt surreptitiously shitting his mailed pants.

“Take this and mount it on the Bastard Bridge facing west.” King Raachwald handed it off as he strode past. “Then bind and ready his fool of a brother.”

About half of the king’s men descended upon the monk-knight, dragging him silently and without resistance to the chopping block. The volume of his prayers increased substantially. The rest of the ten set their sights on me.

I nodded toward the Teutonic. “I’m not with him.”

“Krait!”

“King Raachwald,” I cleared my throat, laid a fist to my chest and knelt, “the Queen—”

“Nay.” King Raachwald waved a hand. The Teutonic grunted as they slammed him into the chopping block. “I would hear first of your progress concerning your investigation into Asylum’s missing citizens.”

“Yeah…?” I straightened, raised an eyebrow, nodded. “Well, alright. Sure.”

All-Father’s oath.

So I told him. I told him about the horse-master’s house and lost stock, Saint Edna’s horrific happenings, and the single tooth I’d found buried in dust. I told him about Hochmund’s death and his maniac son and my search for the missing stonemason, Alphonso Kasprowicz.

“What of the midwives?” King Raachwald asked. “Were they stolen as well? Were they pulverized to dust by this plague-maiden demon?”

Sot began capering round the Teutonic, twirling a scourge overhead like some daffy schoolgirl, singing some child’s rhyme, whipping the poor bound bastard to the music’s fractured beat.

“No, Your Majesty,” I swallowed. “I don’t believe it so.”

“And why is that, Sir Luther?”

“I found blood on the floor,” I said. “Just a spot.”

The scourge’s metal teeth twanged off the Teutonic’s mail.

“Just a spot…?”

“Yeah. It looked like a drop that something’d been dragged through. Or someone, rather. A foot, maybe, or hand. Don’t know. The thing is, I haven’t found any blood at any of the scenes. None of them.”

“Which leads you to believe…”

“That they were murdered,” I said.

The men wrestled the monk-knight, shucking him out of his armor as Sot stood back, cracking wise about a tortoise devoid of his shell.

“And the corpses?”

“None, as you well know,” I said. “But—”

“They were hurled from the window.” King Raachwald straightened, stiffening as he said it. One of his sons, Cain, had suffered a similar fate three years past. “Rrrr…” For an instant, I thought King Raachwald’s stony visage might fissure, crack, crumble. “No doubt to cover tracks?”

Grimacing, vowing, bellowing, the Teutonic Knight struggled against King Raachwald’s men.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m guessing,” I said. “Could be the corpses are down below. On a rock or… I could take a rope and—”

“Nay,” King Raachwald said. “Do you know who committed this atrocity?”

“My best guess?”

“Why would I desire anything less?”

“Fair enough,” I said, weighing my options. “My best guess is your son.” The glares of the king’s men fixed as one upon Prince Ragnar. “Christ, no. Are you serious? The other one. The shite one. The one done wearing diapers.”

King Raachwald’s men forced one of the monk-knight’s hands out, twisted it to nigh on dislocation, and smashed it with a hammer. He smashed it again then started working piecemeal up his arm.

The monk-knight blubbered softly.

I was in full agreement.

King Raachwald’s eyes narrowed. “And the results of my queen’s surgery…?”

“She still draws breath, Your Majesty,” I said. “She survived the surgery, and she was knitted up tight, but…”

“Disease may worm its insidious way inside her body.”

“Yeah.” Not unlike you did.

King Raachwald’s men peeled the final pieces of the monk-knight’s mail shirt off like skinning a deer, him screaming fervent pleas to the Almighty. Begging for forgiveness, confession, salvation. Seemed the Almighty was busy, though, at this particular instant.

“And the child?”

“Alive and well,” I breathed. “A girl. A strong, healthy girl.”

They slammed the monk-knight face first into the chopping block, a man at sea grasping flotsam. And in this sea, sharks abounded.

King Raachwald frowned almost imperceptibly. “You said you were looking for the stone mason’s guildmaster, Kasprowicz.”

“Kasprowicz?” I blinked. “Uh, yeah.”

“He is the key to all this?”

“The key…?” I shook my head. “No. He’s a thread I’m pulling. Just seeing where it leads.”

“Very well, Sir Luther.” King Raachwald grimaced as he drew his bone axe from his belt and started for the penitent monk-knight. “I do not ken where Guildmaster Kasprowicz is, but I ken where he shall be.”
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King Raachwald knew what Kasprowicz’s work crews were building cause he was the king. So he knew where he’d be. At least, eventually. I spent the next day and half surreptitiously staking out the spot on the western wall where Girard’d lost his ear and nigh on his life. The wall was in poor shape, too, having been struck fair solid by a monstrous trebuchet folk’d taken to calling the Hand of God.

Though if God were on their side, I wondered who was on ours.

I went with an old favorite, disguising myself as a Franciscan monk. Hiding in plain sight, I planted my arse on the stairs of a derelict general store across the street, offering solemn benedictions to any and all who crossed my path.

There weren’t many. Not this close to the wall. Corpses littered the ground beneath the battlements. Most were Asylum men, but some were the bravest of the brave, invaders who’d valiantly fought, clambering up a ladder. Valiant? Stupid…? Either way, there were no cowards split open below, all wrecked and raw, which was yet another in an infinite number of points in favor of being a chickenshit little bitch.

Good news was I saw Girard working on the site. He was all gimped up and limping along, but still mobile. Active. Alive. That was something. They had him dragging scaffolding pieces round the work site like the world’s saddest pack mule.

They finished around noon. Was on the verge of calling it when I caught Kasprowicz nigh on sundown, all hooded up and cloaked over, looking over his shoulder. A wary bloke, none too keen on peeking from his burrow. But the man had a reputation for being thorough. Precise. And such a man’d never sign off on a job without a once over. Especially considering the temperament of his king.

When Kasprowicz was satisfied that the work was hale, he left the way he’d came.

I tailed him east through the dark Asylum streets. We crossed the North Bridge, me hang dogging back then playing catch up, huffing hot and heavy, before he disappeared into the Confines. I hustled onward. Didn’t want to lose him in that morass of endless labyrinth, blind alleys, and dead ends.

Jingling a large ring of keys, Kasprowicz unlocked the side door of a nondescript, one-story building erected in the shadow of an old city watch tower.

“How you doing, Al?” I asked, stepping from the shadows. “Your wife Jirina sends her regards.”

Kasprowicz started, whirled round, dropping his keys. “Eh?”

I drew back my monk’s cowl.

“S-Sir Luther…?”

“I prefer Father Luther, but I’ll let it slide.” I stooped, snatched his keys, handed them off. “Here. You’re a tough bloke to nail down, but I’d hazard that’s by design.”

“I … I suppose it doesn’t matter now.” Kasprowicz slumped, opened the door, beckoned. “C’mon.”

Inside, it was silent, dark, musty. Looked like a graveyard at first. Nothing but blocks of stone, slabs of granite, a small pulpit towards the back. A masonry warehouse.

“I want you to understand, Sir Luther,” Kasprowicz ran a hand through his thinning hair as he slunk through the hall, “everything I’ve done, I’ve done for my family. Everything I’ve done, everything I do. Everything.”

“That include ditching your wife and kids?”

Heady words, and who was I to squawk given my sordid history? But then, he didn’t know me from Cain. And the good son and me? We had a few pieces or more in line and common.

The guildmaster paused, turned. “Are you a father?”

I doffed my monk robe, slung it over my shoulder. “Yeah.”

He studied me through one eye, as though taking my measure. “A good father?”

“Yeah,” I lied. “Sure.” More often than not, it’s a shite of a man who claims the moral high ground, and my mountaineering gear lay ever at the ready. “The very best.”

Kasprowicz held my gaze, his eyes wide, nigh on quivering. “Then you understand. You do the hard things. The things that need doing. The things no one else will. Even at cost to yourself,” he frowned, “especially to yourself. The things perhaps they won’t understand. Will never understand.” He continued onward, wending through the standing stones. “You ask for no tributes, no accolades, no thanks. You do what you do in the silence, the darkness, the void, and you do it for them.”

“Where are we going?”

“I have to show you something.”

“You knew I was coming?”

“No, but you’ll do. You’ll have to.” Kasprowicz took a lantern off a hook and lit it. “Over here. Downstairs. The cellar.”

“Yeah?” I gripped a dagger at my belt as the stonemason opened a door. “What’s down there?”

“Just…” The guildmaster ambled down. “Just something I’ve been working on.”

I had more than a moment’s misgiving as he ambled down the creaking stairs. Was he indeed alone? Or was there a cabal of stonemasons waiting behind, or below, planning an ambush in the lonesome underdark. Would be a fair canny plan. Always a little tougher committing murder under the full light of day. But down in the darkness…?

Out of sight, out of mind, out of time.

“You coming?” Kasprowicz’s voice echoed from below.

“With bells on,” I said, glaring over my shoulder toward the front door, swallowing, then starting down.

Columns stretched away in the building’s grey underbelly. The floor was hard-packed earth. It wasn’t overly reassuring. Kasprowicz plunked down on a chair beside a work bench. Tools lay across it, neat as a chessboard, each one in its place. A tarp concealed some large rectangular object.

“This where you been living?” I eyeballed a bedroll.

“For a time, aye.” Kasprowicz rubbed his ragged beard. “Weeks now, lord, months. Feels like forever.”

“Why? Why not at your home?”

“I told you.” Kasprowicz licked his lips. “Everything I do is to protect my family.”

“Even this?”

“Aye, Sir Luther, especially this.”

“Why? You’re not even a mile from home. During a bloody fucking siege. Not to mention this plague-maiden shite. Folk disappearing, living in fear, terror. Wondering if every night’ll be their last. Your family could use you.” That moral high ground again, I’d crawled up, planted my flag, claimed it in the name of Krait.

“I send her money.”

“Not gonna do a whole lotta good when the plague-maiden steals her or the Grinners come pounding on her door again.”

“Again?”

“Yeah,” I said. “They stopped by the other day. All masked up for a mummer’s parade. Were tailing me, truth be told, and was more than a mite of bad luck.” I loosened my collar. “Any connections between them and you? Or any of the other guildmasters? Bice, maybe?”

“What? Bice…? No.” Kasprowicz wrung his hands. “Is Jirina—”

“No worries, Al, I sent them packing.”

“Lord, I…” Kasprowicz bit his knuckle, trembling, tears glistening, “I’m so tired…”

I just breathed there in the musty cellar, feeling him teeter, totter, poised ready to spill. Didn’t want to push too hard one way and have him come careening back the other.

It’s a fine line fair possible to finesse but never fully measure.

“I see her in my dreams,” Kasprowicz said. “Every night. Every. Single. Night.”

“You talking about Jirina?”

“No.” The guildmaster shook his head. “I … I wish it were. Wish I could see her again. This wouldn’t be so bad.” His eyes squeezed shut. “But sometimes…”

“You can.”

Kasprowicz glared long and hard. “Aye.”

“You mentioned the plague-maiden before we were so rudely interrupted.”

“The plague-maiden, aye.” Tears rolled down his cheeks. “She’s the one taking them, isn’t she? The one doing the stealing.”

“I don’t know, Al. That’s why I’m asking.”

“I did what I had to.”

“I’m sure you did,” I said, wondering what the hell he meant, but hoping the avalanche’d started. Best just get out of the way and let the pieces fall. Pick ‘em up and piece them together in the after all.

“It was all to protect my family. Jirina, Markos, the twins.”

“Of course,” I said, just to have something to say. “A good man’ll do anything to protect his family.”

“What—?” the guildmaster glared up sharply. “That supposed to be some kinda joke?” He rose to his feet, wiped his tears, balled his hands into fists. “You saying I ain’t a good man?”

“I think you’re carrying some weight on your soul.” I had a thought. Had to keep the boulders rolling. “Visiting that sin-eater didn’t help, did it?”

He stiffened, all rigid, then slumped. “No. No, it didn’t.”

“Truth is, I can see it in your eyes. The toll it’s taking. The weight across your back. Your shoulders. Fissuring your bones. You move like Atlas bearing the world. I know cause I’ve been there. Hell, I’ve lived there. Almost died there.”

“And does it ever go away?”

“Sure,” I lied. “They say time heals all wounds.”

“Time…”

“Yeah.”

“We tried to make it fair, a level playing field.” Kasprowicz hung his head. “There was the Mass on the fifth. You know of it?”

“Yeah, all about it.” I was on a roll now, dice smoking, all sixes and eights the hard way. “Sure. But maybe I missed something.”

“The fifth of April. Seems like a long time gone, but only half a year or so. Time, it’s funny. We tried, Sir Luther, we tried…”

“What do you mean, fair?”

“A … A level field.”

“Yeah. You already said that,” I said. “What happened at the Mass?”

Kasprowicz scanned the cellar, his eyes empty, glazed. “I … I stay here because I don’t want her coming for me. It ain’t that I’m afraid of her. Or, I am, I’m damn well terrified. And Lord, I deserve whatever’s in store, whatever’s coming, but I couldn’t abide her taking them, too. Not Jirina…”

“Why would the plague-maiden be coming for you?”

“Not just me. For all of us. Look what happened to Schnock and Broumette. Them and theirs. All gone.”

A fair poignant point.

The guildmaster stared off into the darkness, sniffled, wiped his tears. “C’mon. There’s that thing I wanted to show you.”

“Al. What happened on the fifth?”

A knot tightened in my gut as he rose, world weary, and slogged off beyond the lantern’s glow.

I hustled after.

“Wanted to make it easy for you,” Kasprowicz droned. “As … As easy as such things can go.”

“Easy?” I said, catching up. “For me?” I blinked, shook it off. “Al. Christ. What the hell happened on the fifth?”

“Aye, Sir Luther.” Kasprowicz stopped beside a dirt mound and nodded. “Do me a favor. Just look at my bench before you go, and do as you best see fit.”

At our feet, hidden in shadow, was a freshly dug grave.

“Shit—”

The guildmaster’s hand moved, the glint of steel flashing as it rose, stabbing down, piercing flesh, spurting blood.

“All-Father’s—”

I whipped my dagger up, fending off, stepping back to create space, but I was too slow, too late.

Alphonse Kasprowicz, guildmaster of Asylum’s stonemasons, collapsed to his knees, his eyes wide, far-seeing, his dagger lodged in his heart, blood pouring, pumping down his chest.. He toppled headfirst, landing in a twitching mess at the bottom of his grave.

Stunned, I stood there watching, smelling the iron of blood suffuse with the open wound of fissured earth. Blood pumped til it didn’t, mixing black with the dirt and darkness.

“Mother of mercy…”
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I’d filled in the grave ten minutes later, tamped it down with boot, shovel, and copious heaps of curse and ill will.

Atop his work bench, covered by a tarp, I found Kasprowicz’s freshly etched tombstone. It’d been marked with today’s date, expertly done, but I expected nothing less. The bastard’d even left me a lever and hand cart to move the fucker.

Was fair easy.

As easy as such things can go.
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Even after a fair long slog through the fresh air, I couldn’t shake the stink of the guildmaster’s blood co-mingling with grave-earth. It gets that way sometimes, stuck up in your head, all you can smell no matter what, but only with the bad, never the good. Blood. Bile. Brains. Anything that twists your stomach, turns it inside out or upside down. I finally blocked it out when the thick, cloying scent of incense supplanted it within the Graven Chapel.

It was an improvement, but only marginally so.

It was dim and quiet within but for the rhythmic banging of a distant hammer. The pews were spotted with a few folk kneeling, heads down, rosary beads dangling, hands clasped together in communal prayer. Others were laid out, covered in blankets, homeless in need of a roof.

Father Bernsen was nowhere to be seen.

I followed the sound of the hammer.

Hochmund’s prophecy or delusion or whatever the hell it was echoed through my mind as John the Baptist glared down from his golden plate on high. I meandered past the pulpit, around the altar, through a door beneath Jesus’s beheaded herald.

Beyond lay a circular chamber, a theater in the round, a shrine standing central in the midst of refurbishment. A few elderly folk sat in the front pews, hands on their laps as they wept, praying before a statue of the Madonna.

The Black Madonna.

Amongst the last of Alphonse Kasprowicz’s words. The man’d been overwhelmed with grief or guilt or some amalgam morphed frozen halfway between. Blubbering sheaves of back-arseward nonsense, maybe.

Or maybe not.

Within the shrine’s recess, the Black Madonna sat huddled, crippled over, shriveled almost impossibly small, her arms folded across her sunken chest. A few yellow teeth protruded from nonexistent lips. She put me in mind of the dead I’d seen in Egypt. Corpse-folk set out to dry like salted meat. Bandages, blackened by age and grime, wrapped her face, her corpse, her everything.

I strolled down the short aisle. An elderly woman praying in a front pew dropped a doll, leaned over, her fingers just brushing it. It was old and worn, its mismatched button eyes bright and shiny.

I headed over, bent down, handed it to her.

“Oh, my.” She covered her mouth and giggled. “I thank you, Sir Knight.”

“You’re welcome.” I bowed.

Hugging it, she wiped the tears from her cheek. “I know I’m too old for dolls, but my father made her for me. And my mother sewed her dress. I … I can’t remember them, but I can remember that. Isn’t it strange?”

“Strange and terrible, milady.” I offered a smile cause I didn’t know what the hell else to say. What do you say to someone who’s lost everything, everyone, even themselves? “Take care, now.”

As I hurried onward, the old woman whispered something.

“Did you say something?” I turned.

“Oh, I wasn’t talking to you.” She leaned in, whispering behind her hand. “I was talking to her. Praying.” She pointed toward the Black Madonna, sitting crippled over and close.

“Yeah…?” I said. “And what’s she saying?”

“She says you’re heading in the right direction.”

“Phew,” I wiped my brow, “that’s a relief. Farewell, milady.”

“And you as well, Sir Knight.”

Father Bernsen stood by the shrine, his hands moving as he explained something to a man dressed in a carpenter’s smock. The priest paused when he saw me. “Sir Luther, it’s good to see you.” He offered a hand.

I took it, gripped it, shook. “Father.”

The carpenter began pounding once more.

“How goes your investigation?”

“Funny you should ask,” I said. “More or less akin to the rest of my existence.”

“A work in progress, mounting by the hour, like our holy shrine?”

“I was going to say like shite, but yours sounds far more poetic.”

Father Bernsen forced a smile.

I forced one back even harder.

“What is this place?” I asked.

“A new addition, Sir Luther, to house Asylum City’s Black Madonna.” Father Bernsen stepped aside as though opening a show.

“Lovely,” I lied. Seeing the statue up close was more than a little unsettling.

“We’re calling it the Hall of the Mourning Dove and dedicating it to those of Asylum lost to the plague,” Father Bernsen explained. “The guildmasters of Asylum have graciously donated all the labor.”

“Fine bunch of fellows.”

“Indeed.”

I leaned in, squinted. “Is that a statue or a…?”

“Reliquary, Sir Luther.”

“So, a preserved corpse, yeah?” I side-eyed the shriveled old crone. “Feels like she’s watching. In disapproval.” I stifled a shiver. “Who was she?”

“No one knows.” Father Bernsen raised a finger as though instructing at Sunday School. “Though, legend has it the Black Madonna of Lindisfarne Abbey, on the northeastern coast of Angland, was stolen by raiders centuries ago. A terrible massacre by the Dragon-Men of Norse.”

“Vikings. Pirates. Berserkers.”

“Indeed.” Father Bernsen nodded. “It came into Asylum’s possession some two hundred years past, supposedly through some sort of back alley trade in exchange for a bar of crucible steel from the lands far east of Persia. Ill-doings. It was housed in the church on Marigold Row until it burned down last year. The holy fathers have been searching for a new home for her. A true loss, but a miracle that she survived the ordeal.”

“Survived, huh?” I said. “How’s that?”

“An altar boy ran inside the burning church and bore her out himself. The poor lad, he suffered burns over his whole body.” Father Bernsen crossed himself. “He survived not long after, dying in screaming agony.”

“Great story.”

“But,” Father Bernsen aimed a finger to the heavens, “his sacrifice was not in vain.”

“Yeah?” I snuck a step away from the desiccated monstrosity. “Tell the kid’s parents that.”

“The boy was an orphan.”

“Oh, thank Christ.” I wiped sweat from my brow.

“A tragedy, to be sure, Sir Luther.” Father Bernsen frowned. “And one that aches to the core, but we all go to God in one way or another, and to preserve an artifact of faith as your final act? We should all be so graced.”

“Yeah,” I lied, just to be diplomatic.

One of the old folk coughed, starting Father Bernsen from his fugue. “What was it you wanted?”

“Lot of old folk round here.”

“Lost, lonely souls, they find succor in prayer.” Father Bernsen leaned in, raising a conspiratorial hand. “I also feed them what I can.”

I smiled. “I’m looking for one of the guildmasters.”

“Oh, which one?”

“Any of them.” Well, except Kasprowicz, but I played that one close to the vest.

“Hmm…” Father Bernsen picked lint off his sleeve. “I’ve not seen any of them around here as of late. We had a meeting set last night, but none showed.”

“None of them?”

“I’m quite sure it had to do with the siege. The Witch-Saint’s men are attacking randomly from all quarters, I’m told. They broke through the eastern gates less than a week past. And almost the western wall the day before yesterday. They even tried invading from the river. One never knows from whence the scoundrels shall next strike.”

“Just biding their time, Father.”

“Biding their time for what?”

“Old siege craft. Trying to starve us out, burn resources, patience, good will, get us to turn on each other, keep us on edge, drawn tight as a bowstring, fit to snap.”

“But why not simply attack?” Father Bernsen gasped. “Why not one overwhelming assault?”

“Good question,” I said. “Figure maybe they don’t want to risk a full assault, or they’re waiting for something.”

“Waiting for what?”

“How the hell should I know?”

Father Bernsen blanched.

“So, Gergo Bice,” I said. “How about him? See him around?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Ever see him interact with any of the local low-life scum?” I asked. “The Grinners, in particular. Can’t miss ‘em, hard as you might try.”

“No, Sir Luther.” Father Bernson recoiled. “Gergo Bice is a godly man.”

“How about any of the others?”

Father Bernsen crossed his arms. “No.”

“Got a carpenter working here. Mind if I rattle his cage?”

“Eh…?”

“Ask him some questions.”

“Oh, by all means, Sir Luther,” Father Bernsen said. “Anson, come here, please. A moment, my son.”

The carpenter peered around the shrine. “Father…?”

“Sorry to interrupt, but have you seen Guildmaster Bice about as of late?”

“I…” Anson slid his hammer into his belt and massaged his elbow. “Nay, Father, I’ve not.”

“Who ordered you for this job?” I asked.

Anson glanced at me then Father Bernsen. “Just a normal work order, milord. Down from Bice, of course. My foreman, Dyke, told me to work the job until it was finished, so I been working here every day since. Ain’t I, Father?”

“Yes, my son, you have,” Father Bernsen beamed. “So, you’ve not seen Guildmaster Bice as of late?”

“Nay, Father,” Anson shook his head, “but then, he’s a little higher up the rungs than me.”

“He a decent guildmaster?” I asked.

“He’s still green to the post, and younger than any I’ve remembered. Shit, he’s younger than me, but he’s done a good job as far as I can see. Remembers where he came from, too, though we’ll see how long that lasts. Less bickering than when Schuttwolf had the reins.” Anson pursed his lips and crossed himself. “Not to speak ill of the dead.”

Father Bernsen gripped Anson’s shoulder. “An honest answer, my son.”

“I thank you, Father.”

“Yeah, thanks,” I said.

“Milord.” Anson knuckled his forehead, turned back to his work.

“I believe the last time I saw Guildmaster Bice, or any of them, was that meeting you attended. What was it? A week, two weeks past?” Father Bernsen removed a handkerchief and, frowning, polished a smudge off one of the shrine’s brass rails. “The guildmasters are busy men, Sir Luther.”

“Why do they meet here and not their guild hall?”

“Hmm…” Father Bernsen scratched his chin. “I imagine they hold their meetings here to kill the proverbial two birds with one stone.”

“Yeah, and which two birds are those?”

“Work and worship, Sir Luther.” Father Bernsen glanced over my shoulder. “It seems we have some visitors.”

“Work and worship.” I turned. “All the fun stuff.”

“Ahem…” Father cocked his head past me. “Friends of yours?”

In the doorway to the shrine stood Ape and Thorfin Strange-Land. Neither looked particularly happy. “Friends is a bit strong.”

“Shake a leg.” Ape cleared his throat and grunted. “Boss needs you for a job.”

“I’m already working a job.”

“It’s about them Grinner-fucks, and their current hidey-hole,” Ape growled. “And the boss is the boss.”
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In the dim, misted distance, a fair furious column of white smoke roiled up from the tavern’s roof and into the cold night sky. Which was puzzling cause the place wasn’t fully an inferno. Till you got closer and caught the downwind reek. Then all you could chew on was holocausts and infernos of the Dante Alighieri variety.

“How’d you finally track them down?” I asked.

“Just luck, I guess.” Slade strolled behind.

Glancing back, I snatched a glimpse of Slade’s cadre waiting, watching, armed to the teeth, fading with every step we took further into the devil’s territory.

“Which level of hell you suppose this is?” I rubbed my hands, breathed into them, nodded toward Asmodeus’s humble abode. A transient palace, the Moveable Feast. The Hall of the Grinner King. That’s what they called it, folk from Split Hill and up along Thorn Ridge. Used to be a tavern, the Dragon Under the Hill Tavern. The sign still hung intact for the most part, dangling above the door, swaying softly in the fickle wind.

“Need ye to go on ahead and treat with those rancid fucks,” Slade rasped. “Need ye to make ‘em see it our way.”

“And what’s our way?”

“Don’t fuck with me, Krait. Ye got airs of a high-hat dandy, but ye ken our way. I seen it.”

I frowned, shrugged, spat off to the side.

“Got it?”

“Yeah. Sure.” I’d strode this path before, knew the tally, heeded the score. “I got it.”

“Good.” Slade ran a hand through his long, greasy hair. “Tell ‘em I’ll treat with ‘em come sunup in Archer Square.”

“Archer Square. Sunup.” I looked to the east, nodded. “Sure thing.”

I watched him go, this killer of my friend, two innocent midwives, countless others. A man I’d sworn an oath to murder. An oath I meant to keep.

Slade’s footsteps faded off into the night.

“You’re supposed to murder that monstrosity, old boy.” I could hear Hochmund’s voice in my head.

I laid bare my empty palms.

“Bastards took my weapons.” I stood alone in silence. “Figured I’d pose as more gracious a diplomat.”

“I can’t imagine a less, old boy.”

“You’re not wrong.”

I stared up at the great column of smoke.

“It certainly is a menacing sight.”

“I’d hazard the sixth level,” I fingered my chin, “considering the smoke. And where there’s smoke there’s—”

“More of them, old boy,” Hochmund’s apparition whispered. “And don’t bore me with aphorisms. Mmmm, I do believe you may have drawn the whole damned lot.”

“Just my luck.”

I strolled onward.

Upward.

A pair of Grinners oozed from the shadows of an alleyway. “Oh, dear lord.” Hochmund ripped through a Paternoster, then immediately started another. “Our Father, who art…”

“Ain’t it a little late for that?” I asked.

“I’m trying to improve my current lot.”

“A plethora of demons and devils?”

“You have no idea.”

I’d gained quite a tail on my little jaunt, wending through the narrow cobbled streets and muck-strewn alleyways. “Is it worrying that lately I’m jawing with nigh on as many dead folk as living?”

“Worrying, old boy?” Hochmund considered. “I’d consider that a blistering yes.”

“Yeah, I thought so, too.” Nodding, I kept on walking, jawing, keeping my breath slow, smooth, even.

“But,” I trudged along, “the seventh level is for violent fuckers, and that seems more their speed, yeah? Any chance you think there’s a river of boiling oil flowing inside?” I rubbed my arms. “Jesus, it’s cold.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“Yeah.”

“Gideon’s blade…” Hochmund huffed somehow alongside. “Two more. Over there.”

“I got them,” I said.

“No, old son, I do believe it’s the other way around.”

By the dead-end fates. Hochmund was right. I was neatly surrounded. “Fair enough.”

Another Grinner pair shambled forth, one dragging a long truncheon with the lone arm he yet lay privy to.

“So, what’s that make?” I asked.

“In total?”

“Yeah.”

“Nine.”

“One for every level of hell.”

“No, it’s ten now. Eleven. Twel—”

“Fuckers have no appreciation for poetic accuracy,” I lamented. “You bring any weapons?”

“I’m afraid I’m past that, old boy,” Hochmund said. “I could call them some rather nasty names, though I don’t think they’d so much as hear, considering I’m merely a symptom of your burgeoning madness.”

“Madness…?” I grinned over my shoulder at nothing. “Whatever do you mean?”

No one grinned back.

“I fear we’re going to be sinking in the same boat rather shortly, old boy.”

“Yeah, with water up to our arses and elbows.”

“Not wholly possible, old son. In any case, I admit I’m not an over-strong swimmer.”

“Well, shit.” I stopped beneath the tavern sign, glanced up. A reddish dragon, breathing a flicker of flame from its wide nostrils, glared down. Twelve deformed lepers sporting rags for clothes and all manner of nastiness gathered round. “Anyway. This looks like the place.” I turned toward the cadre of lipless freaks descending upon us in the heartless night. “Good evening, gentlemen — and I use that term loosely — it’s wonderful to see you again.”

“Try not to die,” Hochmund hissed.

“Fuck off,” I replied, turning to my new hosts. “Now,” I offered a stilted bow, “which one of you is the maitre’d? We’d like a couple of ales and your best table. One by the window.”

“We…?”

“My friend and…” I held out a hand, but of course there was no one there. “Apologies. I suppose a table for one’ll do.”

The one-armed Grinner stepped to the forefront, wielding the truncheon, a chain nailed to it dragging behind through the mud. An odd weapon. Made me wonder what the hell he planned on doing with it. “You’re one o’ Raachwald’s attack dogs, ain’t ya?”

“More of the bloodhound variety, but yeah.” I bowed. “Heeled on a very short leash.”

The deformed prick had no eyelids, matching his lips. Gave him a look of perpetual surprise. “We been watching you,” Eyeballs said.

“Looks like you’ve no other choice.” I leaned forward, squinting. “Mind if I ask how you sleep? An eye mask?” I shuddered at the thought of burlap grating on eyeball. “Have to be silk.”

I garnered no reaction other than Hochmund’s renewed Paternoster.

“Smug fucker,” Eyeballs hissed, though in his lipless state it sounded more along the lines of “Ug ucker.” But that’d be exhausting.

“I’m guessing public oration’s not your strong suit,” I glanced down at the stump of his left arm, “or ovations.”

Hochmund twittered nervously. I didn’t blame him. If I hadn’t been under constant threat of death the past two months, I’d have been neck and neck with him down the long stretch. Way it was, though, a man can adapt to almost any clime given enough time and opportunity. Unless he breaks first. But when you set a blood-eagle on one end of the Archangel Michael’s scales, the other’s like to rise regardless of load.

By twirling his truncheon, Eyeballs slowly gathered up his chain, link by link.

“You must have a strong wrist,” I commented.

“Move it. You’re coming with us.”

“That was the plan,” I said. “Though, I had something—”

“Shut your trap and move.”

“Alright.” I raised my empty hands and sauntered onward. “Your funeral.”

“Gimme your cloak.” A Grinner crowding in picked a raw lesion weeping on his forehead then flicked it my way.

“Fuck off.” I stood against him with the firm resolution of a Gallowglass Axeman.

“Enough. Move it.” One of Eyeballs’ lesser dead shoved me along through the door and into the repurposed tavern.

The Dragon Under the Hill Tavern used to be a fair upscale locale. I’d hit it a time or twelve, back in the day. Three stories with two of overhanging balcony above. A fine establishment, once upon a time. I heard the echo of clink and clatter, of folk having a grand old time, sipping and chatting and singing and carousing all before the joyous aura of a rippling golden hearth-fire.

Then it was gone, dust, replaced by silence but for the crackle of flame. The upper floors and walls’d been torn out, leaving nothing but a skeleton of post and lintel limned by moon and cold starry sky. A great bale-fire smoldered in the middle of the floor, busted chairs and tables smoldering, smoke rising up through a massive hole in the roof.

Alongside the fire, the Grinner King sat at the head of a long, three-legged table. A stack of bricks bolstered the missing fourth. In his lordship’s hand was a curved rib dripping grease. I didn’t ask what they were serving. A swathe of filthy fabric covered his eyes. With nothing but a skull-hole for a nose, he sniffed up as I entered. Against the glare of flames, off to either side, came furtive movement from the quavering dark.

Visages of hell limped forth from the shadows, eyes glimmering a sickly yellow.

I halted before the Grinner King, held my hands out toward the flames, enjoying the warmth as much as I despised the stink.

Sweat. Salt. Sickness.

A full house, straight flush, all around.

The Grinner King raised that greasy meat to his lipless maw and gnawed off a gob. He chewed haltingly, as though it pained him to do so. It was neck and neck with Papa for worst thing I’d seen in quite a while. Bits of gristle dribbled wet down his sallow chin. He slurped continuously, his emaciated frame etched in desiccated rib under taut, rotten skin. Nigh on a walking skeleton.

“Whispers on warm winds speak of a once-great warrior,” the Grinner King said. “A man of measure and means fallen hard upon sharp times. A man once hale and mighty, a champion of kings, now but a mongrel dog heeled along to the rattle of leash and legend. Who is this lowly wretch come down from his high mountain abode? From his aerie atop the Rock? Who is it that stands before me?”

“Krait.” I cleared my throat. “Sir Luther Slythe Krait.”

“And are you here to offer me your service?” the Grinner King cackled like a rooster. “Are you here to swear fealty to your new king?”

“Actually, I’m here as a—”

“Speak up, Krait.” He cupped a deformed hand to a hole where his ear once was. “Slythe Krait, he says, if I’m not mistaken. The hero of Asylum, say some. Others say he is naught but a puffed up rapscallion calling down destruction and dismay wherever he doth set foot.”

“The second one’s fair accurate.” I breathed through my mouth. “And wow. You’re a hell of a lot more eloquent than I’d hazard. Truly. Were you a professor? Or maybe a herald or crier or something?”

“Krait…” Hochmund’s voice whispered on fell winds. “Archer Square.”

“Forget it.” I waved a hand.

“What’d he say?” The Grinner King’s head swiveled as Eyeballs slavered in his nonexistent ear.

“Nothing,” I said.

The Grinner King straightened. “Eusabio tells me you’ve come to treat with us on behalf of King Raachwald of Coldspire. A king and a king.”

“Uh, again, that’s not exact—”

“Furthermore, he tells me you’ve been breaking into the homes of those sworn to my fealty. Those folk who enjoy the privilege of living under my aegis. These are serious charges, serious accusations that bear with them a severe penalty.” He leaned forth on the arm of his chair. “Know you what that penalty bears?”

“Your lordship—” I started.

“Highness!” the Grinner King bolted up then stood crooked and wretched and trembling. “For, am I not a king?”

“Uh, yeah, sorry. You’ve the ego of one, anyway.” I offered a dainty, half-arsed curtsy. “Your Highness, I’m here strictly as—”

“Your flippant attitude displeases me.”

“Yeah. I get that a lot.” I shrugged, took in the joint. Didn’t seem to be any altars dedicated to fallen gods. Seemed more like a barracks. A hostel. A flophouse. “Any notion as to who’s stealing whole families from off the Hill? Blasting them to ash? Under your protection? Word is it’s something called the plague-maiden.”

“This is some trick…?” The Grinner King picked at a nonexistent lip.

“A trick? No. But I could juggle or guess your weight, maybe?” I offered. “I’d hazard about eleven and a half pounds, give or—”

“I think I am quite done treating with you!” The Grinner King wiped his greasy chin with the back of his arm. “Eusabio! Slaughter him. Slaughter him here. Where he stands. We’ll dine well tonight!”

Eusabio started forth with that chain-flail truncheon of his, the rest of his cadre, some forty strong, following suit, closing in.

“Your Highness,” I lowered my voice. “I ain’t here to treat with you.” Hochmund railed in my mind, “Run, you fool!” I shook him off. “Want to know why I’m truly here? Why Slade truly sent me?”

At a gesture from the lipless king, the walking dead paused.

“Speak, Krait, you loathsome wyrm.”

“I’m here as bait.” I glanced towards the windows. “Purely a diversion.”

Memories of strolling into a giant’s warren in the Grey Wastes fluttered through my mind. Mere months ago, but it seemed like eons. I’d been bait then, too, though didn’t ken it.

Not at first, anyway.

Eusabio raised his truncheon.

“Bait…?” the dying king croaked.

“Yeah. A worm on a bloody fucking hook.” I dug under the collar of my shirt and scratched my scarred neck. “While we shoot the shit, Slade Raachwald and his men are gathering outside to ambush you and—”

And at that, the shutters burst open and the business ends of crossbows aimed in and from all around.

I shrugged. “I tried to warn you.”
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…homes where the doors stood ajar. It seems someone or something escaped the horrors, but who or what lies yet wreathed in…
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“Die, you rancid bastards!”

Shutters and doors burst in as Slade and his crew attacked from all quarters. There were only five of the fuckers, but they knew their craft, reveled in it, and had four hell-bred mastiffs in their charge. Each fucker stood outside a window, taking careful aim, leering, their rapturous grins lit by roaring red flame.

“Him! There! Behind the bar!”

“I got him!”

The Grinners scrambled haphazard, charging scatter-shot toward the windows, their makeshift implements of destruction useless against the technology of modern warfare. A good crossbow’ll pierce mail, maybe even plate you hit it square with a bodkin. But against rags and flesh? Desiccated and diseased? They didn’t need bodkins. They barely needed heads.

“Where d’ya think yer going?”

Either way, wide flaring flesh bolts were the order of the day, and they severed whole limbs. They shot through and through, launching in and spattering out.

Uglier gutted one, gore slashing across a tapestry of some garish Thuringian bard.

As the Grinners turned to flee, scrambling towards the back door, Slade blocked their path. He tossed aside his spent crossbow. From over his shoulder, he drew Yolanda, gleaming silver in the rippling gloom.

“C’mere, ye little runt!”

“Hah!”

With two-handed hews, he hacked and spattered and slew. Writhing bodies and still corpses piled like cord wood.

“Sword-hail and war-flame in Saint Jesus’s name!” Strange-Land ducked in through a window, wielding his war-crucifix, laying waste with mighty strokes.

“All-Father’s oath!” I dove aside the instant the first crossbow bolt struck home. It thunked into Eyeballs’ chest, spinning him sideways to the ground, wide-eyed alongside me. “Krait, you cursed serpent!” He reached with that long lone arm, cracked brown nails groping to gouge out my eyes.

Ensnaring Eyeball’s wrist with his truncheon chain, I lurched back and kicked out, driving my boot heel into his gut, dislocating his shoulder, folding him in half. “Argh—” Then his face. Again, and again and again.

“Damn you!”

Someone cried out from somewhere near.

Bolts whizzed overhead.

Ape booted down the front door, his mastiffs barking mad and beyond, eyes lit flickering orange by the hellish inferno.

“Bloody hell—” I hissed, rolling aside as part of the roof collapsed, sending embers scattering, snapping a post loose. Detritus rained.

I crawled for the front door, the truncheon jingling along behind like sleigh bells ringing, was slammed sideways into the makeshift table leg, knocking it asunder, askew, cracking me in the skull, stars bursting.

“Krait!”

It was the Grinner King, suddenly atop me, his two skeletal claws wrapped round my throat, cracked nails raking, squeezing, his thumbs digging in for my Adam’s apple.

“Come, Krait,” his blind eyes and gnarly teeth glistened crimson close in the half-light, “give us a kiss.”

The Grinner King was strong for a leper-prick dying of disease, but I was stronger. I caught him across the maw with the truncheon chain, gulping back, tongue protruding, bulging black, bleeding against his broken brown teeth. He gasped, coughed, spattered, regathered, biting, grunting, grinding.

“Rrrrrg…”

“Get off of me, you rancid prick!” I snatched him by the back of the skull and yanked, tucking my chin, head-butting him — thud! — stunning him, rolling him over, smashing my head on the table’s underside as I gained the top. I hammered him two-fisted and didn’t stop til something growling blasted past, knocking me sideways.

A mastiff yiped, whimpered, whined.

Then it was over.

All of it.

The table teetered above, creaking softly. I fell back, rolled over, gasping up toward the night sky.

The Grinner King lay strewn across the floor, chest rising and falling in a smooth paradoxical motion. His empty sockets tracked as I rose, huffing, wiping blood and bile from my neck, ripping teeth from my knuckles. I collapsed against a wide post. Smoke poured up and out of the roof.

The mastiff, somewhere in the gloom, continued whining. Could hear Ape jawing low, hushed, fervent.

Slade rasped something warped, something blasted, something acrid.

Uglier raised a war-mace overhead, sharp teeth gleaming, and brought it down on Eyeballs’ ruined face. “Uh, heh, heh, heh…” His inbred laughter echoed.

“Krait…?” Strange-Land ducked, peering under the table at the kingly corpse. “A-Are you hurt?”

I winced, hissed, grimaced, pulling out the last tooth embedded in my fist. “My feelings maybe.”

A shake of the head followed by a sour smile. “Blood and bile, we can’t have that.”

“You…?” I asked, just to be polite.

“The Lord Jesus and the One-Eyed Jack sought to protect me.”

“Uh, you have a dagger sticking out of your shoulder.”

“Even so.”

“Well, alright then.” I glanced over to where one of the monstrous mastiffs lay. A spear protruded from his side. Ape sat over him, cross-legged, hand on his head, tears falling like rain as he rubbed the dog’s neck. “Good boy…”

A flagon fell as the Grinner King shifted beneath the table. Slade snagged him by the foot and dragged him clean out into the firelight. What teeth the Grinner King had clacked lightly together.

Slade wiped Yolanda off on the Grinner King’s ragged vestments. “We need to have a chat, Yer Highness.”

The Grinner King reached trembling for Slade’s face.

Shaking his head, Slade intercepted the hand, grasped a finger, and snapped it cracking back. “I wanna know about folk disappearing.” He snapped another.

The Grinner King’s chin trembled as he breathed deliberately, through force of will if nothing else. How he was even still kicking was something of an inbred, backwater miracle.

“Nothing…?” Slade broke another finger.

The lipless Grinner King didn’t so much as twitch. He simply leered, grinning, though there seemed no other option.

Slade broke another.

His hand was a wilted flower.

Slade jabbed Yolanda into the Grinner King’s calf. “You and yers the ones doing it?” He stabbed higher, twisted. Blood pooled. “How are ye doing it? Where are the corpses? Tossing them into plague pits?” He leered over at Ape. “Feeding the fuckers to dogs?”

I flicked a tooth skittering under the table.

“Burning them?” Slade demanded. “Burning them or burying or…”

He asked and he asked and he asked.

Using Eyeball’s truncheon, I struggled to my feet.

Slade didn’t even look over as he snapped the king’s last finger. “Got anything to ask our high king, Krait?”

I stepped over the corpse and trudged toward the door. “The blackguard died about two minutes past.”
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It’d been three years, give or take, since I’d plied the rough pines of the Stone Ruin Ten. A tavern north of the Borderlands. A fleeting glance over my shoulder as I hounded a pack of two-legged wolves through a driving storm. A few dead left behind. A recurring theme with this joint. No good deed went unpunished, and God forbid you pulled a bad one.

The joint was nigh on empty, what with there being no serving wenches, little fare, and mere dregs of flat ale left in all the kegs of Asylum proper. A couple fellas hunkered by the fireplace, muttering low, rubbing their hands together in some misguided attempt at forging warmth.

In short, and considering my past day, week, month and then some, it was heaven.

The front door opened, snow pouring through, a bent form brushing off his hood as he hobbled my way, using a stout cane.

“Sir Luther.” Nils slid into a seat across from me.

“Nils…?” I straightened.

“Yup.” Nils squinted, leaning across the table. “That a bite mark?”

“New girlfriend’s a mite aggressive.” I took a pull. “How’d you find me?”

“Followed you from the Grinner stronghold,” Nils drawled. “I seen what you and them all done. Couldn’t suss who to root for, excepting fer you.”

“A low bar, but thanks.” I leaned forward. “And how’d you savvy I’d be there?”

Nils’ eyes widened. “I’m the one carried word to Prince Slade of the Grinner King’s whereabouts.”

“Oh…?”

“He didn’t say nothing?”

“I try to talk to him as little as possible,” I said. “And he’s the type that rides light with regards to the endowment of glowing accolades.”

“No blue ribbons?”

“Slade only hands out those of the crimson variety.”

“Shoot.” Nils’s hands balled into fists.

“Easy with the language.”

Nils chuffed a mirthless laugh. “Reckon he’s a fella like to keep his word?”

“Reckon it depends on what you need him to keep it for,” I said. “But mostly? No.”

“Got that sense right off,” Nils said. “Figured it’d be worth a shot, anyway.”

“Yeah? What’re you jawing about?”

“I couldn’t find you,” Nils said. “But that bastard? Always front and center on the walls. Figured if I told him where the Grinner King was, he might hold some sway with getting Lorelai freed.”

He noticed the look on my face. “You think different.” It wasn’t a question.

“Best not get involved,” I said. “Especially with a rancid shite like him. You’ve heard the stories, yeah?” Nils nodded. “Well, he’s worse in real life. Best steer clear. Head down, keep on moving. Be as forgettable as possible. Hopefully, he’s already forgotten you.”

“How…?” Nils’ brow wrinkled. “How’s Lorelai?”

“Truly…?” I said. “I don’t know. She saved the king’s newborn daughter and might’ve had a hand saving the queen. She was alive last I saw. And haven’t heard anything to the contrary. Lorelai took care of her. Nursed and doctored. She was fair amazing.”

“Don’t need to tell me,” Nils breathed. “She’s out of the gaol, then?”

“Yeah. Ain’t wasting away behind brick and mortar, anyway. And I figure with her being the only blooded midwife left in Asylum, King Raachwald’ll want her healthy and sharp.” But it was only a theory. “But if Queen Narcissa dies…”

Nils twitched a reluctant nod.

I sipped a flagon of watered-down small-beer, which itself was watered-down beer, which made it about as tempting as warm dog piss. I frowned at it. “You’d hazard in the middle of winter they could at least get it cold.”

My stomach groaned, but there was nothing to be done for it.

“I, uh…” Nils drew out Hochmund’s ledger. “Brought you this. Been flipping through it when I can. Sussing through it.”

I eyed it balefully, images of Hochmund playing out anew before my eyes, the sound of the blade slicing through neck, the spurt of hot red, him gurgling, garbling. His last words. Last real words. Words I wanted no part of hearing. But all I could do was hear them, see him, clutched onto me, sagging over my shoulder, blood bubbling, sputtering, trembling.

“Sir Luther…?”

“Huh—?”

“Nothing. You seemed…” Nils paused. “You seemed like you was somewhere else there a moment.”

“Yeah. Apologies. Was just thinking.” I shook it off. “You know, me and my big brain.”

“Wouldn’t put it that way but…” Concern glimmered in Nils’ eye, but he nodded.

I tapped the ledger. “Notice anything useful?”

“Maybe.” Nils cracked it open and slathered through a few pages. “One thing here. Somewhere.”

“Yeah…?”

“Here and here. These marks. Here.” Nils turned it around. “There’s another one…” Beside some of the entries were ‘X’s.’ “Here. And I noticed two more.” He licked his thumb and flipped some more. “This one, here. Ken what they mean?”

“Hochmund marked a few, and so did I. Thought it might mean something down the road, but…”

“Well…?”

“Those are the houses that weren’t buttoned up. The ones where I found an open door.”

“Open doors…?”

“Yeah…” Eowana Haller’s visage flashed through my mind, and I blinked, rubbed my face, trying to wash the image clean. Her and Hochmund, forever by my side. “Like your neighbor. The Hallers. Schnocks, too.”

“Thought you said the Hallers’ place was still locked up.”

“It was, but…”

“What is it?”

“Nothing. Just keep seeing her face. Eowana. The old woman, the look in her eyes as that blackguard slit her throat. She thought I was there to help her. Save her. Christ. Bring her somewhere safe.”

Nils’ lips formed a hard line.

“Most of the houses were barricaded inside,” I said. “Those looked like they had been, but where someone must’ve got out.” I grimaced. “Well, they all got out, one way or another, but you ken what I mean.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Or it was the — Jesus — I don’t even know what to call it. Whoever’s dusting folks.”

“Dusting…?”

“Yeah, just trying it on for size.” I explained about the orphanage, the teeth, the others. He said nothing, his eyes growing wider throughout.

“But how, or who, or…?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Exactly.”

“You ever seen anything like this?”

“I’ve dealt with golems and demons, werewolves and giants, undead monstrosities and … Jesus.” I took a breath. “No. I’ve never seen anything like this. Never even heard of anything like this.”

“What do you think…?”

I took a pull on my flagon. “Christ.” I frowned, gagged, carried on. “I’ve got nothing. And in spades. Gonna have to hit the books again.”

“Saint Hagan’s?”

“Yeah. I’ve a librarian hot on the scent.” I told him about Saint Hagan’s and the rest of Asylum’s libraries or lack thereof. Wasn’t a long conversation. “Anything else you can think of? Anyone?”

“Naw, but I been hearing things.”

“Yeah…?” I leaned in closer. “What things?”

“Things that might set you in the right direction. Don’t know for certain, but folk are finally jawing.” Nils took a sip, grimaced. “They’re jawing of some … some apparition that appears. Headless, some say. It appears, and any who see her die.”

“Plague-maiden, yeah.” I leaned back in my chair. “Headless thing is new, though. Mmm… Question is, how’s word get out if everyone’s dead?”

“Most everyone, you said.”

“Yeah. Shit. Jesus.”

“I told you I seen a green light the night—”

“Apologies,” I said. “You’re trying to help. Hell, you’re the only one, and I’m giving you shite. Look, I don’t know. I just don’t.” I waved a hand. “I’ve been hearing stories, too. The same. Of this plague-maiden being some harbinger of plague and death and destruction. Feeding off it. Feeding off folk. Making it worse. If such a thing’s possible.”

“Think it is?”

“Recurring theme, but I don’t know. Might fit with the Stolen. The dusted. The teeth.” I choked down another mouthful of swill. “Gonna have to suss it clean, like I said, but I hate wasting time and effort on horse-shite drummed up by panicked folk.”

“One other thing.” Nils flipped through more pages. “You notice the ages?”

“The what?”

“The ages. Here.” Nils laid a fingertip on a page. “That’s why I wanted to suss clean the marks. Thought it might have to do with their ages.”

“Whose?”

“The people living inside the houses. The Stolen. Every house with a mark has a kid around twelve. Give or take. Youngest was ten, the oldest, hmm, sixteen, I think.”

“Yeah?” I squinted, scanned, read.

“Aye.” Nils wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Think it means anything?”

“Jesus. Maybe.” I shrugged. “Maybe not.”

“Here.” Nils slid Hochmund’s ledger across the table.

“No, you keep it.”

Nils glanced at the door for about the tenth time in as many minutes.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I … I think someone’s been tailing me.”

“Yeah?” My eyes fixated on the door, too, and would remain so for the long haul. “Hazard who?”

“Maybe it’s just this talk.” Nils took another sip. “But no. I figure whoever it is has been watching our house since…”

“Since I showed up, yeah?”

“Yup.”

“Makes no sense,” I said. “Grinners were all slaughtered.” But were they? I never knew their numbers. “Or maybe not. Maybe a pack of them held back.” I tapped my fingers. “Jesus. I should’ve known better. Should’ve known the fuckers’d been on my tail. Should’ve been smarter from the start. More cautious. But then, that’s how it always goes. Don’t realize your blind spots til its too bloody late.” And it was that. In spades. “Probably best if you don’t go home for a piece. Gather up Girard. Find a new hole to lie low. Drop a note here if you need me. And I’ll do the same about Lorelai.”

Nils crossed his arms. “Can’t.”

“Can’t what?” I said. “It’s just wood and plaster. And there are plenty of derelict shacks for squatting. Jesus, more than—”

“I can’t cause Girard’s gone. Shoot, he…” Nils’ hands squeezed into quivering fists. “We had a row. A big one. Said some stuff I wish I hadn’t. I was drinking. Ain’t no excuse. I ken it now, but at the time…” The color drained from his face. “He took off.”

“And…?”

“And with the way things stand, I need for him to be able to find me, find us, if and when he needs to.” Nils knocked back his flagon. “And I — we can’t up and leave without him knowing. Not now. Not ever.” Nils rubbed his bloodshot eyes. “Tried tracking him down, but with this damned leg.” He threw up his hands. “And no one’ll jaw with me. The few I could corner told me to—”

“I saw him.”

“You…?” Nil’s nails dug into the table. “Where?”

“The west wall. Two or three days ago. Jesus.” I yawned. “Apologies. Haven’t slept for a piece.”

“You and me both,” Nils said. “Know how long he’ll—”

“No. I didn’t talk to him. Couldn’t. Just caught a glimpse, is all,” I said. “But he was on a crew, working his arse off. Building scaffolding. Hoardings. South of the West Gates.” I shook my head. “Working like a pack mule, banged up as he is.”

By the hangdog expression on Nils’ face, nothing I was saying was of much relief. “West Gates, you said?”

“He could be anywhere by now.”

“Gotta start somewhere.” Nils stretched his bad leg out, grimacing, then stood. “Gotta go find him, Sir Luther. If you see him before me…”

“Yeah, sure,” I nodded. “I’ll tell him to head home.”
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…stalked by a group of those hideously deformed gangsters. They have as of yet not executed any direct actions against us, though I fear…

—Journal of the Stolen
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I kept my word to Nils, or tried to, anyway. I snaked my way northeast through the Confines, over to the east wall, casing the work sites, searching for Girard. Figured I’d pull double duty, maybe get lucky, maybe find the carpenter’s Guildmaster, Gergo Bice, too. Figured he still owed me. Figured he might be willing to spill about ties to the Grinners, the sin-eater bullshite, Kasprowicz, and whatever the hell else was going on with the missing guildmasters.

But my luck held firm on all fronts.

There’d been a fair vicious barrage from a stand of trebuchets sitting just shy of the Hellwood. They’d loosed as one, compromising a wall, shattering some hoardings, engulfing a goodly amount in flame. Finding the kid in that mayhem was like finding a needle in a flaming pile of caustic shite.

I didn’t dwell on the fact that Girard’d been working on the hoardings last I’d seen him. Didn’t dwell on the rumor that seven carpenters’d been slaughtered in the attack. And maybe I didn’t try too hard, didn’t dig too deep, cause just the thought of carrying that lead weight back and laying it dead at Nils’ feet…

Or Lorelai’s.

By the dead-end fates.

And Bice proved as elusive as the rest of his guildmaster brethren. No one’d seen him. No one’d heard from him other than a steady stream of work orders coordinating the carpenter guild’s efforts. But the stream’s headwaters remained elusive, opaque, unfathomable.

I gave up after trudging north along the eastern wall through four work sites. Found my way back, following a caravan of hand carts carrying wounded men, a line of ants crawling down thoroughfares, through back alleys, across the Morgrave.

Girard wasn’t amongst the wounded, or listed on the death rolls, so there was that. But I’d garnered word of a newly built carpenters’ barracks inside the Jewish Quarter. Another stop added to the list of things I’d no time to accomplish.

Saint Hagan’s wasn’t on the way, but I figured it time I stopped in again. I’d slunk in and jawed with Lector Happ a couple times to little effect. But he’d been resolute in forging on forth.

The makeshift hospital’d changed. The cots, once laid out in a grid-work, neat as a new city plan, lay scattered, haphazard, each over spilling with a babbling nobleman or writhing knight. A pair of nurses rushed past, their once gleaming alabaster robes now spattered a mix of browns and reds.

Between and amongst the crooked avenues, strewn haphazard across the floor, lay more bodies. More corpses. More and more and more. Sick and wounded, dead and dying lay shivering, shifting, moaning, all awaiting one of the harried nurses to free up, turn their way, offer some modicum of succor.

In a dark corner, brandishing a crucifix twirling on a chain, a penitent priest administered last rites to a dying knight, his eyes wide and white as he shuddered his last, seeing something no one else could but we all eventually would.

Girard wasn’t amongst the dead or dying.

I counted my blessings.

Was finally up to one.

I ducked past the nurse with the newly acquired hearing problem as she staggered through the madness, a dazed look gracing her drawn visage.

The library was as I recalled, just with the presence of three dozen men dying just outside. I closed the door carefully behind, bringing the noise level down to somewhat less than deafening. Tough nosing through pages with an inconsiderate army of the damned and dying all wailing hard and heavy, pleading after priests and lovers and their dear old mums.

Keys jingled somewhere.

“Oy…?” I called out. “Lector Happ?”

A nun carrying Lector Happ’s bronze key-hand peered out from the stacks. She might’ve been the grim reaper’s bride, bearing a key to unlock every man’s wayward soul. Or maybe I was just getting melodramatic.

“Can I help you, Sir…?”

“Luther.” I surreptitiously smelled my breath, then executed an elegant, low-sweeping bow. She was fair attractive despite the habit. “Sir Luther Slythe Krait, from the ballad, and you are…?”

“Sister—”

“Anichka.” I snapped a finger.

Blushing, she enmeshed her fingers into those of the iron hand, absently stroking a key. It was more than a little distracting.

“Sister.” Dropping to one knee, I peeled her hand off the metal one and kissed it. Hers, not the metal. “It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance. I’m looking for Lector Happ. He was helping me look into Asylum’s recent disappearances. I had some new—”

“Lector Happ? Oh my my my…” Sister Anichka covered her mouth. “Oh, dear. I-I’m afraid Lector Happ’s taken ill. He’s awful sick.” She frowned, crossing herself with the bronze hand clutched tight. “They think it’s plague. He’s laid out in the rectory.” She scowled toward the door. “He probably caught it from them.”

“The filthy villains…” I squeezed her delicate hand, pursed my lips, nodded with as much concern as I could muster. Sister Anichka squeezed back. Perhaps my luck was finally changing.

“Any chance I can speak with him?”

“He’s delirious, Sir Luther.” Sister Anichka crossed herself. “He’s been languishing for days.”

“Days, huh?” I shook my head. “Jesus Christ.” No, my luck was right on track. I couldn’t speak on Lector Happ’s. “Hazard he’ll pull through?”

Tears welled in Sister Anichka’s lovely eyes. “I’m afraid it would take the very light of the Lord himself smiling his grace down upon him.”

“So, not particularly great.” I didn’t try digging further into that one, and carried on. “Like I said, I’m looking into the disappearances round town. Was wondering if—”

“Oh, yes. You had asked Lector Happ to research … Mmmm … some entity called a plague-maiden. Or the plague-maiden. He told me.” Sister Anichka offered a solemn nod. “I’ve been consolidating his notes.”

“Notes…?” I immediately stifled my burgeoning hope. “Find anything useful?”

“Come.” Sister Anichka beckoned me over to a table stacked high with books. She patted a ledger then peeled it open, spine groaning. “Lector Happ discovered a spattering of mentions. There are no solid examples, descriptions or depictions, and indeed, some of what he found lies at cross purposes, but,” she took a breath, “we were able to glean some useful material.

“I haven’t been able to transcribe it all, but I’ve bookmarked what I couldn’t.” Sister Anichka slid over a large, familiar tome and opened it to a marked page. “Yurin the Crow. Mmm, I simply adore his prose. So dour. So sparse. Here.” She ran her finger along a line. “Yurin states, and I quote, that ‘the plague-maiden seems some sort of fell apparition, a black yawning soul of vengeance, a herald that travels before the ravages of the Galar Mor, the great mortality.’”

“The great mortality?”

“He means the plague.”

“Poetic license, yeah?”

“Nnnng … Oof.” Sister Anichka levered a massive tome atop Yurin the Crow. “Precisely.” The cover creaked as she lifted it. “Mmmm, now here, in Bede’s work, he visits King Beowulf in Geatlund’s great-hall. The dragon-folk and raiders of the north and beyond the waters call her the soul-kiss.” She turned a few pages. “In this tale, she travels upon a black wagon drawn by a skeletal horse. She wears a handkerchief of crimson skin bound tightly round her throat. She’s pale and fearsome and entices souls to her cart as she meanders through town, leaving naught but desolation and waste in her wake.”

“Lovely…” Thoughts of Broumette’s desiccated stallion stumbling in circles flooded my mind. I could hear its laborious wheezes, punctured bellows, labored breaths, smell its noxious stench, the corruption of its very flesh.

“In other tales,” Sister Anichka dug a small book out from under the pile, “she arrives with fanfare and dancing, a spectral parade before and behind, stumbling along to the rhythm of her siren song. And as she continues, the populace dwindles, joining the march, itself growing louder, larger, longer.”

“Well, that one sounds fair ridiculous.” Still, I stifled a shudder.

“It may be that the authors took some more liberties.” Sister Anichka sat back and smoothed out her robe.

“Liberties … yeah,” I muttered. “Anything about what happens to those the plague-maiden takes?” I picked up a book, fanned its pages, set it aside. “You said desolation and waste, yeah?”

“Yes, Sir Luther.”

“How about bodies, or corpses, being … turned to dust? Burned away? Disintegrated?”

“Mmm…” Sister Anichka fingered her lip. “Not that I recall. There were no specifics, you understand? Though desolation and waste are open to wide interpretation.” She slathered through pages. “I recall some — Ah! Here it is.” She angled the book towards me. “There was some mention of a greenish fire or aura that burns brightly when folk are killed or taken or…”

“A green flame…” Memories flashed of the draugr, skeletal warriors torn from the earth, clambering from their watery graves, blue eyes burning, sharp bone claws reaching for my soul. Blue. Nils said he’d seen a green glow within the Halders’ home. Which tracked.

“Mmm…” Sister Anichka opened the ledger, scanning her notes. “I’m afraid it’s all rather vague. Lector Happ has some notes here about headless ghosts. Saints and sinners. Cephalophores and du-dullachans?” She fingered her lip, frowning. “Am I saying that right?”

“You’re saying it perfectly.”

“Oh.” Sister Anichka blushed but carried on. “Cephalophores are generally beheaded saints forced to carry around their heads for all eternity. And dullachans…?” She slathered through pages filled with tight script. “Ah. Here. Dullachans are headless horsemen or warriors, the shades of men killed in battle. The name means ‘dark man.’”

Someone beyond the door screamed suddenly, his voice all the more terrible for being muffled behind iron-bound wood.

“I wish they wouldn’t do that.” Frowning, Sister Anichka shook her head.

“You need a thicker door.”

Sister Anichka nodded gravely, then slapped the table. “Oh! There’s a tome of Polish folklore somewhere. I put it right…” She dug through the pile of books til she found it. “Here. Yes. I recall something or other about killing the plague-maiden. Or driving her away.”

“Yeah? What do you use? A big clyster full of medicinals and shove it up her—”

“No, nothing like that.” Sister Anichka waved a hand. “You use a fragment of the True Cross steeped in holy water drawn from the briny depths of the Sea of Galilee.”

“Is that all?” I deadpanned.

“No, there’s more. Another tale tells of using a sword etched with the name of Jesus Christ and the Virgin Mary. A man with just such a blade slew her as she rode her wagon. He then snatched the red scarf from her neck. He died in the attempt, but the plague? It broke, and the town was saved.

“A red scarf.” I rubbed my throat.

“And in another, a young girl was buried alive to stave off the plague’s onslaught.”

“Buried alive…?” That one struck a chord cause I’d heard of similar atrocities exacted in towns, not even backwater burghs, where a scapegoat paid the ultimate price for the good of the community. “Any idea how they picked her?”

“I know not, Sir Luther.” Sister Anichka shook her head. “The books remain as silent as the grave.”
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…dreamt of sitting upon an iron throne, a crown of thorns donned, harangued by my malignant subjects, all whom were ghastly black shades intent upon…
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The frigid air struck like a hammer, bending me back as I hustled out of Saint Hagan’s, my head aswirl with images of leering, looming spectral crones steering a wagon down tight alleyways, a long whip in hand, driving skeletal destriers before a howling parade of dying and damned. The night sky glowed orange toward the east, across the river, as though an entire city block were aflame. The odd snippet of scream carried on fell winds reached me, but little else.

I hustled onward.

Nils’ warnings of being tailed, watched, followed, played keenly through my mind, over and over.

Despite the Grinners’ recent demise, I glanced back, vigilant for misshapen visages, crimson scarfed harpies, and headless knights astride ash-spewing skeletal mounts, the only ones likely left in all Asylum. The images were staggering. They recalled stories I’d heard as a kid. Stuff my mother’d tell me to keep me from wandering alone into the woods. Folk lore. Myth. Balderdash spewed behind a wry smile.

Could this plague-maiden be some spectral dame riding riot through the city? Snatching souls? Vaporizing folk? Grinding them to dust? In truth, it sounded fair ridiculous at best.

Figured one night some drunk awoke to find his good fellows plague-stuck just as some wagon trundled by. And the cock-eyed son of a bitch thought he was seeing some fell apparition. And folk do so love sharing a lurid spine-tingler.

Like I said. Kid’s stuff. But kid’s stuff that during the day you might dismiss can tug rather firm during the long, lonesome night.

I was crossing Mitre Square, shouldering through a raw gale, when I smelled it. Just passing the statue of Pope Formosus, lit up by a bonfire, his hand held aloft in formal greeting while his other clutched his crozier. Just a tickle, a touch on the wind. Can’t even say what it was.

Then I saw them.

The masked bastards.

The vestigial Grinners.

The last of them.

A trio of the crow-masked bastards stood waiting at the far end of the plaza. I paused, straightened. A cadre of burlap-masked bastards materialized from behind, closing the teeth of the well-laid trap.

Bloody hell.

The crows started forward. Raven led them. I recognized his wide shoulders, his cocked head, his awkward, ambling gait.

“You’re getting better.” I stopped in the square’s dead center. Not much other choice. Plenty of room out here, open area, all around. Good for them. Bad for me. The usual arithmetic of an ambush. “What’s it you want now?”

“You, Krait.” Raven halted. “We want you.”

Something was wrong. Something I’d noticed before but forcefully ignored. Idiot. These fuckers didn’t stink. Not like lepers. Not like rotten flesh, low tide, a charnel yard. And they didn’t move like lepers, either. They moved like hale men fair in their prime or near removed.

“It’s nice to be wanted,” I said, just buying time. “And what’s it you want me for?”

“Payback,” Raven deadpanned as more of his men covered the alleys. The exits. The escapes.

Each blackguard bore a tool. A weapon. In hands that worked for a living. Thick. Strong. Callused. No fingers missing. No discolored skin. And their clothes and shoes…? Stout. Worn, yeah. And dusty with grit. But well-made, for sure.

I licked my lips.

“You’re all stonemasons, yeah?” I waved a hand. “Don’t bother denying. Can practically taste the rock dust.” I scanned masked faces. “And payback for what?”

“Shut your bleeding hole.” Raven’s men drew round me like a noose. “We found Kasprowicz. Dug him up.” He aimed a dagger my way. “And you’re gonna pay for what you done.”

Raven was the biggest of them, probably the baddest, but he didn’t do this shite for a living. That was clear. None of them did. None truly wanted to be here. Now. Doing this. Could hear it in Raven’s voice. See it in his stance. Feel it in the very air. But just cause you don’t want to do something doesn’t mean you won’t.

“Your boss offed himself,” I said. “Kinched himself in the old ticker. Fair horrific. Impressive, too, though. And, yeah, I was there. Saw him do it. Wanna know why?”

“Horse-shite,” a burlap-masked scarecrow barked, stepping forth.

“Cause he had a conscience,” I said. “Cause something was weighing on his soul. Something warped, wicked, unwieldy.”

Scarecrow and Raven shared a glance.

“Yeah, you sensed it, too,” I said. “Or maybe you heard rumors.” I eyeballed the men surrounding me, one by one. “And I don’t know what it was. Not exactly. But Kasprowicz had something to do with this Stolen business. He knew something. And I’m on a trail of breadcrumbs to find out why he and the other nine guildmasters all visited a sin-eater nigh on eight months ago. At the start of all this shite-storm.”

That caught Raven’s attention, caught all their attention.

“I need to know how he was connected to the eighty-some-odd folk that’ve gone missing,” I said. “You’re a brotherhood, yeah? Work with each other. For each other. Fight for each other. Live and die for each other.”

I scanned the masks.

Some looked down, away.

Others didn’t.

“Any of you check the date on Kasprowicz’s tombstone?” I asked. “You hazard I killed him then carved it? Or maybe forced him to carve it at knifepoint? Bunch of bloody fucking geniuses.”

More blinks and dead silence.

“I get it,” I said. “Well, there’s something wrong in Asylum beyond the normal skullduggery, and your boss Kasprowicz knew what. That’s plain.”

They stood there like the cult of some fallen god, surrounding their savior or scapegoat.

“So, you can threaten me or, hell, if you’re tough enough, take me out of the picture altogether.” I forced a long breath, relaxed my shoulders. “What you can’t do? Be on the right side doing it. You and right? At cross bloody purposes.”

My warhammer and dagger were hanging loose in hand as a scarecrow stepped out from behind the statue, swiping a big bad bastard of a blade, committing whole-hog to laying me in the grave. Scarecrow missed as I jump-stepped back reflexively, and on they came.

“Fuck!” Raven spat as he swung, his blade sparking off the statue’s plinth.

I was on him, then, springing forward as he tensed to back-swing. Angling my warhammer’s head down, I stifled his strike and stabbed him in the throat simultaneously. His blade clattered to the street as he staggered sideways, clutching his spurting neck, and I helped him along with a stomp across his knee.

Footsteps pounded from all around.

I turned, warhammer lashing out, missing, but I stepped in, harnessing my momentum, passing over, closing distance, slashing with my dagger. A crow screamed, clutching his throat, staggering back, the rest of his murder scrabbling in to do their namesake proud.

“Get him!”

“Stick the fucker!”

Turning, I flailed out with the pick-head of my hammer, driving it into some garish fucker’s temple. He dropped like a stone. Which was aces. What wasn’t? The pick lodged in, stuck fast in skull, and when he fell, my weapon fell, too. “Fuck!” I nigh on dislocated my shoulder holding on as some prick kicked me spinning.

I stutter stepped, drawing another blade, ducking into the arms of some big bastard, dropping, shoulder driving into his gut, folding him over, staggering back into Pope Formosus. On his heels, the big bastard crashed against the holiest of holies, grunting as I pinned him, stabbing up and in nigh on ten times, him flailing, fumbling, fruitless.

“Get him off!”

“Get him—”

Next I knew, stars exploded, fire crackled, and the world bled orange.

The bonfire flickered before me, rippling hard, as I found myself on hands and knees. A jolt to my side sent me rolling close to the flames. Another loosened a tooth, and I was spitting, gagging, choking on blood.

I slashed out blind with my blade, realized it was gone as Scarecrow stomped my hand. My fingers bent, snapped, cracked, but I lashed out anyway, missing, groping onward, overbalanced, falling.

A few more kicks, and I shrimped up, rolled over, endured. Not the pinnacle of solid, long-term strategy, but long-term was no longer an option.

“Die, you piece of shite!” Scarecrow booted me in the ribs, then again, and kept on at it.

Other’s joined in.

Fervently.

I crawled and flopped and curled, trying my damnedest to avoid blows and failing mightily. Bodies lay strewn. Shadows cavorted before the roiling flames, masked monstrosities glaring down. Steel glinted in the moonlight as the fire and stars were blotted black by crow-faced horrors gathering to vulture the flesh from my rotten corpse.
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“Whoa! Down, you fuckers!” A voice roared. “Down!”

Cerberus was barking, slobbering, straining at his chain, aiming to snatch me by my throat, snap my neck, shake me like a bastard rat. I cringed, covered, curled into a fetal-ball protecting my blessed vitals. The barking didn’t stop.

The yelling did.

Blood pounded in my skull.

The soft aura of a lantern glowed from a rafter. The place was blurry, dark, and the smell? Familiar. It was Lorelai and Nils’ home.

And the roaring?

Bloody fucking Ape.

I rolled over on the floor, kicking off a blanket as Ape dragged his two inbred hell-hounds out the front door. Strange-Land lounged in the corner, arms crossed, leaning on his great crucifix-hammer, a spatter of dried, cracked, crimson stippled across his leathery face. It lit up as I met his gaze. “Yon sleeping beauty doth awaken!” He puckered his lips. “Perchance it was the stolen kiss?”

“I hope to hell not.” I sniffed, sputtered, elbowed myself half up. “And go fuck yourself.”

Strange-Land laid a hand on his chest. “How soon mine prince paramour doth forget.”

“Now I’m a prince, huh?” I closed my eyes, rubbed my chin, jaw clicking. “What the hell happened?”

Ape marched in and closed the door behind, stifling the mastiffs, or muffling them, anyway.

It was only then I noticed Nils, eyes narrow, huddled like a cornered rat. I didn’t blame him. And I didn’t blame him for the bottle he was downing hard or the shiv he had hidden.

“Me and my boon fellow and his canine companions,” Strange-Land gestured, “have been trailing you for days now, on order of his most lordly and high-warranted King Raachwald, to vouchsafe your person.”

“Yeah?” I rubbed my swollen jaw. “Didn’t know he cared.”

“He doesn’t.” Strange-Land picked his nose, frowned at it, wiped it on his robe. “He simply cannot abide others stealing the pleasure of your execution.”

“It’s the simple things.” I tried opening and closing my hand, but it was bandaged tight. “Rrrrg…”

“Yer fingers are busted good.” Nils took a swig.

“Yeah. Sounds about right.” I winced, flexed my hand, felt bones scraping, a bag of pottery shards. “Rrrg… How many?”

“Easier to count those yet whole,” Strange-Land beamed.

“He ain’t wrong,” Nils drawled. “I set ‘em as best I could, but I ain’t no doc.”

“Awesome.” My thumb still worked, so I could crab-claw stuff, which was something. “Why’d you drag my arse here?”

“Closest place that’d have you.”

“More like the only,” I muttered.

“You’ll find no arguments here.”

I nodded toward Nils. “Thanks for taking me in, kid.”

“Was there another choice?” Nils asked.

“Yeah. Sure. Could’ve slammed the door. Left me to rot,” I said. “Or had these pricks dump my arse in the drink.” I rubbed my neck. “Rrrr…”

“Who were those masked blackguards?” Strange-Land asked. “We failed in our vehement attempts to induce them into meaningful conversation.”

“Cause we killed them what didn’t run,” Ape said.

“Quite right, quite right,” Strange-Land said. “They seemed to have had some sort of blood-debt owed you and were intent on repaying it verily in full.”

“Verily, huh? Well, with the usury rates what they are…”

Ape crossed his arms.

“The stonemason’s guild.” I groaned up, leaned back against the wall, every inch of me brittle, burning, broke. “I’m afraid they’re under the impression that I murdered their guildmaster.”

“The stonemasons?” Nils asked. “We talking Alphonse Kasprowicz?”

“Yeah.”

“And did you?” Nils asked.

“Me…? Jesus, no. He offed himself.” I shook my head, the world going all wobbly, and nearly puked. “Uhg… Got a bucket or a—” Ape kicked one sliding across the floor. I gathered it in my arms, close as a lover, and let loose.

“So no.” I glared up, wiped my chin. “Just had the misfortune of being present. Then burying him. Back’s groaning just thinking on it.” I glanced over at Ape and Strange-Land. “However it went down, I suppose I owe you both a fair bit of thanks.”

Strange-Land doffed an imaginary cap, flourished, then executed a solemn bow. Ape merely frowned, glancing over his shoulder as his dogs started barking again.

“Why’d he go and kill himself?” Nils asked.

I paused at that. That same question’d been rattling around in my empty skull since that first shovel full of dirt erased Kasprowicz’s tortured visage. “I don’t know. He was carrying a heavy load, that’s for damn sure. The kind that bows backs, snaps spines, grinds good men to fine dust. What it was, though…?” I shook my head. “One thing he said’s been stuck in my mind.”

“What?”

“He said everything he did was for his family. To protect them.”

“Even killing himself?”

“I’m guessing so, yeah.”

“Protect them from what?”

“That’s the crown-jewel question, yeah?” I said. “Been searching for stories of the plague-maiden. Demon, apparition, monstrosity? No one seems to ken much. Just bits and pieces, at best. A few from the east. Round Poland. Lithuania. A couple from the north, beyond the waters.”

Strange-Land pulled back the sleeve of his mail shirt, revealing the tattoo of a ghostly maiden, her long arms extending into a nightmare morphology of clawed wings. “Pest-jungfrau…”

“You had a vision on the ship,” I said.

“Aye.” Strange-Land grinned.

“You remember anything?”

“Nay, Sir Luther, I don’t,” Strange-Land said. “But then, I never do.”

I blinked. “So how…?”

“After my fits, I’ll babble on for quite a while, I’m told.” Strange-Land cocked his head toward Ape. “My boon companion was good enough to sit with me, make sure I didn’t swallow my tongue. I did shit myself, though. Prodigiously.”

“Impressive,” I commented.

He scratched his arse. “I’ve asked him to recall what I mutter in my fugue state, through my farseeing haze, and this is some approximation of that.”

I squinted at the dragon gracing the side of his skull. “Don’t even want to ask about that one.”

“A wise man.” Strange-Land nodded. “A wise man, indeed.”

“Did you find Girard?” Nils asked.

“Sorry, kid. I looked, searched, but nothing. Got a line on a place north of here, though. A barracks of sorts. Gonna go take a gander soon as I’m vertical.”

“Where is it?”

“Nnng…” I eased myself up, feeling the room spin, wobbling, and collapsed back to my knees, avowing myself heartily of the blessed bucket. The room quit spinning a long while after I did.

“You alright?” Nils asked.

“Huh?” The room oozed wobbly grey and…
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The sun was up, next I knew.

“Aces,” I deadpanned, dry heaved, wiped crust from my bruised lip. “Just aces.”

“Huh?” Nils was dressed, washed, level.

“You asked me if I was alright,” I said. “Just answering. Aces.”

“Look more like a busted straight to me.”

“Yeah, well, fair enough. Thanks.” I steadied the wall to keep the room from spinning. I had to piss. Was fair sure a good amount’d be blood. “How long was I out?”

“Goodly amount. Half the night, most the morn.”

I managed a nod, wiped my drool, blinked. “Where are my two knights in shining armor?”

Ape and Strange-Land were gone.

“Said they’d be around. Wanna keep close watch on you. And those mastiffs have a key-lock grip on your scent, so I wouldn’t worry overmuch.”

“Me worry…?”

“You said you hadn’t seen Girard?”

“Yeah. But I’ve been in and out of a war zone and makeshift infirmary, so it’s a boon.”

“I…” Nils looked down, away. “I’m worried about him.”

“I know.”

“Kid wants to grow up too fast.” Nils spat into the bucket. “Not that there’s much other choice.”

“Can hardly disagree. Same thing happened to you. To me. To everyone. Just the world we live in.”

“Think it’ll ever change?”

“Sure. Maybe. Probably get better in some ways, worse in others. See-saw back and forth.”

“Always got to pay the piper.”

“And the bastard ain’t cheap.”

“No, he ain’t.” Nils straightened. “You heading out directly? Think I sussed out another thing about yer ledger-list.”

“Oh…?” I glanced up from my bucket of myriad splendors.

“You ever notice any similarities among them?”

“Only what you pointed out. The ages. Find something else with kids?”

“Naw. But you notice there weren’t no noblemen in the mix? No merchants? No poor folk?”

“No noblemen I’ve heard of.” I fingered my jaw. “Yeah. Shit.” I shrugged. “But as far as poor folk go? I’m guessing it’s cause no one gives a shite.”

“But you’d have caught wind if any noblemen got stolen.”

I paused, considered, conceded. “Yeah, sure. I suppose.”

“And if there were poor folk stolen, I’m pretty sure I’d have caught wind of something.”

“You are destitute,” I glanced over the shelves. “Got anything to eat?”

“Naw. Nothing.”

“Just proves my point.” My stomach groaned. “What else you suss out?”

“All of them that was stolen?” Nils set the empty bottle aside, reached for his watchman truncheon. “Every one were members of one guild-house or another or related to a member. Even the orphans.”

“Food for thought.” I groaned up. “Well, I’ve got a barracks to toss.” I pointed at the club. “Gonna put me out of my misery?”

“Only if you ask nicely.”

“Pretty please,” I made prayer hands, “with honey on top?”

“Apologies, Sir Luther.” Nils stood up, wincing, limped to the door, and took up his hat and bill-hook. “But I’m coming with you.”


Chapter 51.



…trebuchet dubbed the Hand of God, for the massive missiles it’s bombarded upon the populace. Whole houses have been wiped…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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The cobblestone plaza sat bisected and roiled and warped by a trail of misshapen footprints twice as long as I was tall. Icy grey rain ripped sideways as we stood dwarfed before the carpenters’ makeshift barracks. It’d been a new temple last I’d seen, though I’d not had time to admire it as I fought through a crowd of poor fuckers fleeing a raging corpse-golem monstrosity.

I opened and closed my hands, breathing heavy, hard, deep.

The door lay open, banging in the cold ocean wind.

“Damn—” Nils lurched forth.

I grabbed him by the shoulder. “Hang on, kid.”

“Ain’t a kid no more.” Nils shrugged free. “You got that?”

“Yeah. Sure. I got it.” Hands up and off, I nodded to Ape and Strange-Land. “Mind taking a gander round back? Check the windows. Keep eyes on the door.”

Strange-Land executed an alarmingly crisp salute while Ape just hang-dogged his way round the side, his pair of mastiffs snuffling along in tow.

“Now,” I adjusted my grip on one of the hand-axes decorating my belt, “let’s take a peek.”

Nils loped along, using his bill-hook as a walking staff, his eyes narrow, clear, focused. We passed through the door and into a vestibule. The carpenters’d turned it into a tool storage, saws and hammers dangling from the wall, covering an old faded star of David. A veritable herd of sawhorses stood around and stacked within.

“Over here.” Nils studied a set of footprints heading out through the sawdust.

“Yeah.” I swallowed. “Got a limp. Left leg. Could be the kid’s. Maybe.”

“Maybe,” Nils echoed.

They started in the temple sanctuary, bisected the vestibule, and ended at the street, the dust gone a few steps onto the wet cobbles.

“He left.” Nils stared off into the distance.

“Yeah. And fair recently.” I headed onward. “C’mon.”

The sanctuary chamber beyond’d been split for twin purposes. The front half was a workshop, walls ringed with lanterns, most burned out, a few still dancing low and flickering. Makeshift work benches lined the frescoed floor, projects in many stages adorning each station.

Beyond the workshop lay the barracks. Neat rows of cots lined the walls, a chest sitting at the foot of each. I slid past a bench and froze. A pair of boots sat alongside the nearest bed. Clothes lay across the chest. It was the same with almost all. “Jesus…”

“What?” Nils asked.

I strode over.

“What is it?”

“This.” I knelt at the first bed, pulled back the blanket, revealing a ragged nightshirt covered in dust.

“What is it?” Nils hobbled over. “Is it like the others? Stolen? All of them?” He cast about. “Girard, are you here?! Kid?!”

His voice rang out.

“Quiet,” I hissed. “Don’t lose your shite til it’s warranted.”

Nils slowed to a crawl, stopping in the room’s center, surrounded by a legion of empty, unmade beds. He collapsed on the edge of one, head in his hands.

I could hear the gears whirring in his mind. The conversation with Lorelai, telling her Girard was gone. Lost. Stolen. Saw the expression on his face as she started killing herself with drink, helpless, knowing there was no reasonable argument against it.

I took a quick turn round the chamber, checking each bed. They were all the same. All except one.

“Hey Nils,” I beckoned from the far corner, “over here.”

Nils trudged over.

One bed had its blanket pulled back as though someone’d clambered out. There were no clothes on the foot-chest nor shoes underneath the bed. “Whoever made the footprints.” I tried the lid of the foot-locker. “Locked.” I scanned the workshop for some tool to force it. “A pry bar and some wedges—”

Nils snatched my axe off the bed and buried its head through the lid.

“That’ll work, too.”

He tore open the rest and pulled a pair of pants and a work shirt out. A few deniers dropped out, ringing on the flagstones. He just stared.

“They his?” I asked.

Nils said nothing.

He just nodded.

“So he got out.” I clapped him on the shoulder, forcing some modicum of jubilation. “He escaped. He’s what? Twelve, yeah.”

“Yup. Or about.”

“Right in the wheelhouse, then. Ten to sixteen.”

“Eh—?” Nils turned as something shifted in the next room, footsteps thudding. Slashing past, I gave chase, bursting into the far chamber. A shadow bolted for the rear door. A raucous bark beyond froze the fucker in his tracks, but he shoved the door shut, only to be knocked back and on his arse as it burst open.

Sheaves of parchment cascaded in the grey light, sweeping like autumn leaves as they fell to the floor, a cold sober rain pouring in.

Barking, roaring, biting, the hell-hounds strained at their chains, Ape grimacing, growling, tug-o’-warring for all his worth. Strange-Land poked his head inside, squinting in the darkness. “Now what have we got here…?”

“I’ve got him,” I called out.

The shadow glared left and right.

Steel glinted as he slowly rose.

“Have a care,” I warned, drawing my own, wincing, hoping to holy hell I didn’t have to use it.

One hand on the floor, the other brandishing everlasting peace and harmony, the shadow crouched on the balls of his feet.

Strange-Land shielded his eyes. “And who is our little him?”

“At long last, my heart is full,” I deadpanned. “Where you been hiding, Gergo?”

“Sir Luther,” Gergo Bice licked his lips, lowering his blade, “I … I believe I finally ken why all those poor folk were stolen.”
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…have uncovered the name of the town where Queen Narcissa’s former handmaid, Lady Mary, has secreted herself. Another card to hold close to the vest, for…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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“Where’s Girard?” Nils gripped his bill-hook with an aim to skewer the poor carpenter prick. Teeth gritted, hollering to all sweet hell, Ape stood outside, heaving back on his two leashes, his mastiffs snarling up a storm.

“He-He’s gone.” Gergo Bice cringed on the floor, hands up, tears streaming down his cheeks. “They-They’re all gone…”

“Why you—” Nils spat.

“Easy. Relax.” Stepping between, I stiff-armed Nils back. “Does us no good if he’s dead, yeah?”

Nils grimaced, grunted, scrabbling against me.

“Nils!” I slapped him across the mug, shoved him back. “Cool the fuck down!”

Eyes bulging, blazing, Nils paused, blinked, gripping that bill-hook white-knuckled in two trembling fists. For a second, I thought I was a goner, but Nils fought it back, down, mastering the madness.

“The crippled fellow seems a mite-bit perturbed,” Strange-Land commented behind one hand.

“Yeah, no shit.”

“Would it help if I—?”

“Just shut the fuck up, yeah?” I snapped. “Mother of mercy.” I took a breath. “Now what the hell happened here?”

“Eh…?” Bice glanced up.

“Here. The barracks. The empty beds. All these poor fucks gone missing.”

“Stolen.” Bice sniffed, slumped, wiped his nose. “Mein Gott, they were all stolen, taken, b-by her.”

“Her…? Her who? We talking the plague-maiden? The Witch-Saint? Or something else?”

Bice broke down sobbing.

“Christ.” I rolled my eyes. “Take a breath. Easy. Yeah. Better.” I glared over at Nils, pointed a finger. “You, too. Put that fucking thing down. Now, who are you jawing about? The plague-maiden, yeah?”

“Yes… Nein.” Bice trembled.“ I … I don’t know anymore.”

“Then start at the bloody beginning,” I snapped.

“The beginning…” Bice removed his glasses and rubbed his swollen eyes. “Yes. It all started with Trudi.”

I said nothing, just listened.

“M-My god-daughter.” Bice crossed himself. “I … I’ve been piecing things together, little by little, since… Well, we shall get to that.” He swiped tears from his cheek. “Mein Gott.”

Rain tapped staccato on the barracks roof.

“Go on,” I said softly.

“It was back in March. Late March, early April. Plague was starting to reawaken, as it does after its long, winter slumber. More folk started dying, and the church…? For all that the priests preach and pray, they could do nothing. They did nothing.” The guildmaster rubbed the back of his neck. “The smart ones…? They fled, but that’s neither here nor there.

“There’s a tale of a town not far from here called Vallis Lürna. It sits by the confluence of the Drava and Moll Rivers. Plague had struck them hard and folk were dying, as they do elsewhere. As they do everywhere. Folk were going about their business when a voice was heard to call clear out of the heavens itself.” Bice’s hands were shaking. “Mein Gott, forgive me. An old town alderman heard it, for he was closest to God, he claimed. The voice said that if someone were buried alive in sacrifice, the townsfolk would be protected. And no plague would ever again threaten its good citizens.

“They took this voice to be God’s own.

“Yet, God, it seems, left it to the townsfolk to devise some way of choosing who would be sacrificed. Who would be the scapegoat. The town fathers came upon a simple method. They decided that on the next Sunday Mass, whoever exited the church first, be it man, woman, or child, would be the one chosen. God himself would decide for them, or so they told themselves. And so this cabal watched and waited from the rear of the church until a young boy, I know not his name, left before the end. He was the first out the door and thus was marked.

“The cabal followed him, abducted him, and brought him to…” Bice rubbed the bridge of his nose, “to a hole they had dug.” He glared up. “N-Need I go on…?”

“What’s Vallis Lürna got to do with—?” Nils asked.

“Shhh—” I raised a hand. “Whose idea was it?”

“Nein.” Bice glanced at Nils. “I cannot say, not for certain, but Robb and Sigwald, the Reussenberger brothers, hail from Vallis Lürna. It was whispered that they told the tale. And Robb is the most senior Guildmaster.”

“He’s master of the weavers, yeah?”

“Yes. And such an act could not have been committed without his knowledge or say.”

And voila.

Suddenly, the guildmasters’ communal trip to the sin-eater became clear. Sure, they could’ve gone to their parish priest, Father Bernsen, for absolution but that would’ve been a bridge too far. Would’ve made Sunday Mass a tad awkward. And what if Father Bernsen decided to forsake his priestly vows…? To crack public on dark sins whispered behind closed doors? So the guildmasters took another route. An outside contractor. A sin-eater.

Nils was stalking like a lion behind me. I could hear the tap of his bill-hook’s butt against the floor.

“That explains what happened to Trudi,” I said. “The fuckers killed her. Scape-goated her.”

“Yes.” Bice nodded. “And it seems Jakub learned of this horror somehow and confronted some of or all of the guildmasters. It is my understanding that they silenced him, then burned down his home while his wife, Aneta—” he choked up a moment, then pressed on, “was still inside. Or so they believed.”

“And you were party to this madness?” Nils pounded across the chamber.

“Easy.” I blocked his path.

“Easy!? Fuck yer easy!”

“Listen!” I shoved him back. “He wasn’t guildmaster at the time. Were you, Bice?”

“N-Nein. And I didn’t know, I swear it.” Bice held his hands out. “You must believe me. I … I’d never agree to such a thing. Never. And the Lütkens? They were family to me. Jakub and I grew up together. We were like brothers.”

“How’d you find out about Trudi?”

“Trudi…? Dear Trudi.” Sobbing, Bice began slowly polishing the lenses of his glasses. “A few days ago,” he closed his eyes, “Alphonse and I talked long into the night. He was within his cups. Deep within his cups. He told me some of what happened. I pieced the rest together. Mein Gott, what they did. It happened like in the story. Vallis Lürna. Afterward, th-they dug poor Trudi up. She’d been buried within one of Broumett’s stables.”

“Dug her up…?” I shook my head. “Why?”

Bice ran a hand through his hair. “Because guild members continued being stolen, and they believed it was Trudi’s revenant doing the stealing. They believe it is she who comes in the dead of night to steal folk. And they believed that if they exhumed her, beheaded her, and … Mein Gott … and reburied her in sanctified ground…”

“That she might stop.”

“Nein, Sir Luther, I misspoke.” Bice nodded. “They did not believe it, but they hoped, rather. Either way, it all came to the same end. Guild men and their families continued disappearing into the night, stolen away by Trudi Lütkens’ headless specter.

“That was why Alphonse Kasprowicz, indeed, all the guildmasters, were on the run. They knew they would be amongst the Stolen, given time, and sought to protect their families through distance. Perhaps if the plague-maiden would be sated with only their souls…”

“But she wasn’t.”

“So it would seem.”

“You know any of this for a fact?” I asked. “You have proof? Witnesses? At the very least?”

“Nein, Sir Luther.” Trembling, Bice looked me in the eye. “I have none of what you ask. I have no proof other than what I have heard. I have no witnesses. I have nothing.” He paused, licked his lips. “Yet, I do know one thing. One thing for certain.”

“Yeah…?”

Tears streamed down Bice’s face. “I know where they buried poor Trudi that second time.”
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…more of the Witch-Saint’s forces continue to amass around Asylum. What rabid animosity drives such a monstrous horde against our fair…

—Journal of the Stolen
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Heads turned and eyes bulged wide as I strode through the Graven Chapel, Guildmaster Bice hang-dogging beside me down the aisle, Thorfin Strange-Land parading behind, espousing the gospel of the Black Madonna, Ape and his slobbering monstrosities bringing up the rear.

Father Bernsen paused mid-sacrament, a Eucharist borne aloft two-handed as bells jingled mysteriously from the very heavens. “Eh? Sir Luther…?” He squinted. “Guildmaster Bice? Is that you? Where have you—? W-What’s going on?”

I merely brandished a shovel I’d garnered as I marched past the altar, by a row of penitent altar-boys, and out the far door, into the Hall of the Mourning Dove, the shrine of the Black Madonna, her sitting crippled over and central.

It was cool and dark within, the light from circled candelabras flickering above. Old folk populating the pews turned toward us as one. Nils’d left, hoping Girard’d headed home.

“Best not damage the bonny old lass herself,” Strange-Land announced, gripping his crucifix-hammer.

“Yeah,” I grunted. “Sure.”

“Gentlemen…?” Father Bernsen gave chase down the aisle. “Gentlemen! What is the meaning of this? Gergo, what—”

Ape shoved him into a pew.

I raised a hand. “Easy.”

“Don’t work for you, Snake,” Ape growled. Then his hell-hounds upped the ante, doubled down, lunging forth, slobber flying, bites missing the prostrate priest by only the empty breath of the Holy Ghost.

“Mein Gott! Stop!” Bice scrambled over. “Father Bernsen! Leave him alone!”

The mastiffs didn’t listen.

“Please! No!” Father Bernsen flailed back, crawling across the pews — “Ooof!” — practically knocking over some timeworn cotton-top. “Forgive me!”

Ape offered me a questioning glance.

“Need him alive,” I said. “Gotta jaw with him. Ken what he knows.”

“C’mon you, fuckers! Down!” Ape leaned back, straining against the pair’s pull, dragging them from the hall. “Gonna go cool these bastards down.”

“Try the bloody river,” I growled. “The deep end.”

The barks and howls died with distance. The old folk trembled in the pews.

“What are you doing?” Father Bernsen cried, crawling upright. “The shrine’s just been—”

“Just a little remodeling.” I clomped up to the shrine, leaned in and gripped the Black Madonna. Her face was sunken, warped, distorted with age, her flesh shining with a green, waxy sheen.

“Unhand her!”

“Rrrrg… Fuck off.” She was lighter than I’d have guessed. Felt almost hollow. I bear-hugged her, levered her back and up and out. “Ooof…” She nigh on toppled over as I set her in a pew, then saluted an old codger sitting by wide-eyed. “Keep an eye on her, yeah?”

“Eh, sure, young fella.” The old codger blinked, nodded, fiddling with a chain round his neck.

I tipped an imaginary cap. “Thanks.”

“Sir Luther—” Father Bernsen gave a taut pull, straightening out his robes.

“Did you know?” I whirled on him.

“Eh…?” Father Bernsen stopped dead in his tracks. “Did I know what?”

“What they did,” I demanded. “The guildmasters.”

“I…” Father Bernsen.

“The crimes.” My voice echoed like thunder. “The murder.”

“The what?”

Folk pounded out of the church, exiting en masse, Ape’s mastiffs barking beyond.

“You knew something, yeah?” I nodded. “Maybe just an inkling, Father, but you knew. You remember anything that stands out about the Mass on the fifth? Ring any bells? The fifth of April?”

“The fifth…?”

“The day Trudi Lütkens disappeared. We already jawed about her. A member of your parish. Your flock. One of the ones you’re supposed to protect.”

“O-Of Course. But you mean stolen?”

“I meant what I said,” I spat. “Abducted. Sacrificed. Scape-goated. I meant murdered. Alphonse Kasprowicz spilled something about that Mass. He told me he and the other guildmasters were trying to make it fair. Level. Now, I know shite about what he meant, but I can guess, Father. How about you? Can you hazard an educated guess about what Kasprowicz was jawing on?”

“I … I couldn’t say.” Father Bernsen adjusted his robes. “I conduct Mass every day, and I’m afraid one amongst the many hardly stands out.”

“Try Father.” I leaned in, teeth gleaming. “Try real hard.”

“I…” Father Bernsen glanced at Bice.

“He can’t help you, Father.”

“I don’t recall anything.”

I gripped the shovel.

Shuffling and groaning like the walking dead, old folks ambled out of the shrine. Except the old codger, he stayed put.

“Sir Luther, I … I must protest.”

“Save it, Father.” I stabbed my shovel into the shrine’s base and pried a piece off. Then another. “Save it for when we’re done digging for what lies beneath. Or ‘who,’ I should say.” Another piece clattered to the floor. “Any guesses?”

“Sir Luther, I demand that you cease and—” Father Bernsen clamped a hand on my shoulder.

As I turned, Strange-Land cold-cocked him in the jaw, dropping him solid. The mad priest stood over the sane, his bloody fist extended in a malevolent gesture, “In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy…” He blinked, sniffed, his eyes dilating. “Mmm, do any of you taste that?” He smacked his lips. “It tastes like…”

Strange-Land stiffened, stuttered, baring his lower teeth, and fell over like a lumber-jacked oak.

“Thank Christ,” I breathed.

As Strange-Land kicked and spasticated across the floor, a fair unlovely sight, I stabbed the shovel blade in, levered back, down, ripping another piece free, then wash, rinse, repeat. Pieces piled high.

“He going to be alright?” Bice huffed, head held low, toiling alongside.

“Not if we’re lucky,” I said.

“Sir Luther, I … I remember something about the Mass.”

“Yeah?”

The shrine was coming apart nicely and in short order. Strange-Land’s fishlike twitching subsided into stilled silence.

“Yes.” Bice paused, his eyes welling up. “It … It was the last time I saw Trudi. The last time I saw Jakub. The fifth…

“Something has always seemed off to me about that Mass, but I can never quite place it.” Bice crushed his tears away. “I, along with some of the junior guild members, had been invited to sit in the front section of the pews. My wife and children sat beside me. And their families with them.

“It was a great honor,” Bice’s voice trailed off. “The young-bloods, the up and comers. I certainly thought it was at the time. We all did. And I was proud, as we were amongst the first to receive communion. A … A great honor.”

Father Bernsen came to as we cleared away the shrine wreckage, prying the flagstones up one by one, sliding them aside. He clambered unsteadily to his feet, the old codger pawing at his shoulder in concern. “You alright, Father?”

“What was strange?” I asked.

“What was strange was that none of the guildmasters’ family members were present. And the guildmasters themselves had taken seats at the rear of the chapel.”

“By the front doors,” I said. It wasn’t a question. “Near the exit.”

“Yes.”

“To see who left first.”

Bice nodded. “So it would seem.”

“And the guildmaster’s families weren’t there, yeah? You’re sure?”

“Nein, Sir Luther, none of them. Not a one.”

We started on the hole.

“They stacked the deck. Dealt from the bottom. Didn’t want to hazard their loved ones being amongst the first,” I deadpanned. “One of their kids feels sick or has to take a shite and leaves early…”

“Yes, something like that.” Bice grimaced, stabbing into the earth, the metal blade sliding in, unlocking its secrets like a key without…

I swallowed, cursed, followed suit, Hochmund’s prophecy echoing through my mind.

The earth was soft, freshly churned, yielding.

Father Bernsen hobbled over, rubbing his swollen jaw, standing above as we slowly plumbed the depths, shovel by shovel. “Forgive me, Sir Luther, but what is it you hope to find?”

“Ain’t hoping, Father. It’s the opposite. It’s knowing. It’s fearing. It’s dreading. And like I said, it ain’t what, it’s who.”

“And…” Father Bernsen swallowed, nodded, crossed himself, “and who might it be?”

“You slow, Father? Thick? Or just in denial?” I glared up at him through one eye. “It’s Trudi fucking Lütkens.”

“Trudi…?”

I turned back to my work, the church silent but for the chuff of our sharp spades knifing into the freshly churned earth.
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The metal spade struck something solid, hollow, wooden. With the edge of the shovel, I scraped dirt away. “Rrrr…” My hand was throbbing. I could feel the broken bones shift, groan, as I gripped the haft.

Gergo Bice stood above me, lips pursed, shaking his head as he cleared earth from the grave’s edge. The grave was nigh on as deep as I was tall.

“Dear Lord…” Father Bernsen turned a paler shade of white.

I knelt, brushed away loose soil, cleared the coffin’s four corners. The edges. The lid’d been secured with a prodigious amount of nails. “Toss me the axes.”

Kneeling, Bice obliged.

“Thanks.” I set an axe blade against the coffin’s edge, just inside the nails.

“Sir Luther,” Bice swallowed, “please, be careful. Poor Trudi’s been…”

“Through Hell and back. Yeah,” I breathed. “I got it.”

Crouching in the claustrophobic confines, I struck the axe on the back with the flat of the other, cutting through the coffin lid, half expecting corpse-claws to burst through and ensnare me in their fetid grasp.

I waited an instant.

Winced.

Nothing.

“Serendipity’s delight.” I brushed hair and sweat from my eyes with my forearm and got back to it.

My busted hand throbbed.

Dirt cascaded down the back of my shirt. I moved the axe up a mite and repeated, punching a line. Again and again. Cutting through bit by bit, working my way round and round clockwise, finishing nigh on where I started.

“Gonna need something to lift her out with,” I called up.

I straddled the coffin as Bice fished an old tarp off a pile of lumber.

“Well,” I muttered, knelt, set the axe, “enough stalling.”

I cut through the last bit, shifted aside, and worked the lid free. The stench of rot straightened me back. I hacked, gagged, breathed through my mouth. The coffin was nigh on filled with dirt, but I could just make out the end of the stake they’d driven through poor Trudi’s heart.

Wisps of light brown hair dangled free at the coffin’s head. I brushed dirt away, revealing the concave caverns of eye sockets, the contours of desiccated face, not much more than skull. Her head sat cocked at an angle impossible unless she’d been decapitated. For an instant, I saw her eyes spring open, twin points of malice focused solely on me, demanding revenge, blood, justice. Then nothing.

Nothing but gone.

“Sir Luther, is it…?” Father Bernsen crowded over, blinked, crossed himself. “Mother of God.”

“Yeah, it’s her.” I covered my mouth, nigh on gagging. “It’s Trudi.”

I swiped dirt off her, scooped it away, filled the bucket more than a handful of times, Bice perched above, eyes wide, face paler and paler with each and every pass.

By the time I’d uncovered her enough to see she’d been buried in a yellow dress with pink flowers, Bice was bawling something awful. Hands shaking, face leaking from every orifice, he took the bucket, dumped it, handed it back. It went on like that for quite a while.

“Gimme the tarp,” I called up after the last bucket, “and we’ll get her the hell out of here.”

I waited, craned my neck.

Nothing.

“Gergo…?” I rose, gripped the grave’s edge, and—

“Fuck!” I grunted as someone above stomped my busted hand. I pulled away, but that hurt as much as not.

“Quit moving, Krait,” someone snarled, aiming a gleaming crossbow bolt straight at my favorite face.
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“Rrrg… Oh good,” I winced up at the blackguard aiming the crossbow, “you’re all here.”

Broken shards of bone scraped as Guildmaster Robb Reussenberg ground his boot into my hand.

It felt wonderful.

The blackguard aiming the crossbow was Guildmaster Frederick Selberg. The rest of the guildmasters glared down, surrounding the grave, with me eyeballs deep within. It was a metaphor running neck and neck with cold, harsh reality.

They all looked tired, worn, wrecked. Men who’d not garnered a full night’s sleep since what I guessed was the fifth of April. My sympathies were limited. Bice knelt at the grave’s edge, a blade held to his throat by Robb’s brother Sigwald.

“Don’t bother getting out.” Reussenberg lifted his foot, and I snatched my hand back, legs going wobbly. “We’d just have to go through all the trouble of putting you back in.”

“I do hate making extra work.” I cradled my hand like a wounded dove.

“I appreciate it, Sir Luther,” Robb Reussenberger said. “Dying’s mayhap the only thing any knight’s ever done in service to the common-folk.”

“I am one altruistic prick.”

“Not from what I hear,” Reussenberger sneered. “From what I hear, you’re a mouthy piece of hedge-knight trash, and we’d all benefit were your lips sewn shut.”

“Not all of us,” I said.

“Don’t appreciate folk who don’t know enough to keep their fool mouths shut for their own good. For everyone’s good.” He glared over. “Eh, Gergo?”

With that, Sigwald slit Gergo Bice’s throat, then shoved him headfirst into the grave. He cascaded, crashing, clutching, thrashing atop his god-daughter’s rotting corpse, blood spurting, pooling beneath my feet.

“Getting a little crowded down here,” I deadpanned.

“And fixing to get more.” Reussenberger nodded to his left. “Hey, Hardtman, drag that mad bastard over and drop him in, too.”

“And what about Father Bernsen?” I asked. “And the old codger who stayed back? Gonna knife them, too?” I looked down, frowned, shook my head. Bice stared up at me with glazed eyes, lips working, no sound coming. “Gonna knife everyone? Where’s it end? A whole audience watched us saunter in. Think they ain’t gonna come calling? Think they won’t ask questions? Won’t blab? Christ, you’re already talk of the town. Think your blessed king won’t garner word?”

“From my understanding, with regards to our unlawful tyrant,” Reussenberger crossed his arms, “we’d be doing him a favor. Perhaps you as well.”

“Tough arguing that one,” I conceded.

Bice stopped kicking and finally died, eyes wide and glaring, his hand clutching onto my boot.

I kicked free.

“And what’d be the point?” Robb shook his head. “You can’t argue with steel.”

“Didn’t work out though, yeah?” I said. “Your plan with Trudi…? Just made it worse. Made everything worse. Oil into the fire, and it blew up in your face.”

“We tried to do something. Something extreme, aye. But something that had worked in times gone past.” Reussenberger pursed his lips, nodded. “And we failed. But we tried. And it was horrible, terrible, unthinkable, aye, but at least we tried.”

“Tried…?” I spat. “But none of you were in the lottery, yeah?”

The guildmaster herd shifted uncomfortably, a change in the winds.

“So it wasn’t fair.” I stood in the depths of a grave, atop the very apex of the moral high ground. Not a view I was used to. “Sure, if the necks of you and yours had a chance at the chopping block, maybe I could accept it. If you hadn’t rigged the pick. If one of you’d stepped up and offered to sacrifice yourself instead of this poor girl, this poor girl with more potential than all of you put together.”

“Don’t pretend you knew her, Sir Luther,” Reussenberger scoffed. “And that if you had, you’d have cared. That you wouldn’t have used her like your kind uses everyone.” He nodded. “Oh, aye, we know of you. We know what you value, and Trudi had none of it. She was a simple creature made for hard labor and short life.”

I scowled at my audience. “The sum of you is so much less than the parts.”

“What’s that?”

“Just that each of you’ve risen to the top of your guild. You’re each a master of your craft. Takes grit. Intelligence. Perseverance. You’d think putting together a group of such folk’d build and improve on what you all are. You’d think it’d make you as a whole better, smarter, stronger. But it didn’t. It turned you into a chain and you were only as strong as the weakest bloody link.”

“I’ve heard enough.” Reussenberger gestured to his crossbow-wielding compatriot. “End it, Selberg.”

“Righto.” Selberg shouldered the crossbow, aimed at my chest, and squeezed the trigger.

As the bolt leapt, I ripped the shovel straight up. Ting! Sparks flew, the bolt ricocheting off the blade, knocking me back, slipping, sprawling against the narrow grave wall.

“Damn you!” Reussenberger barked. “Reload it! Now, damn it!”

Another guildmaster appeared over the edge, rolling Strange-Land’s flaccid carcass dropping atop Bice and Trudi, nigh on burying me. As Selberg finally finished reloading his crossbow, raising it back to his shoulder, I hurled my shovel spear-wise, striking him in the gaping maw and shattering in half his teeth. Selberg’s head wheeled back as his feet flew out from under.

“Kill him!” Reussenberger roared.

Another crossbowman stepped up, hastily loading, taking aim, and I leaped forth, snatching Selberg’s ankles, yanking him down as the bolt loosed.

“Ahhrg!” Kicking, flailing, Selberg screamed as the bolt skewered him, its head scraping past my cheek as we collapsed together in a muddled heap. Selberg clawed at the grave wall, dirt and rock and blood raining free.

Trudi’s grave masque stared back impassive, her flesh drawn and sallow, her eyes sunken. The earth began to vibrate. Pebbles began to tremble, rain, cascade.

Above, stood the crossbowman, grimacing as he reloaded, the Reussenberger brothers, watching on with the others, a grim jury for a hanging judge. But above them, beyond, a green glow waxed, coruscating in flame like waves across the vaulted ceiling.

I blinked, rubbed my eyes, yanked a dagger from my belt.

“Move him!”

“For the love of God, shoot him!” Reussenberger shouted.

Strange-Land, contorted beneath me, groaned and shifted while Selberg above writhed, gripping the bolt head protruding from his chest, his fingers palpating the iron implement, slick with impending death.

“Must I do everything!?” Reussenberger reached back, and someone handed him a spear. He flipped it in hand, raised it point down, aimed at my heart, naught but a dim silhouette limned by green flame. “Damn you, Krait!”

“All-Father’s oath…” Dumbstruck, I sank to my haunches, gawping up like some newborn rube. I averted my gaze, turned and dropped, dragging Selberg atop me.

The blackguards above didn’t see the glow, the aura, the shadowy figure splayed out within, the headless apparition, clawed fingers stretching wide within the thrumming green nimbus. The shade, the revenant, the plague-maiden was an absence of light, a human-shaped nightmare silhouette, long of grasp, some ephemeral specter, cephalophore or dullachan, headless and fell, rife with impending malice, justice, or maybe both.

A breathless torrent roared as those arms reached wide and wanton, searching, gathering, encircling, its headless torso leaning in for an inexorable soul-kiss.

The guildmasters’ eyes bulged communally, hair whipping, maws stifled wide in silent screams. Faces blanched, sucking in drawn and gaunt and hollow. Limbs became sticks. Sticks withered to dust. Convulsing, desiccating, deteriorating to crumbling skull, the upright corpses blew away to forgotten wraiths, leaving nothing but smudges and scraps of rotten cloth strewn across the cold flagstone floor.
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It was a long while before I dared so much as breathe. Groaning softly, Thorfin Strange-Land shifted beside me. Gergo Bice…? Not so much. Spitting out bitter grave earth, I rolled Selberg off, disentangled myself from the corpses’ limbs, shouldered free of the madman’s grasp, doing my damnedest to avoid desecrating poor Trudi.

And my best…?

Not an overly inspiring display.

I didn’t dwell on why I yet drew breath. Why Strange-Land, too? Maybe cause neither of us had any true connection to Trudi’s murder. Or vengeance. Or maybe it was something else. Who the hell knew? Either way, it seemed the death that’d been wrought was done.

Grit crunched above as someone ambled close.

“Father…?” I called up. “Father Bernsen?”

“Eh…?” A head appeared, peering wide-eyed over the lip of the grave. The old codger. The only one who’d remained throughout the ordeal. For some reason, the plague-maiden hadn’t stolen him, either. “No, young fella.”

Strange.

“You stayed through all that?” I asked.

“Eh…?” The old codger squinted. “Aye. Truth be told, I mostly hid behind the pews.”

“What I’d have done,” I admitted. “You see any of what happened?”

“I … I did.” He crossed himself, tears streaming down his cheeks. “I did for a second. Then I closed my eyes, hunkered down, and prayed. It … It was terrible.”

“Should’ve bolted like the rest,” I said.

“I’m a touch old for bolting…” The old codger pursed his wizened lips, brushed the long grey hair from his face. “Where am I, sir? You…?” He squinted down at me. “What place is this? What church?”

I craned my neck. “The Graven Chapel, Hall of the Mourning Dove, or Shrine of the Black Madonna. Take your pick. It’s Father Bernsen’s church.”

“He the priest?” The old timer fingered his chin. “Because he ain’t any longer, I’m afraid. Ain’t anything. Burned to ash and blew away. Or … or whatever was done to them. Sakes alive, burn…? Fire didn’t seem to have much to do with it, I suppose. More like they shriveled to skeletons in the blink of an eye, then moldered to dust. Then just … to nothing. If that makes any sense?”

“No,” I said. “Not a ton.”

“Didn’t to me, either.” The old timer frowned. “You wanna hand climbing up out of there?”

“Yeah. Sure. Thanks.” I brushed off my legs as I stood, “Jesus—” almost rolling an ankle on Reussenberger’s spear. “Got some cargo needs moving first, though.” I nudged Strange-Land’s snoring face, aiming him away. “Hazard I might lack the stones to climb back down once I’m out.”

“You’ve the stones, young fella. I was here.” He tapped his temple. There was something familiar about him. He reminded me of someone, but it danced just out of reach. “I seen that much.”

“Well, shucks…” I winced out a tepid grin. “Thanks for that. I’m Sir Luther. Sir Luther Slythe Krait.”

The old codger paused.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Hmm… Name rings a bell, is all. Like something I heard in a story once, long time ago. It’s just, I can’t remember.”

“An epic story, no doubt.” I dusted off imaginary epaulettes. “I’m a very famous knight. There’s even a song about me.”

“Oh? A song, you say?”

“Well, it’s a shitty song, by all accounts.” I deflated, slumped, looked around. “A rope’d be handy. Or a tapestry. Something…” I snapped my fingers. “Should be a tarp up there. Somewhere. Gotta haul these sacks of shite out of here.”

And the girl. Trudi. I couldn’t leave her down here. Wouldn’t. Not like this.

“I’ll see what I can do.” The old codger disappeared.

“Thanks,” I called after, nigh on collapsing against the wall. The dirt was cool against my cheek. The smell of earth, of blood, of rot, of sorrow. The old codger’s footsteps shuffled away to silence. Strange-Land shifted, murmured something soft, something slurred, something sibilant. I glanced down at Trudi’s corpse. Silently, she glared back without regard or benefit of eyes.

“Don’t know if that was you, lady.” I rubbed my eyes, my temples. “If it was, well, I owe you. Owe you big. If it wasn’t…”

Another thing not worth considering. A headless shade in a chapel dedicated to a headless saints? The headless saint of headless saints come to exact vengeance…?

Bloody hell…

“Don’t know what you want,” I whispered. “Don’t know where you’d like to be buried. Your father’s gone and your mother, well…” I snatched a breath. “Hopefully, she got through this safe. Unscathed. But I lost track of her. Won’t lie about that. Should’ve asked Bice, but we were busy.” I stifled a shiver. “You’d think with all the shite I’ve seen come crawling up and from the afterlife it’d fill me with faith or hope cause I know. Know this ain’t it. Ain’t everything. Ain’t the end. But it doesn’t. Can’t. Won’t. Just makes me feel hollow and raw inside. But then, it ain’t all about me.”

And thank Christ for that.

I licked my lips.

“Anyway, I’m sorry for what was done to you. And I’ll see you’re buried proper. In a cemetery, with a gravestone and all. I’ll etch your father’s name on it, too. A good man.” I shook my head. “Best I can offer. Give your people, your mother, a place to grieve. Let ‘em know what happened. Where you are. What those fuckers did.”

I squatted in silence til I heard the old codger limp back. He dropped down a coil of rope. “Got the tarp here.” He stood shakily above. “You, uh, need a hand?”

“Yeah.” I patted my bandaged hand. “At the very least.” I shoved Selberg’s corpse aside, fed the rope under Strange-Land’s arms, cinched it round his chest. Considered for a moment cinching it a mite higher. “What’s your name, old timer?”

I clambered out.

Rolled over.

Laid there for a stretch before groaning to my feet.

“My name?” He scratched his head. “I … I can’t say as I remember. Feel as though it’s on the tip of my tongue, but it won’t jog loose. Ever happen to you?”

“After I’ve had my bell rung.” I took as solid a grip on the rope as I could, then turned and started walking, dragging Strange-Land up. Out. It took some doing. “Yeah. Rrrr… Sure.”

The old codger nodded sagely, guiding the rope over the lip. “Just a little more.”

Strange-Land’s bald head appeared above the lip, and I gripped a pew, groaning, grimacing, and trudged back to the next one, then the next.

“That’s good.” The old codger held up a hand. Strange-Land lay snoring alongside the grave.

“So…” I plunked down in a pew, tossed the rope, caught my breath. “What are you doing here?”

“Truly…?” The old timer shook his head. “I’m not sure. Woke this morning with a pressing need to come here. Like a calling. Don’t ken why. Tough to explain. Felt like someone was pulling me. Or something. The others…?” He waved a hand. “The others said the same. Old folks having a fit trying to remember. Remember anything. Didn’t ken why they came. Couldn’t remember who they were, where they’re from. Couldn’t remember anything.” A tear glistened in his eye. “I’m fearful, and I don’t mind saying it.”

“Don’t blame you.” Ripping a quick prayer to whoever might be listening, I dropped back into the hole, performed an encore with Gergo Bice. My hand was throbbing something awful. I made do by gripping the rope in my good hand, wrapping it over my shoulders and coiling it around my other forearm.

“That priest, lad, what was his name again?”

“Father Bernsen.” I took another breather, looking down over Selberg and Trudi. And Selberg? He could go to hell in a handcart. No way I was busting my arse dragging out his.

I dropped the rolled tarp into the grave.

“Aye, well, he fed us, told us we could stay as long as need be,” the old codger said. “Some of the others have been here for weeks. Months, even.” He cocked his head as an old woman peeked in through the door. “It’s alright now,” he called over. “You can tell the others. They can come back. They can all come back.”

As I clambered down for one last hurrah, a reluctant scrum of elderly folk edged back in, glancing round wide-eyed, talking low, crossing themselves. Reticent, a word that came to mind.

The old folks were having a hushed sit-down as the old timer hobbled over. “Sakes alive,” he said. “Did you know her?”

Trudi’d been dead over half a year. And she’d been dug up and moved. Christ. Twice now. I wrapped her up tight then looped the rope around her.

“No,” I grimaced. “Barely knew any of them. How about you?” I tried blocking out the corpse-stink, breathing through my mouth. The old folk gathered round. “You remember anything yet? Any of you?”

A scattered chatter of misbegotten remembrance. An old woman blinked. “I … I remember a name. Marcsa. I … I think it was my own.”

“Marcsa…?” The name rung a bell, but I couldn’t place it.

“Yes, and I…” The old codger raised a palsied hand. “I remember a straw-headed lad and a beautiful woman. Like in a dream. A fierce beauty with red-gold hair. She … she must’ve been my daughter, or granddaughter, and he my son, but…” The old timer reached inside his shirt and pulled out a small medallion dangling on a chain. “I … I think she gave me this. Looks a lot like her.”

My stomach dropped.

“All-Father’s oath…”

It was Lorelai’s medallion.

“Hey, old timer,” I swallowed, “you, ah, mind brushing your hair back? On the … uh … the left side.”

My skin prickled.

Beads of sweat formed.

“Eh…?” The old timer acquiesced, drawing back his long white hair, revealing a scarred hole with ragged stitch marks.

The ones Nils had sewn but days past.

My legs went weak.

The room spun.

I had to sit.

“You alright, young fella? Look pale as a ghost all of a sudden.”

“Yeah, I’m…” I waved a hand. “It’s just I, uh…” What the hell to say? How to say it? “I know the woman who gave you that. Her name’s…” The world blurred grey round the edges. “Her name’s Lorelai, and the lad…”

I couldn’t finish.

Couldn’t think.

Couldn’t make any sense.

“You alright, lad?”

“Yeah. Sure. I’m fine,” I lied. “And I … I can take you to him right now if you want?”

“Aye, young fella, good,” the old codger said. “I’d much appreciate it.”

“His name’s Nils, and yours … yours is Girard.” The other old folk huddled in, asking, begging, clutching. “Easy, easy.” I pumped my hands up and down. “One at a time. One at a—”

Then it came to me.

“The, uh, name Schnock mean anything to you?” I asked the old woman. “How about Konrad or Agotha or Aggie?”

Staring glassy-eyed, Marcsa Schnock fingered her puckered lip then blinked, swallowed, nodded. Once. Her tears fell unbidden. “I…” She gasped, staggered, gawped down, eyes bulging as a blade slid out from her chest.

It was a blade I recognized.

Yolanda.

Shades of Eowana’s dying smile as Marcsa toppled to the floor, revealing Slade Raachwald standing behind.

“You and me?” Slade withdrew Yolanda gleaming free. “We’ve some business to finish.”
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“Uh heh, heh, heh,” a pair of big dumb voices giggled behind and beyond. It was Ugly and his uglier brother. The old folk parted as the two hairless behemoths trudged through.

Marcsa Schnock lay twitching in crimson, Girard kneeling by her side, squeezing her hand, pressed to his lips. “Marcsa…?” He spoke low and close. “It’s me. Girard. We used to live down the street from one another. I remember…”

My hands trembled with rage.

“Got to quit getting hung up on the old bitches.” Slade leered down, slathering drool off his chin. “Drop like flies around ye. Might be it’s catching.”

“Only if we’re lucky,” I deadpanned.

One way or another, I was fair sure it’d come to fruition.

“Eh…?” Slade’s gaze lingered on Strange-Land, laid out lengthwise, silent and serene. “Useless prick piss himself again?”

Uglier nudged Strange-Land with his boot. His brother stood there glaring my way.

“I solved your father’s bloody mystery,” I growled. “Solved it right here. Right now.”

“Oh?”

“Was a girl murdered,” I said, “seeking vengeance from beyond the grave.”

“Heh. Don’t give a rat’s swollen scrotum, Krait.” Slade’s rictus stretched wider, his teeth more yellow. “Never did.”

“Fair enough. No surprise there.” I was buying time, or trying to. “Business, you said, though, yeah? What the fuck’s it you want?”

But I knew.

Could see it in his shit-eating grin. Hear it in the chuckles of his two inbred blackguard bastards, the crack of their knuckles. Recompense. They wanted it. Revenge. And they wanted it now. Ugly hobbled forward, using a cane to buttress his splinted leg. His other hand gripped a flanged mace.

“Got a shovel anywheres?” Ugly hocked a lunger, spat it slow and long and dripping.

“Charming,” I said.

“Oh, look.” Uglier handed him mine.

“Heh. All the dominoes lined up.” Slade blocked my path. “Straight as a nun’s virtue.” The open grave yawned behind. “Just one push…”

“Krait,” Ugly said, “get in the hole.”

“That what you tell your brother before bedtime?” I asked.

That tore it.

Ugly came lurching to the left around the grave while Uglier stomped right. A second more and I’d be surrounded.

I turned and leaped over the grave, landing, rolling, righting, buying a short margin at a quick premium. The two ugly bastards wheeled, gave chase as Slade hummed to himself, strolling toward the door.

“Why so jumpy?” Slade’s raspy voice echoed through the round hall. “Just wanna talk.”

Which was so much shite and then some.

Ugly hobbled along to my left, using that cane to lever himself forward. Uglier stalked forth from the right. I was backing up, running out of room, measure, time, and bumped into the pew behind. I clambered back and over and up til my back was to the wall.

Across the hall, the Black Madonna glared up with empty eyes.

Ugly was red and huffing, flopping sloppily up over pew after pew while his brother trudged up the aisle stairs. I slid to my left, outstripping Ugly, forcing both to my right. But Slade, I’d lost him. I snatched a quick gander — caught him on the hall’s far side, testing Yolanda’s edge, leaning by the door.

The only door.

I had time.

But not much else.

As Ugly flopped like a stranded whale over the last pew, catching his bad leg, I lunged.

“Honza!” Uglier warned.

A bit too late.

I hacked with my axe, a hefty stroke but a feint, and as the fat bastard raised his cane to parry, I drilled him in the splinted leg. Heel met shin, and I broke it again, folding it cracking in half, dropping the blackguard screaming, gasping, pounding to the floor.

His brother saved his life.

Uglier nigh on dove over Ugly as I retracted my hand axe, saw the mad charge, then rolled over the pew, dodging from his path.

“Ye fools!” Slade rasped.

Uglier swiped at my melon with his cudgel. I slipped back, wind’s kiss whisking breathless past, then struck forth, hammering Uglier, glancing off his misshapen skull, dropping him solid.

“I’ll rape your fucking corpse!” Ugly roared, climbing up to one foot.

Without a word but maybe a wink and a grin, I spun my axe and buried it in his brother’s skull.

“Nooooo!”

But I didn’t have time for accolades cause Slade had arrived and in force.

I dove over the pew, slipping a blow, surviving, but losing my axe, lodged firmly in Uglier’s face. I skittered onward, Slade stalking measured and relentless, but I had momentum and kept at it, hurdling a pew, then another and another, then diving, rolling, coming up into a run across the shrine.

I bolted for the door, turned, hand clamped on the knob.

If he gave chase, Slade might’ve caught me.

Fifty fifty.

If he tried.

But he didn’t. He chose a different tack.

“I’ll slaughter ‘em all, Krait!” Slade’s voice sung out. “Then take a trip to Untheim. Heh. See those sweet little peaches. Take a few bites. Draw it out. Savor every last taste.”

Slade stood before the old folks, the young, those that’d not truly been stolen, but’d had more taken, maybe, than all the rest. And if not? It was still plenty.

The Graven Chapel’s far doors lay ajar. And beyond…? War-torn Asylum. A fleeting moment of hope bolstered my soul. I could hear cannons roaring, men shouting, wailing, dying, a major assault, chaos and madness. I could run again. Hide. I could…

All-Father’s oath.

No.

I could do nothing.

Cause nothing’d truly changed.

King Raachwald still had Lorelai. Still knew Nils’ house. And Slade still knew of Untheim.

Shit.

I closed the door, took a breath, and strode back down the aisle towards the shrine of the Black Madonna and nigh on certain death.

Slade leaned back against the far pew, gripping Girard struggling by the hair, yanking him to his knees.

“Ye play at being a hard case, Krait,” Slade shook his head, “but yer soft as warm butter.”

“Fuck you,” I said, stopping by the open grave, drawing a pair of daggers. Wouldn’t be much, not against Yolanda, but they’d be something.

Slade stood up to full, ripping Girard around and using him as a human shield. “Kill this stupid prick,” Girard grimaced. “I remember now. Kill him, Krait. Please. For me. For Marcsa.”

“You remember when we first met?” I asked. “What you should’ve done?”

“Out in the Hellwood,” Slade sneered. “Was me led the sortie that ambushed ye. Killed yer friends. Heh. How could I forget? Shoulda gutted ye like the rest.”

I smiled, nodded, continued forward.

“That’s far enough, Krait.” Slade aimed Yolanda at me.

I raised my blades to either side. “Let’s finish this. Just you and me.” I met Girard’s eyes. “You remember, kid?”

Girard blinked, recognition sparking.

“Huh—?” Slade’s eyes narrowed, and he glanced behind.

Girard didn’t do much. Just went flaccid, sliding out of Slade’s distracted grasp and to the floor. Which is when I hurled a dagger end over end.

My aim was true.

And rotation?

Perfect.

But Slade caught a glimpse of flashing silver, and jerked aside. He raised Yolanda to end Girard, but I transferred my second blade to my good hand and flung it, too, thunking dead center in his abdomen, right beneath his breastbone.

“Sorry,” I said as Girard crawled away, “just a harsh reminder to prioritize. This is my show.”

“Appreciate it.” Slade stalked forward, ripping the impaled dagger from his mailed chest and tossing it clattering aside.

I drew my last dagger.

Jesus.

Dagger versus bastard blade…? Might as well duel the blackguard with a salted herring. But I stood firm, giving Girard what precious moments I yet lay privy to. He was on his feet, he and his cotton-top posse stealing out into the Graven Chapel, the street, the fire of cannons far off and long beyond.

Slade had no parting words for me. No half-arsed monologue. Revenge, dishonor, and pain were enough for an obtuse fucker like him. I slid sideways, rounding the grave, keeping it between us, buying a few precious seconds til the front doors of the Graven Chapel slammed shut.

I let loose a breath, relaxed my shoulders, my arms.

“I’ll just hunt ‘em down,” Slade rasped. “Hunt ‘em all down and kill every last one.”

“Can’t do worse to them than’s already been done, you stupid inbred fuck.” I kept circling the grave. Kept moving. Kept living.

“Feet hurting?” Slade straightened, licked his lips, smiled. “With all yer running?”

“Nope. Right as rain,” I gasped. “Though, I am getting a bit dizzy.”

“Well, come on then.” Slade stopped, so I stopped. “Got the cure for what ails ye.”

He stood at the head of the grave.

Me the foot.

“Wouldn’t want to make it fair?” I asked, buying more time.

“Nnng…” Behind Slade, using his mace as a cane, Ugly huffed, “Nnng…” slathering his way down, dragging his broken leg, wincing, squealing like a rusty hinge with every pull. “Nnnng…”

Slade smirked, cackled, and snatched Ugly’s mace, toppling him. “Here.” Still grinning, Slade tossed the mace, clanking before me.

“Argh!” Ugly thrashed, cursing behind.

I stooped, bent, scooped up the heavy weapon. The flanged mace: top heavy, sturdy, brutal. A fine weapon for warfare. Damaging. Easy to maintain in the field. But as far as stacking up against a bastard blade in single combat? And Yolanda at that?

Outstripped.

Outstripped and then some.

Better than the dagger, sure, but only just. Sheathing my dagger, I stepped sideways, out from behind the grave. Slade mirrored me, Yolanda cantilevered nonchalant over his shoulder. His eyes never left mine.

I gripped the mace two-handed, wincing at the bones shifting wrong in my off hand. But it’d only hurt for a second.

Slade’s eyes flickered to my busted mitt, calculating, but only a moment. Then on he came, a quick whipping slash aimed at my squash. I sidestepped and parried with the mace head, sparks and chunks of iron flying. But Slade wasn’t done. That first slash was just breaking the ice, bridging the gap, and Yolanda was an orange flash, cutting in from all quarters.

Was all I could do, ceding ground in a rough circle, nigh on tripping over Marcsa, laid out long and low.

Slade paused after his attack, that smirk smeared ragged wide across his ugly mug. “Lose something, Krait?”

I glanced at what was left of my mace, chunks scattered across the floor. “Just making it lighter,” I quipped, stepping over Strange-Land.

But the writing was slathered across the wall. Yolanda was longer, faster, harder, sharper, more precise, you name it. And Slade was a fair proficient swordsman, at least as good as me at my best. And me at my best? Jesus. Long gone, eons and ages past.

For me to close the distance and attack him was nigh on suicide. But you can’t half-arse a mace. There were no quick jabs. Safe strikes. Nifty tricks. It’s all or nothing.

And nothing was what I was staring down the barrel of.

Slade unleashed a barrage of flashing steel and I ceded more ground, slipped in a puddle of gore, the last flange of my mace head caroming off one of the pews. I scuttled back around the shrine, using the tight space to launch an attack, but I had a wooden club now.

Which Slade cut in half.

“Heh.” He toed a mace chunk aside.

Drawing my last dagger, I backed down towards the hall’s center.

“Quit running.” Slade wiped his chin with the back of his hand. “End this. Die like a bloody man.”

“Never lived like one,” I said. “Why start now?”

“Heh. Y’know, there’s a little part of me that’ll miss you, Krait.”

“Little?” I said. “You talking about your cock again?”

I kept retreating, keeping away from Ugly, sprawled out, crawling across the floor, a cold glint in his wild eyes. Would hazard he’d not quite forgiven me for his leg or his brother.

I paused a fair distance from the grave. Maybe ten feet. Didn’t want it at my back, hemming me in, but I couldn’t do this all day. Run, my smarter angel screamed, hollered, railed, but where?

Slade still knew what he knew.

And he was done playing.

He marched forth, blade shouldered in the high guard, waiting on me, smirking, inviting an attack. I obliged. I had to. Underhanded, I whipped my dagger as a distraction and jump-stepped in off his line of attack, swinging my cudgel, aiming for his hands, hoping to break one, a finger, shatter his grip, disarm him, something. Anything.

But Slade parried the dagger, clanking off into the pews, as he sidestepped my strike, reversed, then booted me full in the chest, knocking me stumbling back, over, and into the grave, crunching breathless atop Selberg’s corpse. I gasped up, breath fled, as Slade crested the grave’s edge, rising like a fell moon, Yolanda raised overhead, aimed point down for a killing thrust.

For only an instant, then, that smirk.

That bloody fucking smirk.

Then he dropped in.

I had nowhere to go. No dodging, no retreating, no parrying. Had time only enough to shit my pants, hiss out a prayer, and grab Robb Reussenberger’s fallen spear, heaving its iron tip skyward, butt braced against grave earth and fresh corpse, making room for one more.


Chapter 58.



…appeared before the eastern gates, high atop a fearsome siege engine, limned by brazier and gibbous moonlight. Wielding a scepter of bone, the Witch-Saint of Asylum read loud a castigation of a thousand and one sins from a tome bound in human…

—Journal of the Stolen

Lord Eustace Hochmund
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Pottage simmered in their kitchen, warm and brown and bubbling and good. Lorelai and Nils were on their knees, sobbing. Girard sobbed, too, though perhaps he’d never ken fully why.

Would it have been crueler to let them live out the rest of their days not knowing? Thinking Girard was dead or disappeared or stolen…? I didn’t ask. I didn’t ask, and I’d never ken the full answer. They say when all else fails, the truth’s the best policy. But who the hell were they, and what the fuck did they know?

No more than the rest of us.

Which wasn’t much.

At the very best.

Strange-Land grinned madly as I strode outside to the sound of cannon fire in the west. Ape stood beside him, towering above, his mastiffs heeled, sitting quiet for once. A squad of King Raachwald’s black and green-tabarded men had the joint surrounded. I stopped, closed the door, the communal sobbing within muffled instantly, totally, mercifully. I gripped Robb Reussenberger’s spear. It was a fine spear. With fair pleasant memories. One in particular.

“Leave ‘em alone,” I said. “They’ve been through enough. More than.”

“Ain’t here for them.” Ape scratched behind Slobber’s ear, sending an errant leg kicking. “Here for you. Just you.”

I shifted my back foot, took a breath, loosened my arms. “Yeah?”

More cannon fire, this time echoing from the east.

Strange-Land split a grin as wide as the sky, taking in all the squad. “And if we were, what deeds of mighty valor might the vaunted hero of Asylum perform?”

“Fair enough,” I conceded, looking around, craning my neck. “You two get promoted?” I suppressed a grin. “Where’s your bastard-fuck boss?”

Ape and Strange-Land shared a glance.

“Don’t know,” Ape grunted. “King Raachwald says he sent him out over the wall. Some important mission. Ain’t seen him for some time.”

“Over the wall…” I echoed. Might be King Raachwald didn’t want to let slide his son’d died, was stolen, or passed on to the other side. Whatever they thought’d happened to him. “So what are you here for? What do you want? I solved his shitty mystery.”

I’d kept my promise, burying Trudi Lütkens and Gergo Bice in Saint Hagan’s cemetery, not far from Growl’s grave, with Aneta and Emilia weeping by my side. My back still ached.

“King Raachwald’s calling all hands,” Ape said. “Says he wants you in the fray. Says he needs you in the fray. So shake a leg.”

“Yeah…?” I licked my lips, adjusting my grip on the spear. Flashes of the chopping block, of me strapped across it, screaming as King Raachwald hacked me open, raw, rotten, cut through rib, yanked them up and out, twisting, one by one, then reaching in with slick gnarled fingers and gripping, pulling, ripping. Then nothing but screams and moans and dripping crimson. “If it’s all the same, I’d prefer you just do it here.”

I was outnumbered.

Vastly outnumbered.

“You’re seeing the blood-eagle, aren’t you, Krait?” Strange-Land nudged Ape with his elbow. “Visions, aye, portents, look! He’s seeing it. And me? I can taste his whines, hear his blood, smell his fear.”

“Is it all an act with you?” I asked.

Strange-Land executed a bow. “We all have our part to play.”

“Can’t say the red bird ain’t waiting for you down the road.” Ape stepped in. “Can’t say I won’t smile when it finally perches on yer shoulder. Rips you rotten. But I ain’t no liar. I’m a lotta things, Krait, a lotta bad things, maybe, but a liar ain’t one. Ain’t here for that. We’re here cause King Raachwald’s scrambling for men. Fighting men.” He nodded at the home. “Letting her visit was a show of good faith. Letting you be the one to bring her? Hrrm… A fucking miracle.”

“She saved his queen and his newborn daughter,” I said.

“Think he gives a rat’s arse about either?”

“Fair enough.” I considered a moment. “What happened?”

“Rest of the Witch-Saint’s army arrived. And they’re mobilizing. Getting set.”

“They been nuzzling at foreplay,” I said. “Prick-teasing you. Nibbling your neck. Playing just-the-tip. Now they’re getting ready for the main thrust, yeah? So what’s changed? What are they waiting on?”

Ape glared over his shoulder up at Mummer’s Isle, the Rock, Coldspire and its black basalt obelisk. “Boss wants to see you.”

“Yeah…? And what’s he want to see me about?”

“Says he wants yer help. Says he needs it.”

“With what?” I said. “I’m one fucking man. By the dead-end fates. What difference will it make?”

“Yer asking me? Heh.” Ape chuffed a mirthless laugh. “Now me…? I don’t think it’ll make none. And I told him so. But the boss is the boss.” Ape shrugged. “And the boss don’t want you leading no men. Don’t want you cutting enemy throats over the wall. Only wants you for one certain purpose.”

“One certain…” My blood ran cold.

“Says you’ve a knack for finding soft spots on hard targets.”

“Yeah? And what’s the hard target?”

The two blackguards shared another glance. A knowing glance. A fearful glance.

I swallowed.

My blood ran cold.

“Did my boon companion say hard?” Strange-Land slid a hand along the tattoos festooning his skull. “He meant hardest.”

“The witch-cunt has a new weapon she’s keen on bringing to bear.”

“Yeah?” I said. “Worse than that bloody trebuchet? All-Father’s oath. What is it?”

As I asked, the sun eclipsed to darkness, the whole sky, the whole world, as a titanic leviathan soared past overhead, its leathery wings each wider than a ship was tall. Sulfurous fumes trailed yellow from its toothed maw in its brimstone wake, too massive to comprehend, too fast to fully grasp, to understand, to any more than garner but a fleeting glimpse.

My legs went weak.

“All-Father’s oath…”

The leviathan was gone before I could blink, so fast I questioned whether I’d even seen it.

“It’s a bloody fucking dragon, Krait.” Ape eyed the soaring monstrosity. “And King Raachwald…? Heh. He wants you to slay the scaly fucker.”

The End.
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