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Chapter 1.
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...the crusader fool called to mind some freak-show barker, proselytizing to the sheep, fishing through the masses, all in the name of their slaughtered-god. Yet, my pious father believed the words of this charlatan, believed them enough he...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
[image: image]


THE INTERMITTENT CRACK of ice sheets shifting, pressure ridges grinding, far out across the vast black lake, punctuated the sharp thud of the executioner’s axe. Thunk. Another reaver head plunked into the frozen grit. Breath steamed. Wind whistled. The hooded reaper grimaced, yellow teeth bared as he massaged his shoulder, the poor overtasked bastard. He levered the axe free, hefted it, shuffled a couple leaden steps to his left.

As long as the dawn, the line of pagan reavers knelt broken along the grey shore, each silently watching, waiting. Greasy hair dangled from bowed heads, their fetters clinking, binding them to their destiny.

Imminent, a word that came to mind.

I clambered down from my wagon, stretched my long shanks, cracked my back — Jesus — cherishing the feel of staid earth beneath my numb feet. “Circle ‘em up!” I barked at my stake in the Teutonic caravan, ten pack-wagons stretched in a line further back than my luck had any right to. “And keep it tight!” With boot heel fixed like a plow, I slid along backwards, scraping a half-moon guide-line in the frozen grit, staking out our daily claim.

Near half my drivers bore Hussite blood. They knew the drill. Hell, they invented the drill. They’d started along the line before I’d barked. The other half...? Bordered nigh on useless, the shite side. Human flotsam collected from along the North Sea’s dullard coast. Drunkards. Thieves. Degenerate gamblers. Any dimwit so bereft of luck or prospect that embarking on Crusade through the Grey-Waste in the dead of winter was deemed an opportunity rather than death sentence.

Thunk.

Another reaver dropped.

“I’m tired,” Mallick groaned from his driver’s perch, “can’t we just bunk down as is, Sir Luther?” That was me, Sir Luther Slythe Krait, the one and lonely. Full of piss and vinegar and salty and sour as both. The driver cast a hand toward the rest of the camp, wagons far as the eye could see, all struggling toward the Teutonic redoubt like runts jockeying for a mongrel bitch’s last teat. “We’re all tired, beat, spent...”

Thunk.

“Know what lives round here?” I glared up through one eye. “Know who...?”

“Who? Them, you mean?” Mallick spat toward the condemned. “You jawing about them?”

I offered a deadpan glare.

“Hmph.” Mallick rubbed his arse. “Fuckers don’t seem like much.”

“Can’t disagree,” I admitted. “Bunch of pint-sized pricks. Barely full-grown men. Look half-starved, too. And the other half? Fully.” I nodded, spat, continued full circle, plowing my heel in hard. “But try ‘em under the full light of a Reaver Moon, astride their devil-steeds, bearing down like Lucifer’s own, firing never-ending shafts one after another after another, hitting dead center, shanking off, burying in, and all the while they’re hooting and hollering like the lunatic fringe?” I finished my circle, chocked the wheels of my wagon, shook my head. Should’ve chocked them first. “Ain’t a picnic. But we both know I ain’t jawing about them.”

Snow started falling, soft and somber, crystalline-cold, muffling the sound of that axe.

“Stories,” Mallick snorted, “old wives’ tales.”

“Old wives get to being old for a reason.” I nodded. “Mouthy young pricks like you, though...?”

“You listen to a bunch of shriveled old bitches?”

“Sure as shit I do. And you? You listen to me.” I stood akimbo, the right-tough boss-man. “Doesn’t take much being fifth driver in a wagon-train.”

“You saying I’m stupid?”

“Takes even less finding a replacement.”

Mallick paused at that. Could see him struggling at the math. Could see it wasn’t his strong suit. Knew it for a fact cause he was working here. Now. For me.

Thunk.

“Circle up!” Ignoring the inbred prick, I hollered to the wagons trundling up, loaded with goods and sundry and weapons and armor and whatever the hell else the Teutonic Knighthood needed for breaking the backs and spirits of the pagan fuckers standing in the way of civilization. “Get the horses inside. Water them. Feed ‘em. Hobble them good.”

More grumbling from Mallick, but he kept his trap shut, nodded his head, got to moving.

The Teutonic camp stretched out in nascent lines, all parallels and perpendiculars, growing faster than a city-planner’s wettest dream. Teutonic White-Cloaks and Grey-Mantles oversaw lowly dieners toiling heads-down with the mindless devotion of worker ants, digging moats, erecting walls, their transient fortress, while justice was meted out but a few monumental steps away.

Thunk.

I tied a rope off my wagon, trudged through the center of the circle, to a wagon on the far side. The rest of the drivers kept their gobs shut, even if I could feel a herd of hairy eyeballs pulsing at my spine. I tied the rope off with a driver’s hitch, pulled it tight, snapped it — twang — for good measure.

“Move yer arse,” growled a voice. Wagon trundling along, foot up on the buckboard, Karl Skull-Splitter brought up the wagon-train’s rear, reins in one hand, crossbow within keen reach of his other. Karl closed the circle, clucking his tongue at his horses, guiding them with more care and humanity than he ever shined on mankind.

I chocked his wheels, unlocked the outer walls of his wagon, hinging them swinging down just shy of the frozen ground. The makeshift walls were a far cry from impregnable, but they’d slow anything with a penchant for raiding. Or make them search for easier marks...

“Odin’s eye...” Karl stepped atop a stack of crates in the bed of his wagon, taking in the ground. Except for a few barrows and a line of stone menhirs marking the Pilgrim Road, the world horizoned off to all points. “Too flat.”

“Show me a patch of ground round here ain’t flat.”

“Me,” Karl scowled, “pitching a tent come morn.”

“We’re considering ant-hills high-ground now?”

Karl turned a serious glare slowly in my direction.

“Want to assign the night-watch or start the cook-fire?” I changed the subject.

Mallick and a few of his useless-fuck compatriots were squabbling over a half-empty bottle of some spirit that started my mouth watering.

“Hrrm, I’ll take the fire.” Karl grinned ragged through his shaggy beard. “Less risk o’ getting burned.”

“Bloody coward.”

“Just picking up some o’ yer tricks.”

“Well, shit, maybe I’ll surprise you someday and start being brave.”

“Reckon it fer anytime soon?”

I glared out north over Lake Golgotha, frozen black and foreboding, dominating the distance. “Christ, I hope not.”

Karl snorted, grabbed hold of the wagon bed and twisted, grunted, popping his back. “Oof... Any word on our Jew?”

The ‘our Jew’ Karl meant was Benjamin ben Ari, the brother of an old acquaintance, a dead old acquaintance went by the name of Abraham ben Ari. Which made Benjamin the uncle and last living relative of Abraham’s two surviving children, Sarah and Joshua. We’d left the two behind, in a town not worth mentioning, in the care and custody of a woman more worth it than any I’d ever met.

An icy wind knifed across the tundra.

“Jesus Christ.” I turned, flipped my hood, hugged my thick cloak around tight. “No word, yet. Been asking, though.”

“Harassing folk, ye mean?”

“Yeah. Sure. My usual charm.”

We’d tracked word of Benjamin north to Mariënburg, headquarters of the Teutonic Knighthood, then east along the North Sea’s coast. Northeast through Skalvia and Lithuania, then further onward, chasing the morning sun into lands best left to myth and legend. We garnered rumor he’d taken on as a bursar with the Teutonics, so we’d joined a caravan of them headed in the same direction. We’d crossed the Neris and Daugava a while back, then headed northeast along the Pilgrim Road for the Teutonic colonies, hoping we’d find him eventually. Hoping for Sarah and Joshua he was worth our troubles. Hoping we’d get lucky.

Hope and luck, the keystones of all the best-laid plans.

“Hrmm...” Karl craned his neck at the drop of the axe. “How many they got left?” Karl was short. Squat. Stupid. And as dangerous a beast as any I’d ever known.

Thunk.

I hopped atop a wheel spoke and squinted past the mob of camp followers jockeying for the last patches of bare earth. “More than you can count.” Which wasn’t saying much.

The executioner was taking a break, blowing into his hands as Marshal Emeric barked orders, a squad of Teutonic Grey-Mantles in full regalia shoving reavers to their knees, slamming faces into blocks, kicking scattered teeth out from underfoot. “Jesus. Got a whole second line they’re preparing.”

“Preparing?” Karl stacked another box, stepped up. “How ye prepare fer the axe?”

“Tell them to step forward, take a bow, and pray to whatever god deemed appropriate.”

“Hrrm...”

“Yeah.” I squinted. “Word is they’re chopping some reaver-witch, too.”

“A witch?”

“Yeah. Had her a couple days now.”

Karl raised an eyebrow. “She a looker?”

“A looker...?” I cocked my head. “Not from what I hear.”

“You and yer high standards.”

“I do prefer a mouth with some semblance of teeth.”

“Whatever ye say, yer highness.” Karl offered a bow.

“They say she’s got giant’s blood.” I stood on tiptoe, craning my neck, angling for a peek. “And’s part of some pagan order of the Bad-Hand, Evil-Palm, or some such dirt-worshiping balderdash.”

“Bad-Hand...?” Karl cracked his knuckles. “Best do it soon, then. Best do it right. Bad-Hands ain’t fer fooling...”

“Yeah. Sure. I guess.”

A driver slunk past, shouldering a rolled canvas tent, sipping off a bottle.

“Hey—” I grabbed him by the shoulder. Lonn. Lonn was his name. A Hussite out of Fordsburg. He froze. “You snatch that off the liquor wagon?”

Lonn gulped, turning white.

“My wagon?” I demanded.

Lonn licked his lips. “Uh...”

“The good stuff?” I asked. “The sacramental shit?”

“For the love of Saint Pete.” Lonn swallowed, shook his head. “N-No. It’s just the swill.”

I snatched the bottle, took a pull, offered some to Karl, waited, then shoved it back into Lonn’s trembling paws. “Make sure the circle’s tight, yeah?”

Lonn cleared his throat, gripped the bottle, nodded. “Yah, for certain, Sir Luther.” He turned to go.

“And Lonn—”

He froze again.

“Nick the good stuff next time.” I thumbed over my shoulder. “These Teutonic pricks know shite about booze.”

“Yah, Sir Luther...” Lonn knuckled his forehead and slunk off.

Thunk.

“Bastards ken only one thing.” Karl wiped his glistening chin, scowling as he took in the camp. “Laws and bloody-fucking orders.”

“All about control.” I nodded.

The Teutonic camp was coming neatly to fruition, well-ordered tent blocks, lean-tos, and makeshift stables all lined and squared neat as an exchequer’s grid. The rest of the camp, though? A ramshackle affair of wagon and folk and follower all dropping however you please.

“A shite-show,” Karl grimaced.

“At the very least.”

I cast a discerning eye over our wagon-circle. It was fair tight. Fair round. A drop of order amidst a sea of chaos. Lonn’s nephew, Kelman, a runty half-breed, was busy roping off our hobbled horses along the northern quadrant. The rest were fast at work setting up tents, a lean-to, a stack of dried bison chips for the fire.

Mallick stood off to one side, dodging work like the plague til Lonn started speculating on the possible combinations of Mallick’s true parentage. He got the gist right quick and drifted off to do something useful. Or something less but more out of sight.

“Watch it.” Karl nudged me in the ribs.

“Whoa—” I dodged aside as the Teutonic Commander, Komtur Haspard Habermund, cantered past on a great bay destrier, ten of his brother-knights lined up side-by-side, riding in his wake. A cavalcade of black crosses on white, grim glares smoldering, hooves flicking muck, weapons rattling. Yoked on a chain to the last rider, a lone rag-ridden prisoner staggered past.

“Komtur’s got some shiny new boots.” I whistled, watching them ride off in precise formation.

“Who’d he steal ‘em from?”

“The world is his oyster.”

“Huh...?”

“It’s an idiom.”

“What’d you call me?”

“Jesus Christ...”

Karl fingered the blade of one of the many axes gracing his belt. “There any fuckers worse as them?”

“As bad, you mean?”

“Huh?”

“Forget it.” I slumped in defeat. “There’s plenty as bad. Sure. Worse, though? If so, I haven’t seen ‘em.”

“Yar,” Karl stared daggers, poisoned daggers, red-hot poisoned daggers, “me neither.”

Komtur Habermund and his retinue of zealot-killers rode razor-straight through their fort’s dead-man border, dragging their prisoner toward the execution grounds, the black ice on the shore beyond slick with a sheen of sunset pink. Heads fell, rolled, bounced off the frozen grit. Faces blue, black, purple, eyes glaring, glazed, gone, lips peeled back in rancid anticipation of coming Valhalla. Hell, maybe some big-bosomed Valkyrie was even now lifting their sorry souls out over the lake, toward some shining mead-hall perched atop a distant hill.

But it seemed unlikely.

A handful of damned glared up as Komtur Habermund dismounted before them. The Komtur was a big man, wide-shouldered, a beard of iron grey, his gut gone to soft, testing the stretch of his mail hauberk. Probably a force back in the day. Probably a force even now, at least for half a minute or so. He gripped the yoked prisoner by the chain and yanked her toward a bloody block.

“On your knees, witch.” Komtur Habermund slammed her face into the block, tore her cloak off, cast it aside.

“I curse you to heaven and hell, from sun to moon.” The reaver-witch sported an angry splotch slathered across the left side of her face, bloated raw and crimson. Her hands had been cut off, cauterized, naught but stumps blackened by burn. “I curse you from summer to snow, from earth to sky!”

“Restrain her, brothers,” Komtur Habermund ordered.

A pair of White-Cloaks muscled in, gripping her stumps as the Komtur tore off her yoke. She snarled, slavered, gnashed her teeth. He smashed a mailed fist across her face.

“I curse your insides and your out!” Kneeling in the grit, defiant, she railed at the Komtur, the executioner, the mob.

“Komtur, no!” Marshal Emeric stomped down the line, eyes blazing.

“Brothers, cease her pagan blather,” Komtur Habermund barked. “I’ll not suffer the reaver-bitch’s curse.”

A cheer arose as the reaver-witch struggled, squirmed, but the Teutonics were nothing if not diligent. They had her pinned, pried wide, pincered in a blink. Her screams turned to unintelligible drivel.

“Brandish it!” Komtur Habermund roared.

With a nod, the executioner brandished her steaming tongue to the crowd’s roaring delight. As folk squealed, stomping their feet, pumping their fists, the Komtur laid a hand on the Marshal’s shoulder and leaned in close. Words were exchanged. Harsh words. Eyes bulged wide.

“Odin’s teeth,” Karl growled.

“What is it?” I clambered up into the wagon.

Tempers flared between the Teutonic Lords, toe to toe, teeth bared, spittle flying.

“Brothers, restrain the good Marshal,” Komtur Habermund barked, “and remove him from my sight.”

Komtur Habermund’s cadre of White-Cloaks pounced, restraining Marshal Emeric bodily, dragging him back, away, roaring to the almighty.

“Finish it, brother,” Komtur Habermund directed the executioner, watching Marshal Emeric all the while.

The axe rose to the executioner’s shoulder, and the good Christian folk started back on with their leering and jeering. Can always count on good Christian folk. Make a bad thing worse. The reaver-witch glared up, bloodshot eyes bulging, blood pouring, craning her neck as best she could despite the block.

Leaning in close, sneering, Komtur Habermund slavered something in her ear.

In response, the reaver-witch spat blood all over his shiny new boots.

“End this obscenity!” The Komtur wiped his boots off on a corpse.

As the executioner hefted his axe overhead, another salvo of high-pitched reaver keen echoed past. It was garbled and gurgled, blood-sodden and broken, but we all caught the gist.
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Chapter 2.
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...eastward upon the Pilgrim Road, toward the rising sun, from a great city upon the long-water. I recall not its name. My father and mother had become fervent supplicants to pilgrimage...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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“REAVERS! ATTACK!”

Screams echoed through the night.

“We’re under attack!”

“Run for yer life!”

“Sir Luther, we’re under—!”

I was sleeping hard, curled up in my blanket, nursing a bottle of the sacramental stuff when the cries wormed their way through my dreams, tearing me awake. It was Lonn’s nephew, Kelman, screaming his bloody head off.

“Which way?” I shouldered out the tent flap, the cold night air burning my nostrils, my lungs, hitting hard as a hammer.

“South.” Karl already stood outside, thane-axe roped over one shoulder as he loaded his crossbow.

“South...?” I cast about.

“All-Father’s Oath—” Karl pointed. “There, that way!”

“Right.”

We sprinted across our makeshift courtyard, ducking the cordon, horses shying, neighing, rearing back as men and women and children screamed bloody-murder. “Get to your posts!” I hollered, ripping open a tent flap. “Get up—! Get up, you bloody fucks! We’re under attack!”

Drivers stumbled out, grogging hard, Lonn shouldering a pike, rubbing his eyes, casting about left and right. “Oy, where’s Kelman—?”

“Where he’s supposed to be.” I shoved him off. “Get to your post.”

“Please, Sir Luther,” Lonn stumbled on, “watch over—”

“Yeah, yeah.” I clambered up into Kelman’s wagon, laid a hand on his shoulder. “Where we at?”

Kelman started, nearly dropped his pike. “Wha—?”

“Relax, kid. Just me.” I unshouldered my crossbow, shoved a foot in the stirrup, pulled the string back. “Keep doing what you’re doing.” I couldn’t see anything, could only hear it. “See anything yet?”

Hoof beats pounded in the distance. Folk hustled every which way. Reavers screeched war-cries from the dark.

“Reavers south!” Karl roared from his wagon.

“Everyone stay sharp!” I belted out.

Kelman gasped, stuttered, swallowed.

“See anything?” I squinted.

“S-Something—” Breathless, Kelman gawped south off toward the flat black wasteland. “Something over there. Yonder. Sir Luther, look! I ... I can’t make it out.”

The moon at that moment made its grand entrance, a long queasy swathe of cloud oozing aside, relinquishing its Stygian grip. A fist of reavers ahorse charged through the camp’s southernmost outskirts, laying waste, trampling folk, shooting them, spearing them, hooting and hollering and crying bloody havoc. They sported collars laced with human skulls — children’s skulls — long lances darting out, licking in, jabbing, stabbing, folk hollering, screaming, bleeding, dying.

It was madness, murder, mayhem, at its best.

Or worst.

And it was just a diversion.

“Odin’s eye!” Karl roared. “There! Look west!”

Gliding in like some Norseman legend loped a murder of giants. Towering like trees swaying in a storm, long and limber and dark as shadow, they wielded tree-trunk clubs and long pitchfork spears as they waded into the western reaches of camp.

“Help!” folk screamed, running. “Help us!”

“Saints preserve us!”

“Run! Run for your lives!”

Sound advice. Me? I hunkered behind a crate, running my hand along the stock of my crossbow, feeling the smooth grain. But where in the flat Grey Waste to run? To hide?

Embers swirled as a tent burst into flames. A shadow-hulk overturned a wagon, wood splintering, hurled it aside. Another grasped a boy by the head, ripped him clean from his mother’s arms, gnashed him screaming in half. Then swallowed the rest. Folk scattered, trampling the slow, the weak, the old. Dogs barked and growled while horses and cattle stampeded everywhere, anywhere, some for the Teutonic camp, others for the open tundra or icy lake.

“Help! Help us!”

“Please!”

“Call for the knights!”

A stone the size of a man’s torso whistled through the night, bounced and bowled, tearing a tent off its moorings, ripping a mangled swathe through camp.

“Sweet Lord Jesus—”

Folk clawed at the side of our wagons, trying to get up, over, under, through.

“Get back!” Mallick swung the butt-end of his crossbow. “Get back, you bastards!”

I stepped across to Mallick’s wagon, slapped him hard across the top of his head. He goggled, turned, swung for me, and I slapped him again. Hard. “Let ‘em up!” I roared. “Let ‘em over!”

Mallick teetered, stunned, and I grabbed him before he fell, heaved him hard against a stack of crates. “Here—!” I shoved his crossbow back. “Load it! Use it. On the bloody reavers!” I leaned over the side, snatched a child from her mother’s arms, yanked her up. The mother came next. I wrestled her up, over, shunted them both back, past. “Get in the middle! Stay out of the bloody way!”

A riot of folk scrambled past for the Teutonic fort.

Ducking an arrow zipping past, I clambered across to Kelman, eyes wide, his skinny arms shaking on the haft of his pike. Folk crushed up against our wagon-redoubt as a reaver fist galloped past. Arrows thunked into wood, flesh, folk flailing, fumbling, falling.

Kelman puked.

“Easy, kid,” I barked above the din, “Breathe,” as I shouldered my crossbow, “and stay down. These fuckers can shoot. Oof—” As if to prove my point, an arrow struck me dead center in the chest, lodging in my mail. I hunkered behind a crate, yanked the arrow free, tossed it aside, loaded my crossbow.

“Y-You alright?”

“Yeah, sure,” I rubbed my chest, “never better.”

Kelman ducked, slipped, fumbled his pike. I lunged past, caught it, recovered, shoved it back into his hands. “Jesus—!” I ducked, almost ate another arrow. A great din arose from the Teutonic walls as guards hurled folk back.

“Got it?”

“Aye.” Kelman nodded. “I’m sorry, I—”

“Forget it. Stay down. Keep it point up til they close.” I took aim at the lead rider of the charging Skull-Collars. His skin was smeared black with ash, and he wore a skull-mask. Folk fled before him as he lashed out with his long-spear, piercing flesh, ripping some poor bastard off his feet, dragging him to oblivion.

I squeezed the trigger on my crossbow, the bolt jumping, zipping past Skull-Face, grazing the side of his head, distracting him. For an instant. “Shit.” I reloaded as Skull-Face got his wheeling steed under control. “How about this, you fuck!” I came to my senses, burying my next bolt in his steed’s lung. It collapsed, skidding to a wheezing heap, and Skull-Face leapt free, landing, tumbling, bowling through mankind and madness.

Another Skull-Collar galloped past, leaning forth from his saddle, scooping up some screaming broad, wrestling her kicking and flailing over his saddle.

“Now, kid,” I said, “lower it.”

Arms wobbling, gasping, Kelman lowered his pike.

“Don’t be a hero,” I said. “All’s we have to do is not be the easy mark. That’s all these fuckers want. Easy.”

I turned, rising enough to snatch a peek, saw tall swaying parodies of humanity off to the west, spearing folk with their pitchforks, snatching them up, ripping off limbs like kids torturing flies, others laying waste like reapers through wheat.

A surge of folk poured towards us, stampeding back through the dead-man’s gap, turned away from the Teutonics’ makeshift battlements. More piled up outside our circle, pressing in, eyes white, wide, arms reaching, grasping.

“Let ‘em in!” I yelled.

A fist of reavers tore galloping past, shooting arrows, spearing some poor bastard through the neck. I unhooked a lanyard — “Move back!” — yanked it, and the wagon-wall slid up a mite. Folk pressed in, squealing, begging, lifting, ducking. “Go! GO! Crawl under!” I hooked the lanyard off, ducked an arrow, gathered my crossbow.

“Sweet Mother of Mary—!”

I loosed another bolt into a jumbled reaver-fist to little effect, though I couldn’t have missed. But it’s like that sometimes. You get a bolt through the heart, the lung, the belly, and don’t ken it til you’re in for the long rot.

Folk crawled under our wagon, ducking and scrambling like weasels, dragging kids, women, old folk, all kicking and wailing and screaming. “Get in the middle!” I roared as reavers pounded round our circle, some wielding lance and shield, warding off bolts, others with short recurve bows, picking off stragglers.

“Please, sir!” A robed bloke — a priest — poked his head up from behind, “My library, sir, my books! Over there—” He pointed to a wagon across the way. “Please, I beg of you—”

“Fuck no!” I shoved him back. “Go! Get back. Keep your bloody head down.”

A stampede of horses driven by reavers thundered past and into the night.

The bed of each wagon stood about three feet high, with another three of solid oak, topped by the crates we’d born from Riga. Made a fair fine wall. Especially against horse-borne reavers who’d as soon dismount as cut off their right hand. Atop each wagon huddled two drivers, each armed with a pike or crossbow, shielded behind crates of meal or wool or whatever. The pike-man kept the reavers honest, and a fair pike-man’ll buy eight feet of honesty. On a good day. And where the pike-men kept them honest, the crossbowmen made them pay.

Karl loosed a bolt, felled a reaver-brave. He lolled back statuesque-still in his saddle, arms wide and empty as though praying to the endless night, Karl’s bolt lodged solid through one eye and burst out the back.

“Get down, kid.” I shoved Kelman’s head down as an arrow zipped past.

Skull-Collars galloped in, screaming, amassing around us, hooting and hollering, lances raised, shaking. Skull-Face rode past, a girl kicking mad over his saddle, “Be gone, be gone, you demons of the west!” he screeched in reaver-speak as he slit her throat and flipped her body rag-dolling to the hard earth.

“Lord up in heaven,” Kelman hissed. “What do we do—?”

“What we’re doing.” I patted Yolanda, my bastard-blade slung over my shoulder, waiting patiently. As always. My panacea against all the madness the world has to offer. And there was no shortage. Not tonight. “Hold our positions. Stay put. Wait ‘em out.”

“B-But they’re killing folk.”

“Yeah. I get it, kid. Ain’t hero ballad material. Still better than eulogies.”

“B-But, you’re a knight!”

“Yeah, sure. A knight. Not a martyr. And our circle breaks? And we die? Jesus, look.” I cast a hand back at the mass of humanity huddled amid our circle. “They’re all coming along for the long midnight ride.”

Kelman nodded, swallowed, glanced over his shoulder. “B-But what about the giants?”

“The giants...?” Jesus Christ. I’d forgotten about the bloody fuckers. I turned back to the Skull-Collars, riding rampant around us, barking, bellowing, hurling arrow and invective. “Shit, kid, I don’t know. Just pray to God they go kill someone else.”
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...beyond the city of the iron-men, of the white tabard and black cross, we trekked like pack animals forever onward toward the rising sun, across the...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste
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IT WASN’T A SAPLING.

It was something more than a sapling but less than a full-grown tree. Still slender, supple, smooth. They’d uprooted the whole bloody thing, trunk thick as my leg, limbed it, shaved the root-ball down til it was a morning-star of rough-cut root jagging off in all directions. They’d hardened it with fire, punched crude nails in, slathered a great red bloody eyeball on it.

“Charming...” I shook my head.

It was a giant’s weapon. And, luckily, the giant who bore it was gone. Gone with the Skull-Collar Clan. Gone with the abducted. Gone with the slain. Just thankfully, thankfully, thankfully, gone. It lay across the corpse of some poor merchant, staring, glaring, looking like a titan’s eyeball torn out by the root, its nerve splayed behind like the tail of a comet.

From my wagon-top perch, I took a swig, nursing my anemic buzz, watching some poor miserable fucker bury his wife, his sister, his daughter, or maybe just some random stranger. Lonn and Kelman sat huddled shoulder to shoulder by our cook-fire, heads down, whispering, shivering, both wide-eyed and quaking.

Our circle had held.

Barely.

The Skull-Collars had spent another minute, another hour, another eternity with their encirclement, their onslaught, their barrage. Blood-spattered madmen loosing missiles. Riding roughshod round us, trying to pick us off, draw us out, slaughter us one by bloody one. But my cowards proved stalwart in their resolve. And when their cowardice faltered, and their ire dam burst, my litany of fear goaded them back, behind, down.

“Don’t go out. Don’t engage. Don’t lean past your cover. Don’t risk your bloody neck.”

There’s usually one fucker dumb enough, wanting to be a hero. Wants to strut around come morning. Offer an eye-full to the ladies. Begging for an arrow to the eye. The neck. The belly. Wants to sunder the circle. Give the fuckers a foothold, a handhold, a threshold, inviting a full-bore massacre.

Well, yours truly bore an eye for cowards — takes one to know one — and I’d lost not a one of my craven lovelies last night. Was something of a miracle. An ingrown, half-formed, inbred miracle, maybe, but a miracle still.

Across the way, the librarian-priest shooed crows from the corpse of some poor fucker wedged beneath his busted book-wagon. Skull-Face’d looped a rope round his foot, dragged him ragged and raw, back and forth, kicking and squealing and begging, all around us, aiming to shame us into blazing out, making a stand, saving the damsel in distress.

But we’d not taken the bait.

Cause we had no shame.

We’d not made the glorious charge into overwhelming odds to carry the battle. To save the day. Not when they’d dragged him to a raw ruddy halt, all bruised over and broke. Nigh on skinless. All crippled up screaming. Not when they’d started cutting on him, severing finger by finger, toe by toe, him squealing bloody murder, wailing for his mother. His father. Someone. Anyone. Crying. Begging. Sobbing. Pleading. Asking God how he’d come to let it all happen. Demanding through sputters of blood.

A fair question.

One I’d asked myself.

On more than one occasion.

As usual, it’d gone unanswered. We didn’t even lift a finger when they stripped the fucker raw and relieved him of his last reason to live by the simple act of counting to twenty-one.

If I’d had a bolt left, I’d have eased his passage. Or tried to, anyway. A long shot in the flickering dark. Storm winds ripping from the conflagration blazing beyond. I’d have given it one chance in fifty. At best. As it was, we all just watched from afar, each one of us incensed, indignant, enraged, each one demanding of God how he could let this happen, each one cursing, swearing, appealing to the heavens, but softly, quietly, inwardly, thanking him cause it wasn’t one of us.

But that’s mankind for you.

Mankind at its best.

I took another swig. Couldn’t figure if my headache was from lack of sleep or overabundance of spirits. Either way, I’d suss it out.

By some miracle of fate or timely arrival of the sun, the librarian’s wagon stood mostly intact, unburnt, unblemished. One of its wheels needed fixing, its spokes shattered, but as luck would have it, there were plenty of parts lying about. Plenty of everything. Everything and everyone.

The librarian-priest and a Teutonic Grey-Mantle wedged a lever under the wagon bed, leaned back, using a fallen obelisk as a fulcrum to lift it.

“Just... A little... More...” the Grey-Mantle hissed.

The two bore down, leaning, grunting, groaning.

Hopping off my wagon, I staggered over, took a swig — “Here, watch it,” — and laid my weight into the effort. Being the only encampment besides the Teutonics’ devoid of slaughter, I had the time. “Hey Karl!” The wagon creaked, rising, and Karl trudged over, carrying a crate, and shoved it under, bracing it.

“Oof...” The librarian-priest staggered back, patting me on the shoulder. “Many ... Many thanks, my dear sir.”

“No sweat.” I took another swig, offered some.

“Thank you, but no.” The librarian-priest patted his stomach. “It upsets my bile.”

“Suit yourself.” I took another swig. “My bile’s just aces.” I waggled it toward the Grey-Mantle. “You...?”

“Apologies, good knight.” The Grey-Mantle waved me off, adjusted a glove. “Edicts of the Order, you understand?”

“Bloody fucking edicts...” Karl reached under the book-wagon and dragged the corpse out. He’d been peppered with bolts. Salted, too. “Bloody fucking hypocrites...”

“You take issue, good sir?” The Grey-Mantle rounded on Karl. “Be it with me or the Order, in general?”

“Odin’s eye,” Karl’s hands clenched into fists, “why not both?”

“Whoa. Easy. Down, boy.” I interposed myself between the two. Always a good tactic, stepping into a double flank. “We’ve enough shite filling our plates, already, yeah?” I turned to the Grey-Mantle. “Think these Skull-Collar fucks are coming back?”

“Skull-Collars...?”

“Yeah. The reavers that attacked us.”

“Ah yes, of course, forgive me.” The Grey-Mantle rubbed his bandaged scalp. “Upon the eastern march, we deal mostly with the Wyrm-Fathers. I’ve not encountered the Skull-Collars before. You said ‘what we refer to them as.’ What do they refer to themselves as?”

“The Horse-Folk of the Western Steppes.”

“You ken reaver-speak?”

A dame lugging a pail of water lumbered swaying past.

“Yeah. A little Tartar. Some Russik.” I offered the dame my most winningest smile. “Could say I’m very educated in matters concerning the tongue.”

The dame staggered on, bedraggled, bewitching, oblivious.

Karl grumbled and clomped away.

“Too soon, you think?” I scratched my chin, watching her go.

“I’m told she just buried her husband, my dear sir.” The librarian-priest polished his glasses with his sleeve. “He was the son of the chap who, eh, your friend extracted from my...”

“Sounds like a ‘yes.’” I shrugged, kicked the crate holding up the wagon.

The librarian-priest rubbed his breastbone. “Do you think it shall endeavor to hold?”

I eyed the crate balefully. “Definitely might.”

“That’s, eh, not overly reassuring.”

“Wasn’t meant to be.”

“Eh, oooh...” The librarian-priest faltered a step, pitching forth, nigh on collapsing before the Grey-Mantle caught him under the arms.

“Something I said?” I grunted.

“Are you alright, Father?” the Grey-Mantle grunted.

“Uh... Aye, that I am.” The librarian-priest leaned against his wagon, legs wobbling, breath coming in harsh spurts, his face pale, sweaty, grey. “Just getting old, is all.” He turned to me. “I ... I thank you both for the small kindness. As well as the rather large one last night.”

The Grey-Mantle glanced over, eyebrow raised.

I shook my head at the carnage, took a sip, said nothing.

Funny, the things God’ll put his back into. Saving stacks of crates over flesh and blood.

“He saved my life,” the librarian-priest explained. “He and his men saved a great many lives.”

“We, uh, did what we could.” Which wasn’t much. Admittedly. Saved our own skins and dragged a few along for the ride. I took a drink, savored the raw warmth burning its way south. A few more and maybe I’d stop brooding over the poor fucker shot to shite and tortured to death. Watching them brandish their knives as his fingerless nubs waved spasmodically. As they slit open his belly, sawing away, up and down, then reached inside with greasy palms and pulled the reaver rope trick, sailors hand over hand hoisting a sail, long tenuous coils of rigging glistening pink in the flickering dark.

“I’m Father Salien of Eastmark.” The librarian-priest extended a hand.

I sniffed, swallowed, grasped his hand, felt it tremble like a bird. “Sir Luther Slythe Krait. The short badger-like troll’s Karl. Sorry about the fuss. He’s on the rag.”

“Sergeant Marcus Aurelius Caerenin.” The Grey-Mantle’s grip was like iron, cold, hard, severe. “Well met, sir knight. And should the chance present itself, thank your comrade for me, for the lives he saved, please. I would myself but fear it should only inflame his ardor.”

“Pleasure’s all mine,” I lied. To a lesser extent than Karl, I bore a cold hard dark place in the middle of my shriveled heart reserved for the Teutonic Knighthood. A sect of warrior-monk fanatics, they represented one of the few standing armies since the fall of the Old Empire. A group of serious blokes with dangerous ideals and high aspirations, and if the Pope had them on a leash, it was long and tenuous with plenty of play.

“Ugh...” Father Salien grasped my shoulder, nearly collapsing again.

“Whoa...” I gripped his arm and grabbed him by the back of his belt, holding him upright. “Easy.” I glanced at Sergeant Caerenin, taking hold. “You got him?”

“Aye,” the Grey-Mantle grunted.

I hollered for Lonn.

“Yah...?” Lonn’s head popped up over my wagon. “Sir Luther?”

“Grab your tools and head over. The Father’s wagon needs mending.” I adjusted my grip. “C’mon, Father. Lonn’ll mend your wheel. Man’s a jack of all trades.” Lonn was already taking a hammer to the wheel, working the busted spokes free. “Thanks, Lonn.”

Lonn knuckled his forehead between hammer blows.

Between us, the good sergeant and I bore Father Salien toward a stack of crates. A pair of crows scattered, squawking as we muscled in on their roost. I brushed the snow off. “Grab a seat, Father.”

“Oof...” the librarian-priest plunked himself down. “I ... I thank you again.”

“No sweat.” I wiped my forehead, eyed his wagon. “What are you hauling, Father?”

“The good book, Sir Luther.” Father Salien patted a crate. “En masse, as it were. The colonies shall find great need of them. I think of them as seeds to be planted, fostering groves bearing fruit in the name of the good Lord.”

“Seems to me I remember something about fruit and God...”

“Eh...?”

“Forget it.”

“I look forward to seeing the great cathedral of Esdraelon. They say the stonework is like nothing else. It’s the wonder of the Teutonic Empire.”

“Will wonders never cease?” I said.

“Eh,” Father Salien glanced up through one eye against the morning light, “what time need we be traveling onward?”

“Marshal Emeric has decreed we travel promptly at sext,” Sergeant Caerenin said.

“Midday prayer?” Father Salien glanced over at Lonn, pounding away to release the wheel. “I fear for the good folk’s ability to surmount last night’s horror, to carry on so soon.”

“Yeah. Sure. Me, too.” I took a swig, glanced toward the Teutonic fort, beyond the caw of circling crows, past their battlements. A furor was rising.

“The Marshal does not offer us overmuch time, my son.”

“Nay, Father, he does not.”

“Perhaps you might mention—”

“Regrettably, I cannot.” The Sergeant gripped the corner of his grey cloak. “See here? This says I am but a half-brother. A mere half-brethren of the order. You understand the ramifications?”

Folk started shouting from the Teutonic fort. White and grey-cloaked Teutonics began streaming toward it.

“What’s going on?” I hopped up on the busted wagon, craning my neck.

“B-But if you could but merely offer—”

“They don’t give a shit, Father,” I cut in from my perch. “The Komtur doesn’t give a shit. Not about you. Not about him. Not about me.” I thumbed over my shoulder at the folk left meandering about, looking for family, friends, for anything approximating some modicum of hope. “And sure as shit not about anything delaying his plans.”

“B-But, there are refugees, and injured, not to mention the dead. They must be offered Christian burials. They must be shrived and—”

“We cannot linger in this country, Father.” Sergeant Caerenin’s lips formed a hard line. “Last night was proof—”

“Sergeant!” a Teutonic Knight barked. Over his shoulders, he wore the snow-white cloak of the full brethren. Behind him marched a mixed column of White-Cloaks, Grey-Mantles, and dieners. “Fall in!”

“Forgive me.” Sergeant Caerenin knuckled his forehead and turned to go. “I shall endeavor to see you before we strike camp.” He laid a hand upon Lonn’s shoulder as he hustled on past. “Work swiftly, my friend.”

Father Salien glared past me. “What is it...?”

“Don’t know, Father. Bad news, I’m guessing.” I hopped off the wagon, started toward the Teutonic fort. Never hurts to get apprised of bad news early on.

“My good sir,” Father Salien massaged his chest, “how can you be so certain it’s bad?”

I turned back to him, doffing an imaginary cap. “Cause I’m here, Father.”
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...Grey Waste was so vast and unknowable. A fell land that spanned off to infinity in all directions, offering naught but a glimmer of...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste
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A FIRE BLAZED HIGH as the morning sun. It’d been started by the small-folk. A fire raised in retribution, impotent, immaterial, emasculated retribution. A fire to burn the Skull-Collar dead, a monstrous pile slopped together, heads lolling, arms flaccid and hanging, skull collars glaring, twin tails of greasy smoke blistering off over the black infinity of fissured ice, pressure ridges in the distance looking like nothing so much as mountain ranges in the far-flung unknown.

I crossed the open swathe of dead-man’s land surrounding the Teutonic’s transient fort.

The Teutonics had cordoned off their section of camp with earthen-work walls and makeshift scaffold towers. As they dismantled the towers, making ready for travel, they replaced them with a cordon of flesh and steel. Dieners stood atop crenelated wagons, evenly spread beyond the spike-lined moat.

Meandering through chaos, alongside the shores of Lake Golgotha, I hopped up on a wagon wheel and into the wrecked bed of a charred wagon, gripped the side, craned my neck, tried seeing past the battlements and into the Teutonic fort.

“Oy, that’s my wagon!” some bloke yelled.

I turned. The bloke saw my mail shirt, my bastard-blade, the grim look of fervent determination glimmering in my magnetic eyes.

“Get the fook down, ya looting thief!” he yelled again, keenly and totally unimpressed.

I had that effect on people.

“Relax, fella. I don’t want any of your shit.” I took a long look into the short wagon bed. A sheen of frost covered its naked bottom. “Wherever it might be. Just taking a gander’s all.”

“W-Well, I—”

“And it ain’t like I’m gonna steal your bloody wagon.”

The bloke grumbled something no doubt wholly complimentary.

Hell, no one was gonna steal it. No one shy of those ogre-fucks from the night before. And even an ogre might’ve blown his back out in the effort. The fella edged his way closer to his wagon, gave it a once-over, then hung his head and sighed.

“Eh, I’m sorry, feller.” The bloke snapped out a handkerchief, blew his nose. “Sorry as hell. Sorry I gave you guff. It’s just...” His hands dangled by his sides. “It’s just all I’ve got in the world’s this bloody wagon. What’s in it’s gone or burnt or shattered. And even if it weren’t? Bastard reavers stole my horses. Or drove ‘em off. Or ate ‘em. Whatever it is they do...” The bloke cast a black eye toward the long lake. “Figured the lake’d offer some protection. Figured this for a good spot. Guess I figured wrong...”

“Lot of that going round.” I followed his gaze. “They don’t like riding on the lake. It’s considered taboo. But for short sorties? Lightning strikes? They’ll make an exception.” I nodded over. “Looks like you got a few of them, though.” A fist of Skull-Collars lay scattered out on the ice, their faces rimed glistening with hoarfrost, their mounts frozen dead alongside.

“Nah,” he spat, “weren’t me, sad to say.”

“Hmm...” Black bone protruded from the chest of one corpse, arms bent back, one with his chest burst out, tongue lolling down, frozen to his cheek. “Must’ve been our blessed Teutonic Brethren, then.” I took a hard gander. “Hmm...” Strange. “Or maybe they ran afoul of their giant-folk allies.”

“Aye, sure...” The bloke plunked himself down on the end of his wagon, wiped his eyes. “Musta been something as such.”

“Look, if you can cobble together any wares worth lugging, you can pack them on one of mine. Head over yonder. The circle. Can’t miss it.” I pointed off west. “Tell them I sent you. Sir Luther Slythe Krait.”

The bloke trembled, looking up.

“What’s your name?”

“W-Wilmar.” He crushed tears from his eye. “A circle, eh?”

“Yeah, old Hussite trick.”

“Hell of a trick. Heard you ain’t lost none o’ your horses, your folk, or your senses.”

“Well, the last one’s debatable. Here. C’mon.” I extended a hand, pulled him to his feet. “Grab your shit and head over. Tell Karl I sent you.”

“Karl...?”

“Yeah.” I held out a hand at waist-height. “Short. Ugly. Stupid. I call him the triple threat. Grab your shit and get rolling.”

“Afraid there ain’t nothing worth saving.”

“Can use the lumber if you want to break it down. Either way, I can always use another driver if you’re keen on it.”

“Aye, Sir Luther, I’m mighty keen on it.” Wilmar drew his cloak around him as the chilling wind ripped in off the water. “And many thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” I nodded toward the Teutonic camp. “Any idea what’s going on?”

Wilmar shook his head. “Can’t say. Some sort of clamor’s all.”

I climbed back up on my perch.

“A clamor. Yeah. Sure. No doubt.” Through a gap left by a dismantled tower, I glimpsed a White-Cloak borne on a litter, from a tent nigh on central to camp.

“See anything?”

“Hmm...” I squinted. “Looks like some high-hat bought it.”

Wilmar cast a weary eye over his wagon. “Glad someone’s buying something. Anything. Any notion who?”

I turned at the sound of boots clomping toward us.

“Go back to your wagons!” It was a big block-headed White-Cloak, marching out the main gates, followed by a squad of Grey-Mantles, heading dead straight our way. “We depart at sext! We depart at noon! And if you ain’t fixed to move, you’re on your own!”

“But our wagons was all burned,” someone yelled.

“All our things gone!”

“Our horses—”

“My whole family was taken!”

“Pack up!” Block-Head laid a hand to his blade without breaking stride. “We depart at noon! You,” he whirled on me, “get down from there.” His teeth ground together, the ones he had, anyway. He bore the gap-toothed dental outlay of a poorly carved Jack o’ lantern. “Get the hell down!” He kicked the wagon, shifting it.

“Whoa—!” I toppled into freshly fallen snow.

Wilmar seemed to have taken a sudden interest in the pile of burning reavers. I myself considered offering them a second glance. Block-Head took a deep breath, grim satisfaction worming its way across his blocky features.

“Who died?” Rising, I brushed off my knees.

“I suggest you gather your belongings and ready yourself for departure,” Block-Head said. “We leave soon and tarry not upon stragglers.”

“Fear not, good knight,” I offered a half-arsed salute, “I’m packed and ready to go.”

Block-Head’s eyes narrowed, seeing me maybe for the first time. “Sir Luther, is it...?” He offered his sergeant a sidelong glare, and his Grey-Mantles surrounded me neat as a noose.

“So,” I smoothed back my hair, “you’ve heard of me.”

“Aye. You’re supposedly a knight, driving a wagon, for profit.”

“It’s actually ten wagons, and I mostly lose money,” I deadpanned. “Impressed?”

If Block-Head was, he was probably aces at poker.

“I’m shipping wares for you and your brethren,” I said. “You folks gotta eat. Colonizing and correcting the pagan’s bass-ackwards, dirt-worshiping ways is hard work.” I patted myself down. “I’ve got the contract here somewhere. Signed by the good Komtur, Haspard Habermund, himself.”

Block-Head stiffened as though struck.

I had him there, and he knew it. Sure, I was a lowly, nothing-nobody, a knight of the hedgiest sort, defrocked of honor and humility, purpose or piety, a base merchant whoring it all for the almighty coin, but I was whoring it on his behalf.

“Who died?” I repeated.

Block-Head’s lower lip quivered. I was afraid it might split, crack, crumble. Not overly afraid, mind you.

“No one died, he was—” Block-Head bit back, swallowed whatever was coming.

“He was what? Injured? Smote? Smitten...? What’s the past tense?” I squinted toward the disappearing fort. “And where’d they breach the wall? How’d they get in?” I hadn’t been able to make it out. It’d looked intact, far as I’d seen.

Block-Head’s lips pursed. “The northwestern corner.”

The corner furthest away from our current locale.

“Northwest, huh...?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Do I stutter?”

“No, your elocution’s divine.” Even with the missing teeth. “It’s just that I tramped round your wall earlier. Looked fair intact all around.”

“We made repairs.”

“Mighty fine ones, too. And swept away the tracks, yeah? And for what? Neatness’s sake?”

“You presume too much.”

“And giant-tracks at that, I’m guessing. Broken wall and all.” I scratched my beard. “Take you a piece to fill them in. Way last night went, you’d think folk’d be digging holes, not filling them in. Bending a lot of backs could be put to better use, no doubt.”

Block Head drew a deep breath. Grinding his teeth. His very limited, very occasional teeth. “No doubt,” Block-Head growled.

I glanced round at the Grey-Mantles. “You fellas up all night? Seems like a mighty waste of time and effort. Filling in the tracks of monsters long gone to greyer pastures.”

“You don’t know that.”

“True. They could be right over the next knoll. Of course, last knoll I saw was before Riga. And what was that? Three weeks ago? A month...? And they ain’t here now, yeah?”

“Nay,” Block-Head grunted. “They are not.”

“Well then, that settles it.” I clapped my hands. It settled nothing, but I figured I’d poked the bear enough for one day, and I tried worming my way through the cordon of flesh and steel that’d calcified round me. “Excuse me. Pardon me.”

Not a one bastard moved. Just a bunch of dead-eyed, hard-nosed, grim-lipped, fanatics piled round me in an iron noose threatening to cinch strangling-tight at the squeak of a mouse fart.

“Pardon me,” I said. “If I could just...”

They edged forward, tighter, closing in.

“Let him go.” Block-Head pivoted aside, holding out a hand, and I made my escape. Almost. He clapped a gauntleted paw on my shoulder, fingers digging in, “Watch your step, you mouthy fool. I’ve some notion we’ll soon meet again.”

He shoved me onward.

Paragon of knighthood that I am, I scurried cockroach onward, Wilmar falling in line as I passed the corpse-fire burning, and headed off toward my circle.

“See who bought it?” Wilmar glared back over his shoulder.

“Yeah.” I sniffed, seeing in my mind’s eye the snowy white cloak trimmed in ermine fur covering the stretcher-born corpse. Poking out from underneath were a pair of nice new boots, tooled slick and shiny, their soles barely worn. “The bloody Komtur.”
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...Cathedral of Esdraelon, our final destination along the Pilgrim Road. Our leader, Carlric Litten, had promised oases of civilization, crusader settlements built and named in homage to the great cities of the Holy Land across the long-water...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
[image: image]


I HEARD THE YELLING before I saw its source. Figured it for more post-battle melodrama concerning camp followers. Figured it for some grieving widow newly released from the shackles of marriage. Some aggrieved uncle wailing over dead nephews. Some drunk fucks having a go at each other rather than facing the forge and packing up what’s left of life. Which wasn’t much. Figured it for something that didn’t concern me.

I should’ve known better.

I clambered atop my wagon, over the driver’s seat, took a gander inside the circle. Jesus Christ. A full company of Teutonic pricks stood at attention. A White-Cloak, a squad of Grey-Mantles, and two Teutonic Lords, Marshal Hasculf Emeric and Coin-Master Inmarde Chevaleaux.

“Sons of frigid bitches...” I stomped through the inner circle as the Teutonic company turned my way, eying me with a cool implacability only those privy to the most radical of pieties dare muster. “What the hell’s going on?”

“Official business, I’m afraid.” Marshal Emeric smoothed out his meticulously quaffed mustache. He was a tall man with red hair and piercing blue eyes. “Indeed, following last night’s horrors, the Teutonic Brethren bear a pressing need for horses, and indeed, shall need requisition yours.”

“Requisition...?” I snarled. “Fuck that. You’re stealing them.”

“Yes, men, take that one, too.” From the corner of our makeshift corral, Coin-Master Chevaleaux jotted notes on a ledger. “Easy now, easy. Take them all. Aye. Every last one.” He glanced up, glasses catching the light. “We’ll need these wagons transported as well.”

The Grey-Mantles set into motion, stealing the rest of my shit.

“Ahem.” Like a card-sharp, Marshal Emeric materialized a scroll from his sleeve. “Indeed, this writ documents all of the details pertaining to the requisitions hearing.”

“The requisitions what...?”

“Yes, the requisitions hearing. The Teutonic Council assembled this morning.” Marshal Emeric smoothed the scroll flat. “We attempted to ascertain your whereabouts but were met, sadly, only with futility.”

“Sadly...?”

“As you can see, we’ve taken the liberty of making your mark in absentia. Here and here.” Marshal Emeric pointed out two ‘X’s. Helpfully. “You are Sir Luther Slythe Krait, I presume?”

“If I say no, will you leave my shit alone?”

Coin-Master Chevaleaux glanced up from his ledger and shared a knowing glance with Marshal Emeric. Neither cracked a smirk, but it was a close thing. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. It is Sir Luther, is it not?”

“Yeah.” I ducked a rope and shouldered through a sea of Grey-Mantles. “And we’ve met. About five times now. Seems I don’t muster much of an impression.”

“Indeed, aye, so it would seem.” The Marshal’s piercing blue eyes fell ravenous upon the rest of my horses, corralled at the far end. “Be that as it may, I’m told that you provided a steadfast service last night, that you staved off the reavers’ western advance, that you saved many lives.”

“More than you and yours, tucked away in your little castle.”

“Ahem...” Coin-Master Chevaleaux hobbled in, nose to his ledger, leaning on a cane that looked suspiciously like a mace. A slender man of medium height with long flowing locks, some might’ve called him handsome. Not me, mind you. “It seems you possess some misapprehensions concerning our good Brotherhood. Allow me to enlighten you. The Brotherhood is not in the business of saving lives, Sir Luther.”

“You’re doing a real bang-up job, then,” I commented.

“Brother...” Marshal Emeric laid a hand on the Coin-Master’s shoulder. “As my good Brother Inmarde alludes, it’s souls and not these mortal husks that concern we men of the cloth and the iron and the one true God.”

“So, the long con it is...” I glanced to my left, where all my drivers huddled under guard. Caught Wilmar’s eye for an instant, offered a stunted shrug. Looked like both our luck was holding — Shit. Then it hit. “Where’s Karl—?”

“Eh...? Who?” Coin-Master Chevaleaux flourished his pen against ledger.

“Karl. You’ve met him, too, you lying sack of shit.”

Marshal Emeric stroked his mustache absently. “The short, bearded—”

“Troll. Yeah. Where the fuck is he?”

“Apologies, Sir Luther.” The Coin-Master hobbled aside, his stout cane offsetting a clubbed foot. “Your man got a little too,” he waved his pen without looking up, “rambunctious.”

“Rambunct — Shit.” I took a step forward and halted, blocked by the Grey-Mantle shiltron.

Karl lay on the ground, trussed up like a Beltane goose. Blood seeped down the side of his head. A squad of Grey-Mantles stood over him. Alongside him, a couple more lay unconscious. At the very least.

A filthy stable boy dressed in what looked like an burlap sack spoke low and soft to one of my mares, his prodigious nose pressed to her ear as he stroked her neck, leading her out of the circle.

“Fuck...” I grimaced.

“Indeed, as my good Brother Inmarde said, your man caused quite a stir,” Marshal Emeric said.

“Quite a stir...” The Coin-Master was back in his ledger.

“I can’t imagine why.” I stomped toward Karl.

“He should count himself lucky, really, that our good sergeants showed such godly restraint.” Coin-Master Chevaleaux poignantly brandished his pen. “Truly, the bards may sing of it someday.”

The shiltron of Grey-Mantles split, weapons clattering, and Block-Head stepped through to the fore. “Told you we’d meet again.”

“Go fuck yourself,” I replied eloquently.

“Oh, Sir Luther, no no no.” The Coin-Master shook his head. “I’d reconsider my stance as well as immediate options were I you.” He laid a hand on Block-Head’s arm. “Our good Brother Marius here is almost adept as I in the arithmetics of subtraction, and your account approaches nil at an alarming rate.”

“Most alarming...” Marshal Emeric echoed.

“What the hell are you jawing about?” I snarled. “I just want to see if he’s going to fucking live.” And if Karl didn’t, all these fuckers’d pay. Every. Single. One.

“Indeed, perhaps you ought concern yourself with your own skin, Sir Luther,” Marshal Emeric offered. “By the dead, perhaps you ought forget this fellow. He’s little better than those who attacked last night. He bears the air of the pagan savage about him, if not reaver, outright.”

“They didn’t steal my horses.”

“‘Requisition’ is the term, Sir Luther, and it’s a fact of life out here on the Grey Waste,” the Coin-Master cut in. “Though, if you would prefer, I should be happy to pay for them.” An icy gale blew raw off the frozen lake. “I would be happy to reimburse you as soon as we reach far-off Esdraelon. Of course, you would find it most difficult driving wagons bereft of horses. And being unable to deliver your wares would, sadly, place you in arrears with the good Brethren. A very serious malady, I might add, one with a survival rate approaching plague.” He stroked the Coin-Master medallion pinned to his breast. “I should know.”

“Seems like that’s the deal.” I glared down at Karl. “Regardless.”

“So it would seem,” the Coin-Master smiled.

Karl groaned, rolled over, coughed up blood.

Christ... He was alive, at least.

The stable boy reentered the circle, lanyard in hand, and approached another mare.

“Leave her alone, you runty little fuck,” I snarled.

The stable boy froze, the scrawny little prick, his cocked eyes searching out the Marshal and Coin-Master. They offered a simultaneous nod, “Proceed, young man.”

The stable boy knuckled his forehead, sniffed, and one by one, continued siphoning my livelihood.

“Fuck.”

The Teutonic Lords turned back on me. It was Coin-Master Chevaleaux who spoke. “It is done, Sir Luther.” He hobbled forth, wincing with each step. “Warm yourself to the fact. Warm yourself to reality. Warm yourself to disappointment.”

“We’ve been cozy before.”

“Excellent!” The Coin-Master flashed a smile devoid of joy. “Know that you are quite free to file an appeal. I would be more than happy to aid you with said paperwork. Concerning our previous contracts, however...?” He pursed his lips and shook his head. “Should you fail to deliver on your promised goods, we’ll be forced to brand you outlaw throughout the great realm of New Jerusalem.”

“Fantastic,” I deadpanned.

“The Lord doth work in mysterious ways,” Marshal Emeric said.

“Most mysterious...” the Coin-Master cooed.

“Let me check on Karl, and you can have it all. Jesus. Fuck. I don’t give a shit.”

“Nor we.” Coin-Master Chevaleaux waved a hand, and the Grey-Mantles shiltron broke. Block-Head remained standing in the way, though, arms crossed, an empty grin torqued wide and hideous across his stupid mug.

I shouldered past, was kneeling by Karl an instant later. “Karl...?” I slit his bonds and Karl’s arms flopped to the hard tundra earth. “Can you hear me?” I jostled his shoulder. “Karl...?”

“Hrrm,” Karl blinked, “Odin’s eye...”

Blood crusted his eyes, his mouth, his beard. I dabbed at his scalp with the corner of my cloak. Started pawing him from crown down, trying to suss how bad he was.

“Fuck off...” Karl batted my hands away.

“Just trying to—”

“Rrrg... I’m fine. Forget it. I’ll live.” Karl sniffed, licked his lips, spat blood. “Rrrrg, those fuckers, though...”

“Yeah.” I leaned in close. “Just now ain’t the time.”

“Might...” Karl fought to push himself up, failed mightily. “Might be right fer the once.”

“Even a stopped clock,” I muttered.

“To recompense we good Brethren for your failure to deliver on our wares, an accord might be struck,” Coin-Master Chevaleaux sung from above, behind.

“Fuck you.” I dragged Karl up, levered him to his knees. “And fuck your accord.”

“Yet, you’ve not heard it, Sir Luther.” Coin-Master Chevaleaux frowned. “Be reasonable. Indeed, for it lies still but a featherless chick, pink and wet and blind, shivering alone in its nest. Ought you not listen? Ought you not let it feather and grow? Ought you not see it take wing and flight?”

“Pink and wet and blind...” Marshal Emeric smiled.

I looped Karl’s arm over my shoulder and hauled him to his feet midst the sea of Grey-Mantles. They’d drawn weapons at some point. Every single one. If it was going to happen, it was going to happen soon. And quick.

I glanced at Karl. “There are worse ways.”

“Rrrrr...” Karl lifted his head a mite. “What’s it they want, lad?”

“Little boys, generally.”

“Yar...” Karl drooled crimson spittle. “O’ course. Besides that?”

I raised an eyebrow. “You willing to hear them out?”

“Willing to live long enough I can stand on my own two feet...” A line of pink drool slid down his beard. “Long enough I can grip my old axe. Rrrrrg... Long enough to murder the fuckers one by one.”

“Only one by one?”

“Getting on in years...” Karl worked his jaw back and forth, popping something awful in the process. “Creeps up on ye. Creeps up, then takes by leaps and by bounds. No rhyme. No reason. Just a cold hard, hungry thing ain’t never near sated til you’re bones rotting in a hole.”

“Sounds grand. I can’t wait.” I turned to the dual Teutonic fucks, each standing tall, a look of haughty expectation crippled across each rictus. Like they knew it’d come to this. Knew I’d fold. Knew my honor was worth less than my salt, my neck, less than shite. They weren’t wrong. “What’s it you fuckers want?”

“Ah, yes.” Coin-Master Chevaleaux offered a satisfied smile as he checked another ledger box. “We’ve heard on good authority you have much experience in the practice of chasing after men.”

“I’ve heard the same about you.”

Their grins evaporated.

“Who’s calling the shots for you fuckers, anyway?” I asked.

“That is no concern of—”

“Komtur Habermund’s dead.” I adjusted Karl’s arm, my footing. “Murdered, killed, assassinated. Something, yeah? And he’s the one in charge of camp matters.”

“Sir Luther, that information is highly—”

“Just you haven’t announced it,” I said. “So, who’s running the show?”

Block-Head and his men constricted in.

“Sir Luther,” Marshal Emeric cracked his knuckles, “I would advise you—”

“Komtur Habermund is in fact dead, Sir Luther.” Coin-Master Chevaleaux offered the Marshal a quick squeeze on the shoulder. “You are correct. We are not at liberty to divulge the details and minutia with anyone outside our Order. Suffice it to say, a conclave shall be held and a new komtur elected when a quorum is met.”

“A quorum? Jesus. I asked who’s in charge? Who’s the one fucking me here? Is it you? Him? Or is it some other priest-shite I ain’t ever heard of?”

“The Council, presently, is making all decisions.” Coin-Master Chevaleaux tucked away his pen. “The Council comprises five men, the five most senior in camp. Myself and my esteemed Brother Hasculf,” he smoothed his long hair absently, “along with Land-Meister Deutchmund, Hospitaller Quesisto, and Quartermaster Croxton. Does that satisfy?”

“That’s what your mother asked me last night.”

“Sir Luther, my mother is eighty-two years old—”

“An experienced woman, then.”

“And dead.”

“I ain’t picky.”

“Sir Luther,” Marshal Emeric stepped in, “we are given to understand you’ve an exemplary record as a justiciar in the employ of the Anglander King Edward.”

“Exemplary, huh?” I straightened as though struck. Nothing chilled worse than when they came in hard with the flattery. I swallowed. Nodded. Spat. “Shit. You want someone expendable.”

“Sir Luther, we are all equals under the eyes of the Lord.”

“Oh yeah? Then give me back my horses.”

“That, tragically, we cannot do.”

“So, some are more equal than others.”

“We need them, Sir Luther.”

“Oh, well, it’s alright, then.”

The Marshal’s eyes glinted. “A number of the good folks’ families were abducted in the ambush last night. All women and children. Brothers Mildrek and Marius are leading a sortie south into the Scab-Lands in order to locate them, to rescue them, to reunite them with their folk and families.”

“Thought you just said your business is saving souls...”

“Please, Sir Luther, we’re not monsters.” Marshal Emeric laid a wounded hand to his chest. It was very convincing. “Indeed, we do what we can. We do what we must as good Christians. Brothers Mildrek and Marius shall need someone with experience surviving out here in the Grey Waste. Someone who understands intimately the mind of the reaver.”

“Mmm...” Coin-Master Chevaleaux was back in his ledger. “We understand you speak Russik and Tartar. The reaver-tongue as well.”

I shifted from foot to foot. “A bit.”

“Excellent!” Marshal Emeric gripped his hands together. “We wish you to accompany our two White-cloaks, scout for them, lead them after the Skull-Collar scum, to hunt them down, to return their captives, to do your part for your fellow man.”

“Don’t you have a fist of Ester-Venn trackers for this shit?” The Ester-Venn were reaver scum themselves, but from a western clan, a rival clan. They’d fallen years ago, taken the sacraments and become devout Christians, though by the way they skinned and occasionally ate their foes, there was some question as to their interpretation of the body and blood.

“They’re a wild bunch, bereft of the discipline our Order demands. Alas, they’ve been sent out and have yet to return. It’s been quite some time.” Coin-Master Chevaleaux clasped his hands. “So, sadly, we stand currently at a loss. And,” he licked his chapped lips, “should you in your journey come across any reaver-women marked by the devil in crimson disfigurement—”

“Crimson disfigurement...?” I said. “Like the reaver-witch executed yesterday?”

“Indeed, aye, precisely.” Marshal Emeric’s eyes blazed.

“And what the hell was that all about?” I eyeballed Marshal Emeric. “You and the Komtur? The argument.”

“Never you mind.” Marshal Emeric’s eyes narrowed. “Know that we would pay handsomely for a reaver-witch’s retrieval. Alive, too, I might add. She must be alive.”

“Why do you want one?”

“Don’t ask about the whats and whys and wherefores, Sir Luther,” Marshal Emeric said.

“Silence, obedience, and compromise,” Coin-Master Chevaleaux said, “always the best policies.”

“This is your idea of a compromise?” I glared. “It’s like telling me to shit my pants to keep my arse warm.”

“Indeed, Sir Luther, we could not compromise.” Marshal Emeric glanced at his shiltron of Grey-Mantles. “We could simply end it all right here. Right now.”

“Jesus...” I shook my head. “You want me to go out there? To track them? Skull-Collars? Witches? And — Jesus Christ — bloody fucking giants.”

“Don’t muddy the waters with reasons, details, risks. Indeed, simply do as we bid,” Marshal Emeric crossed himself, pressed his hands into prayer, “and the Lord God shall ride ever by your side.”

“You’ll be a hero,” Coin-Master Chevaleaux cooed.

“A saint.”

“Yeah, and a bloody-fucking martyr,” I spat, turned, glared out over the cold, endless tundra. Nothing to see for eons. Tough telling where the earth met sky. “And you can etch it across my bloody tombstone.”
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...evening on the thirtieth day, we came upon the black-water. The moon and stars’ reflections made it seem as long and wide as eternal night....

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste
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GREY-MANTLES STOOD guard as we entered the Teutonic stables. And with good reason. The outer stables, beyond the makeshift battlements, had been raided, half the herd stampeded off by the Skull-Collars. The ones left...? Worth their weight in whatever’s worth more than gold.

“I’ll take that one.” I pointed out a magnificent bay stallion.

“That’s Etrian,” Block-Head crossed his arms, “the Komtur’s mount.”

“Well, he’s dead,” I said, “so he won’t need him, yeah?”

Block-Head and the Grey-Mantles turned, fixing their glares as one on me. More than one laid a hand to his blade.

“Whoa, easy.” I retreated a step, hands raised. “Alright, alright. Then how about those?” I nodded toward a group of small, shaggy garrons with knock-knees and ears so thin they looked like horns.

“The Ester-Venn mongrels...?” Block-Head raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah.”

“Done. You there! Boy!” Block-Head grabbed the stable boy by the scruff of his neck and shoved him. “Make those two mongrel dogs ready.”

“We’ll need eight,” I said.

“Eh...?” Block-Head frowned. “What?”

“Eight. It’s the number that comes right after seven. Almost immediately.”

Block-Head inflated his chest. “You presume—”

“You need us to scout for you? Track?” I marched forth through the churned muck. “We’re gonna need to move fast. That means fast mounts. That means fresh mounts. We’ll need to change them. Rotate them.” I turned to the goggling stable boy. “Why do I need to explain this?”

“Uh...” the stable boy shrank back.

I didn’t blame him.

“And what if the Skull-Collars aren’t far?” Block-Head demanded.

“Jesus. If you know where they are, why the hell you need me?”

“Four mounts.”

“Six.”

“Five.”

“There’s two of us. Six.”

The stable boy’s eyes flitted back and forth, like watching a vigorous game of foot-ball. He shifted back and forth, side to side, on stick legs and rag-wrapped feet.

“Fine. Six. Take them.” Block-Head drew up, crossing his arms, snorting. “A waste of time, if you ask me.”

“Wish they had asked you.” I turned to the stable boy. “They asked me instead. Well, more or less...”

Block-Head glared at the shaggy garrons, hardly more than ponies, then nodded toward the stable boy. “Hop to it, boy.”

“A-Aye, sir.” The stable boy knuckled his forehead and scurried off.

Block-Head and his men marched out the corral gate as the stable boy wrestled a saddle off a wagon. I clomped through the muck, snatched another one, headed on after.

“I-I can get that, Sir Luth—” the stable boy started.

“Forget it, kid. No reason I can’t help. Ain’t dead or crippled. Give it a day or two, though...”

“I ... I’m sorry about them requ ... requi ... taking your horses.” The stable boy’s eyes bulged wide as he snatched a glance at the departing Teutonics. They marched out as a laborer lurched past, muscling a handcart loaded with a great block of black ice. “I ... I had to. Was ordered to.”

“Relax, kid. I get it. We’re pretty much in the same boat, you and I. And it just rammed an iceberg.” I saddled the horse, stroked the long muscles of her neck. “Any idea what happened to Komtur Habermund?”

“Th-The Komtur?”

“Yeah. The Commander.”

“I, uh...” The stable boy licked his lips. “I ain’t supposed to go gabbing ‘bout him. They said so. None of us is.”

“Sure, but what’s the harm?”

“I’m sorry, Sir Luther, but I ain’t—”

“Yeah. I get it.” I raised my hands. “But any idea how it happened? How he was killed? This fort was buttoned up tighter than a bursar’s purse.”

Another laborer wheeled a block of ice past.

“The Brothers are saying the reavers, or was it them giants...?”

“Where’d they break through the line?” I tightened the horse’s girth strap. “Took a stroll this morning. Couldn’t suss it clear. Looks like the Teutonics held on all quarters. And why wouldn’t they? If you’re attacking a camp, why harass the fuckers best strapped at dealing steel?”

“Uh...” The stable boy fingered his lip. “Can’t rightly say.”

“Yeah. Me neither.” I cracked my neck. “Where were you last night?”

“Me?” The stable boy started. He was a jumpy little prick. “I-I was right here, taking care of the horses. Saddling them. Calming them. D-Doing what I could to make it all go away. Why? W-What’d you hear?”

“Relax, kid. I’m sure you did fine,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Otto.”

I held out a hand. “Good to meet you, Otto.”

Otto reached out like a rabbit testing bait from a trap, snatched a quick tepid shake, and darted his hand back. “You picked some mighty fine horses,” Otto mumbled. “They’re small, ornery, but real hardy. Don’t look like much, but them Ester-Venn fellas use them. For following them bison herds.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Reavers, too. Skull-Collars. All the clans. So, you were right here last night? The stables?”

“Aye. Yes sir. All night.”

“You see anyone breach the battlements? Hear anyone?” I dragged another saddle off the fence, started for another horse. “Anywhere...? Tough not to notice.”

“No, Sir Luther. Why?”

“Don’t know, just curious,” I said. Something was going on. Something beyond all the regular run-of-the-mill mayhem and murder. “Know where we’re headed?”

“Uh ... Esdraelon, I think. But Gethsemane’s the next settlement.”

“Gethsemane. What’d they call it before the Teutonics took over?”

“Th-They called it Urgamost.”

“Urgamost. Yeah. Ever been before?”

“I go where they tell me.”

“There any Jews in Urgamost, Otto? Or Gethsemane? Or any of the backwaters along the Pilgrim Road?”

Otto looked down, kicked a rock. “A fair number in Gethsemane.”

“What’s a fair number?”

“Eh...?”

“Sorry, kid.” I smiled. “Not a fair question. Ever hear of a fellow goes by the name of Benjamin ben Ari?”

“Uh, no sir.”

“Mind keeping an ear open in case you ever hear that name? I’d pay good coin if you got word to me.”

A third cart trundled past, loaded with ice.

“What’s this Jew done? He on the run or something?”

“Done...? No. Nothing.” I nodded at the retreating cart. “What’s with the ice?”

“It’s for the...” Otto pursed his lips, swore beneath his breath.

“The Komtur, yeah?”

Otto blanched.

“And they ain’t burying him like the rest?”

“No, they’re,” Otto crossed himself, “they’re aiming to preserve him as best they can until they can ship him to the, uh, Outremer.”

“The Holy Land? Fresh as a daisy? Jesus. It’d take a miracle, hauling him that far.” I shook my head. “And good Lord’s been stingy with miracles as of late.”

Otto saddled another horse. “You really going out after them? Just like Jack the Giant-Killer?”

“What?” I asked. “Like the story? Beanstalks and golden geese?”

“No, like the knight. That Teutonic Knight fella. It’s what folk are taking to calling him, anyway. He’s out there on his own, fighting them. Raiding them.” His fist squeezed into a quivering ball. “Riding them down.”

“All by his lonesome, huh?” I raised an eyebrow. “Then no, I’m nothing like him.”

“You’re riding out after the reavers and giants, too, though...”

“Yeah, sure. I’m running a two-for-one deal.”

“How you gonna find them?”

“Kid, finding giants ain’t the riddle.” I chuffed a laugh more icy than the block trundling past. “It’s not-getting-slaughtered, when you finally do.”
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...great winter war waged there centuries ago, the countless dead of either side afforded no proper burial. In my dreams, men of iron and the horse bled across the...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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SMOKE TINGED THE COLD winter air, borne on coarse winds, its origin far off, unseen across the barren tundra. Atop a small rise, I stroked my shaggy garron’s neck as Karl caught up, our spare mounts tethered in a line behind, hooves crunching through snow, tails flicking as they pawed at the icy ground. I glanced back over my shoulder for the Teutonic vanguard, but they were far back, long gone, out of sight.

“What is it?” Karl drew his mount up alongside. His bruises were healing, turning a sickly yellow, dispersing from the dark blues that covered nigh on half his face. He grimaced with each clop of his mount’s hooves against the ground, but said nothing.

“Smoke,” I said.

“Yar?” Karl’s breath steamed.

“Over there. Yonder.” I nodded toward the trail. “Ten miles, give or take.”

The trail was plain as day. A wide trample of churned muck, spattered and jagged and refrozen in the night. Deformed giant footprints surged through the middle, traveling single file, making it nigh on impossible to hazard their numbers. But one was many. Too many. The Skull-Collars’d rode willy nilly round the giants, some ranging to either side, others peeling off, doubling back in wide loops and swathes. Maybe even now, a fist of the fuckers was creeping up behind. Not a thought overwrought with comfort.

“Hrrm...” Karl winced, turning in his saddle. “Odin’s eye. East. No good.”

“And I’ve a bone to pick with west and north. South can go suck a dick, too.”

“Can’t disagree,” Karl spat. “Must be Gaelsheim burning.”

“Gaelsheim, yeah. Or is it Kidron, now?”

“Fuck those Teutonic bastards and their shiny new names. It was Gaelsheim. It is Gaelsheim.”

“Yeah, well, whatever it was, it ain’t anymore.”

***
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DAYS ONWARD AND FIFTY leagues southeast of the torched ruins of Gaelsheim, we hit a crossroads. Of sorts. I reined in hard atop a gentle rise, smoothed my horse’s neck, whispered some sweet nothings. A short piece later, Karl reined in alongside, casting a discerning eye over what the Skull-Collars and giants’d left decorating the crossroads. “Odin’s eye...”

“Yeah. His eye and ear and spear and whatever the hell else he’s privy to.”

“Arts and crafts...”

“Yeah, something like that, anyway...”

It wasn’t arts and it sure as shit wasn’t crafts. And it wasn’t a crossroads in the purest sense of the word. It was more of a fork. A divergence. A split. A split from any last vestiges of humanity. Where the giants and the Skull-Collars parted ways. They’d marked the occasion with a massacre.

“It’s a warning,” Karl growled low.

“Jesus, at the very least.”

“It’s a ward, too,” Karl said.

“What? Like magic, you mean?”

“Yar. Old magic.”

“Why’s old magic always involve blood and death and guts and shit?”

“Cause maybe it works.”

“Bullshit.”

“Yer shaking, ain’t ye?”

“Huh? Wha—?” Gritting my teeth, I stifled a shiver. “No.”

Karl dead-eyed me something fierce.

“Fine. Alright. I am, but it’s just the cold.”

A circle of stakes’d been driven into the hilltop, and atop each one they’d adorned a corpse, a head, a torso. Headless, armless, legless. Most of them’d been women. The ones deemed worth taking, using, but not keeping. It was brutal, horrific, unimaginative.

“Some fast hacking.” Karl scanned the horror. Reavers, Skull-Collars, in particular, were notorious for their penchant for torture.

I swallowed my gorge.

“Looking to dump weight,” Karl rumbled. “Travel light. Move faster.”

“Looks like they managed it.”

The corpses piled within the circle had been defiled in manners not worth repeating. Gouged, scalped, disemboweled, what have you. I hoped only the dead were thus before such inequities’d been wrought. Karl thought it unlikely. I didn’t argue the point.

“Some good news in all this,” I offered after we’d taken down the corpses, stacked them, did what little we could for them, which was nothing.

“Yar...” Karl’s eyes blazed. “How’s that?”

“Giants are gone.” I pointed off west. “Long gone.”

“Yar...?” Karl followed my arm. “And the Skull-Fuckers?”

“Still nearby.” I gazed east, watching a herd of bison cresting the low rolling hills, the first we’d seen in weeks. “Some of them, at least.”

“You seen ‘em?”

“No.” I tapped my nose. “Smell ‘em. Just a glimmer on the wind. Them. Their horses. They’re somewhere over yonder. Those hills. Waiting. Watching.”

“Hrrm...” Karl turned in his saddle, back towards the Teutonic vanguard, somewhere to the northwest. “Could just keep moving.”

“They’re waiting on an ambush.”

“Reaver moon tonight.”

“Yeah. No rest for the wicked.”

“Best be prepared, then. Grab the high ground.”

“High ground. Yeah. Such as it is.” I pointed at a nearby rise hugging Lake Golgotha’s endless coast. “Look good?”

“Hrmm...” Karl nodded, snorted, spat.

“Yeah, I know. Less bad, then?”

Karl ceded a curt nod.

I gazed back the way we’d came. Funny how the landscape affects you. Out west you take trees, plants, bushes, for granted. Out here? After a few hours, your eyes beg for something. Anything. Anything that stands out. Makes a difference. It’s like food to a starving man. And after a month of it? Two months...? Jesus. You’re begging for a fence, a boulder, a something, an anything. But then comes the crossroads, and you wish you were blind.

“Think Block-Head’s found the remainder of his force?” I asked.

A day back, Block-Head and Brother Mildrek, our vaunted leaders, nearly came to blows over where to stake camp. How to stake camp. When to stake camp. Come morning, and after more noisome debate, they’d split their forces. Between the two, it was a keen battle to see who brought less to the table. Block-Head bore the double-edged blade of stupidity and ambition, while Brother Mildrek embodied the blunt mallet of recalcitrant indecision. Maybe if we were lucky, neither’d show.

“Nar. Still out there somewheres. Behind. Gone. Lost.”

“Better if they were here,” I sighed. “Safety in numbers and all.”

“Hrmm...” Karl rubbed his bruised cheek, unconvinced.

I looped a leg over my saddle and dismounted, groaning with the effort. We’d been on their trail now for weeks. Saddle-sore, an understatement that came to mind. Rubbing my sore arse, I snatched another stake from the back of my saddle and stuck it into the cold ground, used an old hostler’s hammer to pound it deep. The pinion hung limp in the setting sun. I’d left a trail to guide the Teutonics. Either party.

Shielding the setting sun, I scanned north to Lake Golgotha, then east across the Grey-Waste, and finally, south across the Scab-Lands and the continental divide called the World-Scar.

Karl scowled at the pinion twitching in the breeze. “Think they’re needed?”

“Shit no. But a job’s a job, and I won’t have those pious fucks screwing us twice when once’ll do. And not on a god-damned technicality.”

“A techna-what?”

“On bullshit.”

“Ah...” Karl gazed off toward the horizon. “We’ve horses and food, lad. Might be we could outrun ‘em all. Scram outta here. Make a go of it.”

“Yeah...” I nodded. “Was thinking the same thing.”

“We got a head start.”

“Couldn’t agree more.”

“And nothing holding us to ‘em.” Karl fingered the edge of his axe. “Except vengeance...”

“A potent argument.” I nodded. “You want to go, then go. I get it. I hate these fucks nearly as much as you. But they’re headed where I’m headed, and I’d rather have them around blocking arrows and blades than slinging them my way. And just two of us riding through the Grey Waste?” I glanced sidelong at him. “All by our lonesomes?”

“It’d be a long-shot, lad. No doubting it.”

“A fat juicy worm dangling on a hook.”

“Chop-licking.” Karl nodded. “Ever wonder if this Benjamin ben Ari fella ain’t where we’re headed?”

“Esdraelon? Yeah. Sure. It’s possible.”

“More than possible.”

“Can’t disagree.”

“What if he’s dead?”

“Same deal. At least we’ll know. At least I’ll know. At least I’ll have tried.”

“What if we find him, and he’s a shite?” Karl grunted. “Gonna tell him about Sarah and Joshua? Gonna tell him he’s their new sire? Think yer taking on too much, lad? Think yer trying what ain’t possible?”

“I don’t know, Karl,” I sighed. “We won’t know if it’s possible til we finish, yeah? And maybe it is impossible, but it’s what I said I’d do.”

“Ain’t meant nothing before.”

“And it’ll mean nothing again. And in heaping mounds. But not this time. And not with them.”

Karl scanned the horizon, lips pursed, teeth grinding. “Yar,” was all he said.

***
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I HUDDLED ALONE, SLURPING down some hodgepodge of soup and simmered wine, poking the fire with a stake, waiting for death incarnate in Skull-Collar form, screaming in droves up over the hills, when the Teutonic regiment finally caught up, or half of it, anyway. Some twenty-five men. Mostly dieners armed fair heavily. Chain shirts. Swords and shields. Heavy crossbows. Bunch of slow-moving, unwieldy fucks.

The good news? It wasn’t the sad-sack of indecision, Brother Mildrek, leading them. The bad news? Block-Head was. At the fore of the column, he rode, black hair plastered across his wind-burnt forehead, wide and tall as a barn door, his great helm off, jostling under one arm, his armor gleaming in the full bright of the rising moon.

“Sir Luther!” Block-Head barked, practically launching from his saddle and stomping toward me. His finger lit into my face. “You dare to have a cook-fire? In reaver country? I’ll have your hide, I’ll have your—”

“See that?” Sipping my wine, I pointed past him with my spoon. “Know what that is?”

“Eh—?” Block-Head straightened, sputtered, whirled. “What?”

“That. Right there. Creeping up in the sky.”

Block-Head squinted as his men trudged forward, hangdog weary, and gathered round him. Maybe it was a show of strength, or maybe the soup and warmth.

“It’s the moon. Rising,” I said. “And it’s full as a new mother’s teat.”

“And what has that to do with aught?”

“Know what they call it out here?” I asked. “On the tundra? The Scab-Lands? The Grey Waste?”

“Nay, Sir Luther.” Block-Head crossed his arms.

“They call it a Reaver Moon.” I took another sip. “Know why?”

“Nay, I’m not overfamiliar with the vagaries of these jack-a-napes’ moon cycles. I see no—”

“They call it a Reaver Moon cause you can always count on the fuckers attacking during it. You can see for miles. Practically daylight, yeah? Good for riding. Good for raiding. Good for wrack. Good for ruin.”

Block-Head shook his head and spat.

I ladled another spoonful into my maw, splayed a hand over our cook-pot. “Help yourself, gentlemen.”

“Belay that!” Block-Head barked.

“Are we on a ship?” I asked.

“What’s your point?” Block-head bulled onward. “And douse the bloody fire, or I’ll have you lashed.”

His men surrounded me, a picket of indignant steel and ill intent, so close I heard stomachs growling.

“You might want to hobble your horses before you lash me,” I offered.

“Hobble them?” Block-Head said. “Eh...? What?”

“Tie your horse’s legs so they can’t run. It’s an old reaver trick. Ride in at night, stampede the herd. Our life line. Leave us high and dry in the Grey Waste. How long you think we’d last out here without mounts?”

“We’ve food and supplies enough for—”

“However long it takes for us to turn on one another. And that’s if they decide not to wheel back round and pick us off one by one.”

“Those puny little—”

“Will kill every last one of us if we don’t have our horses. Plain and simple.”

“But, even so, your fire—”

“Doesn’t change a God-damned thing.” I nodded at the shelf of continental rock in the distance, the World-Scar, the point where two lands met, one jutting up and over the other. It went on for eons in either direction, east to west, and it was too close. Far too close. “They’re out there. Probably beyond the Scar, and if not, that hill over there or the one just past. And they know where we are. Maybe us lighting a fire shows we ain’t afraid. Maybe offers some pause. Either way, I don’t give a damn. I wanted a warm meal. Figured your men might want one, too, before we have to fight.”

I held my bowl up to the men glaring down. “You fellas hungry?”

One man’s stomach groaned audibly.

“Where’s your man?” Block-Head inflated his chest. “If he has fled or absconded with any—”

“He’s out in the tundra. Just taking a gander. Maybe getting a fix on where the Skull-Collars camped. Maybe not. Either way, he’s risking his neck on your behalf. So a bit of respect might be in order.”

“Ahem, yes, well then.” Blockhead gripped the hilt of his sword. “Is it the totality of the Skull-Collars and giants we can expect?” To his credit, his voice didn’t crack when he asked. Mine would’ve. Mine would have shattered. Turned to dust. Blown away.

“I don’t hazard it so.” I pointed back toward the crossroads. “Off yonder, they parted ways. Three groups. The reaver vanguard kept southeast, and the giants headed back west. Hopefully.”

“Hopefully...?”

“Could always double back.”

“Where are they headed? Kidron?”

“They burned Kidron days ago,” I said.

“Eh...?” Block-Head frowned. “How is it you can be so certain?”

“Jesus Christ.” I shook my head. “Cause that wasn’t snow falling. It was ash.”

Block-Head sniffed, straightened. “What’s this third group you claim?”

“Reavers. A small arm of Skull-Collars, I think. And by small, I mean something in the neighborhood of a hundred. But I could be wrong. Been wrong before. Be wrong again. But with shit like this?” I jabbed the fire. “We followed the main body for a piece til it rounded back. So we settled here. For the high ground, such as it is.”

“Could this be another of their tricks?”

“Yeah. Sure. Of course,” I said. “Figure they’ll charge in late, catch us in the night, while we’re sleeping.”

“But you’re not certain.”

“Certain’s a rarity in the Grey Waste,” I turned back to poking the flames, “unless, of course, we’re talking death.”
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...arrived a month after we left Riga. Litten regaled us with tales of the city of Sidon in the Holy Land, of their purple dyes and great works. He claimed Sidon stood amongst the great cities of the Old World, but our Sidon seemed little more than a pig-sty surrounded by...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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LIKE A HORDE OF MAD, rabid banshees, they galloped howling across the frozen tundra, wind whipping, snow lashing, driving ice-rimed moon-sheen scourging into our eyes, blinding us, rendering us impotent, ineffective, inert. The arm of Skull-Collar savages charged up the slope, catching us unawares, scattering our fire, trampling, lancing, stampeding our mounts off the edge of insanity, then wheeled back, picking survivors off at their leisure.

That was their plan.

It was a good plan.

Our camp sat atop that soft rise, with that sharp, eroded slope to the east, facing Lake Golgotha, a blade of silver slashing through the moonlit night, a thing of perilous beauty.

A hundred of the fuckers. That was my estimate. Not the whole bloody horde, the body, but still four times what we were sporting. Their recurve bows were deadly at thirty yards, not nearly the range of our crossbows, but they could fire ten to our one. And they were moving targets whose fourteen-foot lances outdistanced any of our foot weapons.

It was a recipe for disaster, or victory, depending on point of view.

Earlier that night, Karl’d stood at my side, his thane-axe in hand, a chip the size of Block-Head’s skull balanced precariously on his shoulder. While in better times, Karl might’ve borne the strength and stamina of Atlas, these weren’t those. He’d returned from his sortie having found, bison tracks, horse tracks, and little else. But horse tracks were enough. They provided confirmation. Certainty. That rarest commodity, most notable for rearing its chicken-shit countenance only towards the back-end of life.

“There’s only one reason reavers stalk someone,” I said, “and only two outcomes.”

“Aye, verily! We need to ride out!” Block-Head barked. “We need to mount up, sortie forth, and charge out boldly.”

“That’d be like trying to catch fish by diving off the boat,” I said.

“We need to gather for a charge,” Block-Head yelled over the mounting wind. “Like Richard the Lionheart on his road to Jerusalem. Harried by the Saracen Horde. Come now, Brothers! Take heart. Mount up. God wills it! He wills it!”

“We ain’t fighting Saracens.” I stood unmoved.

“Eh? What?” Block-Head turned, as did the rest. “What of it? And who are you to countermand my order?”

“Doesn’t matter who I am. Matters only what’s gonna happen.” I nodded off toward the west. “And those fuckers won’t stand for your charge.”

“Yea, verily,” Block-Head smote his breast, “for these slaves of the devil are but cowards.”

“Yeah, absolutely. And the worst kind. Smart cowards.”

A torrent of snow roared horizontal, ripping past, up the hill from the west.

The dieners murmured.

Even the Grey-Mantles looked unusually contemplative.

“The second they catch wind of your sortie,” I said, “they’ll peel off, melt away, reform, then come barrel-assing in wheel formation, raining a hailstorm of never-ending death.”

Block-Head thumped his chest. “Our plate armor shall stop them.”

“Oh...?” I looked around at the men. “How about their plate?”

Block-Head stammered, fast becoming his greatest skill. Only white-cloaked full brethren sported plate armor. The Grey-Mantles wore mail. The dieners wore an amalgam of mail and brigandine and fervent prayer.

“Forget about your men. How about your horses’ plate? They covered head to toe? Oh, that’s right. These are riding horses, you moron, not bloody destriers. They have no barding.”

“We have some padded barding that—”

“Padded barding!?” Spittle flew from my mouth. “Enough to cover them all? Cover their eyes? Their necks? Their flanks? Cause that’s where the fuckers’ll be aiming. And you know what? Horses get antsy when you shoot them full of arrows.”

“Perhaps you’re the coward, Sir Luther.” Block-Head’s inflection on ‘Sir’ insinuated his grave misgivings concerning the purity of my knighthood. That made two of us. At the very least.

The wind howled.

“No perhaps about it.” I crossed my arms.

“You admit it!”

“Yeah. Sure. I’m the coward that wants to fight them on foot.”

“That’s a death sentence.”

“Usually, yeah. But we have the high ground.”

“Foolishness, I say!” Block-Head turned, raising an arm. “Prepare your mounts to—”

I stepped in, finger in his face, roaring over the wind. “They ain’t coming to kill us. They’re coming to stampede our horses. Scatter them in the blizzard. Cause if they accomplish that, it’s just a matter of time.”

“And why draw them in to do just that?” Block-Head snarled. “Why invite them to slaughter, or scatter, as you say, our steeds?”

“Cause they’re coming whether you like it or not, Brother.” I could inflect like a son of a bitch, too, when the mood struck. “Whether we like it or not, yeah? So let’s be ready. Let’s set the snare, lay the bait, and open the teeth.”

Block-Head glowered. “We shall need to appear well-defended to scare them off.”

“No. We need to appear like we’re open. Wide open. Brazen. Stupid. Barely defended.”

“What?! Why? Foolishness, I say. Where is the wisdom in this?”

“Because we won’t know from where they’ll strike if we don’t.” I turned in a circle. “There’s a steep slope directly east.” Fairly steep, anyway. “It might protect us, yeah, but I wouldn’t bet on it. Not my life, anyway.” Maybe yours.

“Eh—?”

“That leaves north, south, and west. Wide open.” I stepped forward, eating his space. “Know what your problem is?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “It’s not that you’re stupid. It’s that you don’t know that you’re stupid. Well, I’m here to inform you—”

Block-Head took the bait. He slung a right hook at my jaw, and I caught it with my open palm, shoved him back on his heels, then retreated a step, ready for another, ready for anything. “See...?”

“Unhand me!” Block-Head gathered his balance, his men steadying him.

It riled the others, itching for a fight. I knew they’d get one, and soon, but was banking on fighting alongside rather than against them.

Block-Head steamed forward.

“Wait!” I stepped back, hands up, out, open. “I came at you with my right hand up, yeah?”

Block-Head blinked, stammered. “Eh?”

“This thing.” I waved. “See...?”

Block-Head blinked again.

“I saw it.” Sergeant Caerenin interposed himself between us. “But what of it, Sir Luther?”

The noose of steel gathered round tightened considerably.

“Just this,” I said. “I invited Brother Block—” I paused, took a breath. “Ahem. I invited Brother Marius’s attack by leaving my left side open. Brother Marius is right-handed. So he’s more apt to attack with it. I sealed the deal by covering up with my right. So I knew where he was most likely to strike. And how to handle it. Get it?” I turned in a circle, Karl grumbling behind. “Anyone get it?” Jesus. “Anyone...?”

“You wish to allow an open avenue of attack for the reavers, so we might furnish an ambush of our own,” Sergeant Caerenin said.

“Furnish an... Yeah. Exactly.” Thank the lord for one Teutonic with a working mind. “I want it to look like our guard’s down. Like we’re morons without a thought rattling round in our empty heads.” I turned to Block-Head. “I know that’ll be tough for you.”

Block-Head took a step forward, but Sergeant Caerenin stood his ground. “Brother Marius, Sir Luther speaks harshly but with a sort of wisdom,” he said. “You’re new to these parts, unfamiliar with the tactics of these cursed reavers. Though coarsely presented, I think Sir Luther’s tactics not wrong.”

“You’d take his side against one of your own? Against a superior?” Block-Head’s skull nearly burst. “You have latrine duty, Caerenin. Get to it. Dig a hole. If I didn’t need every man presently, I’d see you put in it.”

“Aye, Brother.” Sergeant Caerenin saluted and marched off with all the dignity of Leonidas marching to Thermopylae. All the prospects, too.

“You bring more shovels?” I watched him go.

“Aye,” said a diener. “We’ve a good many.”

“Good, we’ll need to dig some—”

“This is my command,” Block-Head bellowed. “Mine! And it is my word, my say, my order, that holds sway. You are nothing more than a pissant scout.” Block-Head turned. “Brothers, ready your arms! Ready your mounts! We sortie forthwith to assault the Skull-Collar horde! God wills it!”

I shook my head.

Karl spat.

The gathered men simply glared, grim-eyed. Someone snorted. Not a one moved. The Teutonic Brethren are a strange bunch. Famed for their martial prowess, their ability to maintain formation under the harshest conditions, withstand the worst onslaughts, to follow orders unquestioningly throughout. But those were the knights and Grey-Mantle sergeants. These poor fuckers? The lowly dieners? Most were servants, farmers, laborers and the like, unless ordered out on suicide missions. And this was that. Only then were they crossbowmen, footmen, soldiers.

I turned my back on Block-Head, confident Karl’d be the eyes the back of my head required. I pointed at a random diener. “You want to live?”

The man grimaced, twitched a nod.

“You all want to live?” I yelled.

“MOUNT UP!” Block-Head roared.

Men sniffed, shifting from foot to foot, looking to Block-Head.

“Everyone who has one, snatch a shovel or pick,” I barked over the gale wind rising. “The rest start building a fire, as big as you can make. Use all our fuel. All of it. I want that fucker torching Orion’s ball-sack, got it?”

“All our fuel?”

“It’ll blind them coming up the hill. Maybe give us an edge. And we’ve got to move fast. Those fuckers are watching. Karl found tracks, a whole shit-ton of them.” I glared at our corralled horses. “And grab your pavises. We’re gonna need ‘em.”

“Mount up!” Block-Head snatched a diener by the back of the neck, shoving him stumbling onward. Then another. “For the love of God, MOUNT UP!”

And so they did, more afraid of breaking vows of obedience than being pricked full of arrows, tortured, or roasted over an open fire.

“Hrmm...” Karl grunted as the Brethren gathered their war-gear, “another stunning victory.”

“I am a man of the people.”

“Yar?” Karl scratched his beard. “Which ones?”

“Not sure,” I admitted. “Still looking.”

“Probably hiding under a rock somewheres.”

“We are a proud folk.” I placed a fist to my chest.

“Fuckers are really going.” Glaring at the Teutonics mounting their spent steeds, Karl shook his head, grimaced, spat. “You bet if they all get slaughtered the Skull-Collars’ll let us alone?”

“Whose life am I betting?”

“Yours.”

“Then no.”

“Gonna need to make ready.”

“Yeah.” I gripped a shovel. “What’ve we got?”

“Besides death riding on swift wings?”

“Poetically grim.” I nodded. “But yeah, besides that.”

“Hrrm...” Karl scanned the camp, our weapons and supplies strewn about in piles. “Leaving their crossbows behind. And there’s them tall shields.”

“Pavises. Yeah.” Pavise. A fancy dago word for shield, but a special kind. Stands about four-and-a-half feet tall and bears a leg hinged inside. A fair useful tool to hide behind when you’re reloading your crossbow. Less so on horseback, charging off for slaughter.

Karl dead-eyed the pious bastards forming up. Among the two score and change were about five light lances which Block-Head portioned out among his vanguard. The rest bore shorter-length spears, arming blades, and heaters. They were nearing ready.

“They’re all crow-fodder,” Karl spat.

“Crows live around here?”

“Odin’s eye, I hope so.”

They pounded off down the hill and into darkness, through the blasted tundra, toward a series of slow-rolling hills like the humps of whales breaching off in the distance, any of which might shield a fist of bloodthirsty Skull-Collars. “We’re all gonna die.”

Karl grinned through his beard. “But they’re gonna die first.”

“Well,” I said, “won’t that be nice?”

***
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AS THE WIND SHIFTED, I put up my shovel and knelt, squinting off into the darkness. The snow’d stopped for a moment. Sweat steamed off my body in the moon’s harsh glow. “See anything?”

“Yar,” Karl hacked his pickaxe into the ground and took a moment, “whole lotta nothing.”

“Good. Nothing’s good.”

“Nothing’s grand.”

“Been begging all my life for nothing.”

“This make any sense to you?” Karl asked.

“As in...?”

“This stupid-fucking job. Us being here. Hunting down Skull-Collars and giants. And bloody reaver-witches. Why send out a smaller, slower force?”

“Don’t forget dumber.”

“I didn’t.”

“Maybe cause they hate us?”

“Yar. Me and you. But what about the rest of those shit-fucks? They hate them, too? They have enough they can scrap fifty fighting men on a death mission? Why not keep ‘em in camp? Watching walls. Digging moats? Protecting ones they care for?”

“Maybe to bolster the spirit of the small-folk?”

“The camp-followers?” Karl scoffed. “The empty bellies need filling? The dead weight slowing ‘em down? Holding ‘em back?”

“Well,” I shrugged, “you’re all negativity.”

We’d been there for hours, Karl hacking with his pickaxe, me digging, shoveling, swearing. But then, we’d expected to be there for hours. If we were lucky. Centuries, eons, millennia, if we weren’t. Me and Karl stood upon the western approach, the soft rise to our scattered camp. The easiest approach. I shielded my eyes against the moon. Couldn’t suss much, but there was something. A whiff. The iron of blood carried on gale winds.

“Hang on...” Doffing a glove, I laid a warm palm to the frozen ground. Beyond the pounding of my heart, the ground trembled. Just a whisker of a shiver, just a taste, a lick, a sniff. But it was there. “Someone’s coming. Shit. A whole lot of someones.” Galloping. Charging. Riding hard from the northwest, the excoriating wind at their backs, invisible for all intents and purposes.

Karl tossed his pickaxe aside.

“Get ready—” I roared.

Karl was already scrambling toward the bale-fire topping our hill’s apex. I was fast on his heels, outstripping him in a beat, hurdling our pavise wall. The wind chose that moment to howl, blasting a spray of ice-blind in my face.

“Fuck! Can’t see shit.” Squinting, I shielded my eyes. “It them or us?”

“Ain’t neither side ‘them’ or ‘us.’”

“Fair enough,” I said. “They the Teutonic fucks or Skull-Collar pricks?”

“Both.” Karl gripped his crossbow. “Skull-Collars are riding ‘em down. Hard.”

“Yeah...” I could make them out now. “Son of a bitch.”

The Teutonics rode pell mell through a shallow valley, Block-Head at the fore, his heavy lance broken, some ten of his men galloping behind, in ragged formation, trying to keep up. Behind, Skull-Face screaming at the fore, a Skull-Collar arm pounded after, lances in hand, recurve bows shooting, zipping through the air, stinging like a swarm of hornets.

“Follow the line!” I roared, gripping a rope with lanterns tied at intervals, tugging it, hoping to catch their eye, their ear, something.

Somehow, Block-Head heard and listened or was just a lucky prick. The worst usually are. He pounded up the lantern line, his steed’s eyes mad, mouth frothing as it died under him halfway up. Me and Karl hunkered behind the pavise wall, flames at our backs, casting mad shadows toward infinity.

“Get up!” I yelled. “Get up!” Raising my crossbow, taking aim, I squeezed the trigger, staves straightening, bolt jumping, ricocheting off some Skull-Collar’s horned helm. I tossed it aside, shouldered another, already loaded.

The horde poured after.

I lifted, leveled, shot, striking Skull-Face’s steed in the chest. He was hurled headfirst, launched from his saddle. Another tumbled as Karl loosed his crossbow, taking the steed in the neck.

Block-Head scrambled after his men, his body swathed in darkness, his hair wild, subsumed by the glare of the fire and caustic moon. Sergeant Caerenin slid off his horse, collapsed to his knees, a line of puke coursing from his chin.

“Grab a crossbow!” I roared, tossing mine, spent, hefting another.

“Where—?”

“Behind the pavises!” I took aim, breathed, loosed, then cast it aside and snatched another. We’d loaded and laid a crossbow, jacked off its trigger, behind every pavise. “There’s spare bolts, too! If any of us live that long.” Though it seemed unlikely.

Below, a fist of Skull-Collars was thrown suddenly from their steeds, going arse-over-tea-kettle to the sound of leg bones snapping. The snares we’d laid, the holes we’d dug. Nothing more dangerous than galloping blind through a field of post holes.

Sergeant Caerenin dove behind a pavise, barking what I’d said to the Teutonics launching off their own spent steeds. There weren’t many.

Skull-Face had somehow remounted a horse, was pounding up past the mass of fallen Skull-Collars, he and another reaver making for Block-Head, scrambling just shy of the pavise line. “Behind you!” At the last second, Block-Head turned, catching a lance sparking off his pauldron, glancing just shy of his face, knocking him flat.

Skull-Face wheeled, screaming like a maniac, pumping his lance, making to skewer the felled knight. My shot zipped wide of his head — “Fuck!” — and I leapt the pavise line, Yolanda drawn, severed his jabbing lance then cut the rear legs out from under his wheeling steed. The horse screamed, kicking its flailing nubs, near knocking my head clean off.

Blood streamed, the beast thrashing in agony as I snatched Block-Head, ripping him dazed to his feet, shoving him stumbling up. “Go! Run, you stupid fuck!”

Hooves pounded up the slope, cries of murder and havoc in a tongue universal to all privy to fear.

“Krait! Down!” Sergeant Caerenin hollered and, holding onto Block-Head by the scruff of his neck, I dropped, yanking him down, stiff-arming him face-first into the slope as a flock of bolts and arrows zipped overhead from every direction.

Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!

They buried into pavise and steel and flesh. A horse collapsed into me as I rose, its wide black eye shiny with pain and panic, knocking me asunder.

“Up, lad! Up!” Karl roared in my ear as he grabbed me, dragged me to my feet.

I stumbled along the scattered pavise line.

Crossbow bolts rained.

“Behind!” someone yelled. “Ware!”

I whirled as Skull-Face, riding yet another mount, lunged to skewer me, but I caught his lance on Yolanda, deflecting it just shy of my eye. For an instant, Skull-Face rose over me, his horse rearing back, hooves flying, flinging, flailing, bolts zipping past, as I slung Yolanda forth, not aiming, just surging forth with whatever modicum of waning strength granted by sheer panic. Yolanda clove forth and met only empty air as Skull-Face reined in and wheeled off, his horse pounding down the slope, hurdling corpse and carcass, man and animal, dead and dying.

I dropped to one knee, gasping, heaving, puking, the sound of hooves and heart and blood pounding in my ears.
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...claimed the countless barrows marking the way were filled with the honored dead, that the pillars had been transported, carved, raised to honor the slaughtered-god’s lost. If that were true, then surely the Pilgrim Road was paved in...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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THE GROUND TREMBLED hard beneath my cheek, pressing through my rolled cloak, vibrating my teeth, nudging me from my sleep. “Huh—?” I bolted up, awake if unaware, struggled free of my bedroll, kicking the snow off as I grabbed Yolanda, singing her free. “Karl—”

“Easy, lad.” Karl sat awake, sitting in the lee of a dead horse, hunched over in the dim grimace of grey dawn, sipping at his flask, watching the long horizon. “Ain’t the Skull-Collars.”

I turned, squinted into the west, the dying dark, toward a column of riders, and eked out a sigh. “Jesus...”

At the column’s vanguard rode Brother Mildrek, the man who couldn’t find his own arse with two hands, a map, and a mirror. But he’d found us. Out in the wilds. Somehow. What’s more, my heart leapt seeing him riding across the wastes, his full regiment in line behind, looking road weary and worn, but as far as I could count, everyone still with two arms and legs. The same couldn’t be said for Block-Head’s.

Seven’d been the count last night.

But morning often sheds light on a different animal. Six seemed a more reasonable number, considering Diener Moultry’s missing arm and leg. Not to mention the frostbite. And missing perhaps wasn’t the proper term, cause his arm and leg were plainly right there. And over there, too.

“Have either of you a length of stout rope?” Sergeant Caerenin trudged through the snow.

“Gonna hang yerself?” Karl asked.

“Nay.” Sergeant Caerenin frowned. “I’m assembling a drag-sled for poor Diener Moultry. We also need to bind the prisoner.”

“Go fuck yerself,” Karl growled.

“Yeah ... ahem,” I stepped in, “we have a length. Fifty footer, give or take. That enough?” The Sergeant nodded. “You’re welcome to it.” I dug through my saddlebag, tossed it his way.

“Many thanks...” The Grey-Mantle caught it, smoothed it neat, then stalked back to the Teutonic section of camp, the pink sun peeking over the horizon.

“What’s with the shit-eatin’ grin?” Karl glared up through one eye.

“Nothing.” I shrugged, turning full circle, arms wide. “Just wondering what tree he was gonna use.”

Karl grumbled and chucked a rock. “Where there’s a will...”

***
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AFTER A HURRIED BREAKFAST, scarfing back strips of dried beef and hardtack, we broke camp, or tried to, anyway. Shouts echoed clean out over the tundra and across the black lake.

Karl glared up from tightening the cinch on his mount. “What’s all the fucking ruckus?”

“The folks are fighting again.” I shook my head. “And in front of the kids.”

“Like drilling holes in the hull o’ yer own ship.” Karl’s glare fell back to his work.

“Yeah, in the middle of a hurricane.”

Block-Head and Brother Mildrek stood toe to toe, nose to nose, at the camp’s center. The Grey-Mantles and dieners stood by wide-eyed, watching on, antsy.

“—and I tell you, we need to return to the caravan immediately,” Brother Mildrek hollered.

“Yet, we’ve still a full complement, Brother,” Block-Head barked back.

“Of my men.” Brother Mildrek patted his breast. “Mine. And of yours? We have but six. Seven counting poor Diener Moultry,” he lowered his voice, “who shan’t live out the day. The Lord bless him.” He crossed himself. “Fifty was too few with the task set for us. Now, with the reaver mounts you’ve taken on, that requires even more hands we lack.”

Block-Head had ordered the survivors to round up some fifty reaver steeds left riderless from the night before.

“What would you do?” Block-Head demanded. “Set them free?”

“I told you what we should do. Take only those we need, then slaughter the rest. Burn them. Ensure the Skull-Collars can derive neither transportation nor sustenance from the nasty little beasts.”

“Could our Brotherhood not utilize these mounts?”

“We’re leagues from the caravan, Brother. Leagues and days across this accursed land.”

“Have you no faith?” Block-Head stepped in, nigh on butting heads.

“What!? No, my faith is as strong as ... as,” Brother Mildrek stepped back, grasping for some ephemeral metaphor reluctant to materialize. “No, I—”

“For it sounds to my ears like a lack of courage. It sounds like a lack of will. It sounds like a lack of faith.” Block-Head clamped a heavy paw on Brother Mildrek’s shoulder. “You’ve been riding for days, and you’re spent, exhausted, unwell, Brother. Unfit for command at the present time. And I think you had best see to Diener Moultry, see that his drag-sled proves adequate to the task at hand.”

Brother Mildrek brushed Block-Head’s hand off, or tried to, but Block-Head was nigh on twice the size of him. Might as well’ve tried brushing off five steel spikes hammered into his shoulder.

“In addition, we have access to intelligence.” Block-Head grimaced, squeezing, his gaze drifting to a Skull-Collar prisoner bound struggling. “We have a path onward through the cold unknown.”

Brother Mildrek winced. “You mean to torture him?”

“I mean to extract vital information in whatever manner required. As circumstances dictate.” Block-Head hulked over him. “Do you not agree, Brother?”

“Eh...?” Brother Mildrek’s legs wobbled a mite, his gaze faltering fully, along with his resolve. “Yes, brother,” he sighed, “I ... I’ll see to Diener Moultry...” The steel vise opened upon his shoulder, and Brother Mildrek slumped away in front of his men, though they weren’t that anymore.

“Bring me the brands,” Block-Head turned, stomped, hollered, “and rekindle the fire!”

***
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THEY WERE AT IT FOR hours. Persistent bastards. Persistent and precise. Torture was no joke to them, no art, merely the cold clean, workmanlike arithmetic of incremental subtraction. Cut. Cauterize. Confer. Wash. Rinse. Repeat. They never pushed too far too fast, never sent it careening over the edge, never let it fall, plummet, shatter into a thousand shards.

The sun arced overhead, horizon to horizon, hidden mostly behind a greyish haze, deigning to peek free from time to time. I’d taken part in acts of torture. Dark acts. Horrid acts. Wasn’t something to hold pride in. Course, the list of things I’d done to hold pride in...? A short list, I left in my other pants.

What kind of man could hold pride in it? Erasing a man. Erasing him completely. Piece by bloody piece. Knowing you could stop at any moment. Knowing, but you just don’t. Such horrors most oft occur under cover of night, in the deep darkness of some far and distant donjon, hidden beneath bough and branch, secreted away from the stern eyes of a prying God.

But they tortured that Skull-Collar bastard under full light of day, in the center of camp, atop that cursed hill, surrounded by a legion of dead. There was no hiding it. No denying it, no blaming it on booze or boredom nor poor decisions come morn.

The Brothers were stone-cold sober, burning the poor fucker til he begged, til he broke, til he blabbered. Even when he’d whimpered his last scrap, the fuckers kept right on pushing, up to the edge, over the edge, falling fast toward the sharp and the shards.
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...struck not long on the road to Haceldemn. Sweating-sickness, they called it, and it took its toll. We prayed throughout the days and nights to little...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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AS THE GREY OF DAWN waxed, glowing on slow like a pounding headache, Diener Moultry lay dead and reassembled in the snow alongside the Skull-Collar prisoner. They’d tortured him til he spilled. And then some. Neither death was much surprise. Simple math, really. The real shocker was Brother Mildrek. His cohort of men stood wide-eyed, circled round his tent, heads bowed, voices low, muttering, murmuring.

“Something happened.” I glanced up from stropping a blade.

“White-Cloak prick Mildrek?” Karl split a grin through his beard. “He’s dead.”

“Yeah...?”

Karl shrugged. “With any luck.”

A Grey-Mantle staggered out of Brother Mildrek’s tent, brushing the flaps aside, his breath steaming hot in the cold dawn. Pale as snow, the Grey-Mantle shouldered past his brothers, collapsing to hands and knees.

“Mmm...” I glanced sidelong at Karl. “Might be right for once in your life.”

Karl scowled, snorted, spat.

I gripped the handle of my blade. “Your handiwork...?”

“Nar.” Karl shook his head. “I’da warned ye first.”

“You are considerate.”

Grimacing, Block-Head staggered from Brother Mildrek’s tent, pale as a ghost, his tongue filling the gap between his teeth, breath steaming as he dragged Brother Mildrek’s corpse through the snow. They’d wrapped him in his bedroll, head to toe, only his face showing.

“Dig a hole.” Block-Head wiped the hair from his forehead.

The Teutonics just stood there, wide-eyed, glancing surreptitiously from one to another.

“Are you deaf?” Block-Head snatched a shovel from some diener’s limp hands and started clearing away snow.

“S-Surely we can’t bury him out here, Brother?” Sergeant Caerenin asked. “Alone?”

Block-Head twitched a nod toward the corpses. “He’ll have company.”

I stood watching as the Brethren snatched tools from saddles, joined in the clearing, the digging, a pair of dieners wielding pickaxes, breaking through the hard crust.

Block-Head paused, sneered, glared my way.

“Any idea who did it?” I called over.

“You forget yourself, Krait. This is Brethren business. My business.” Block-Head licked his split lips. “Go saddle your horse. Ready yourself for the task at hand. We depart in an hour. Leave the grim work to better men.”

“I could take a look at him?” I clambered to my feet. “How’d he kick it?”

“It’s of no concern to you.”

“Jesus, did a reaver sneak into camp and slaughter the poor bastard?” I barked. “Like with Komtur Habermund? Cause, then it damn well is my bloody concern.”

“What do you know of the Komtur?” Block-Head straightened.

“Nothing useful.”

“Good,” Block-Head said. “Keep your mouth shut, and see that it stays that way.”

“You set the watch, yeah?”

“Damn you! Of course I did. You saw them posted.”

“Then ask the fuckers one by one. Ask them if they saw anyone? Heard anything? Jesus! Cause that’s twice a Teutonic cordon’s failed.”

Block-Head’s toothsome scowl confirmed he wanted no help from me, no input, no set of impartial eyes anywhere near Brother Mildrek’s corpse. So I didn’t press, didn’t insist, and when I considered it, realized I truly didn’t give a shite. Was just acting on instinct.

“Thanks a lot...” I scowled at the Skull-Collar corpse, the cries of his dying breath echoing through my mind. My mount clopped her hooves as I saddled her for the next leg of our journey, south through the Scab-Lands, to the World-Scar, a hidden defile within that the reaver’d called the Maw. The Skull-Collars’ winter camp. A lovely little oasis, no doubt, and our next stop on our whirlwind tour. “All you had to do was keep your bloody trap shut and die in fucking silence.”
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...sister and uncle succumbed that fourth day. My father, for his part, fell into a fevered delirium. Throughout the night, the thunder, the icy rain, we hacked through the frozen earth with rusted hoes, bent mattocks, and bloody fingers. We buried them along the shores of...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
[image: image]


THE MAW YAWNED OPEN like the gullet of some cyclopean beast, teeth of granite jutting in, jagging out, from on all points. Darkness lay within, despite the cold winter sun blaring harsh above. Further in, far beyond the wends and ways and out of sight, smoke poured up in a long lonely column, a tenuous strip of black meandering against the glare.

Block-Head’s column reined in, horses whickering, neighing, nervous, just like the rest of us.

“In there?” I crouched beside the Maw, wind whistling softly beyond. “Ten to one that smoke’s bait for a trap.”

It was five days after the hilltop ambush, the Skull-Collar’s torture, Brother Mildrek’s untimely demise. Wasn’t hard locating the World-Scar. Just head south. But finding one lone crevice amongst miles of canyon, draw, and defile? Even armed with the slain Skull-Collar’s dubious knowledge? Difficult. Difficult at best. Along the way, we’d found spoor and tracks, Skull-Collars riding riot around us, aiming to dissuade, deflect, draw us away. We’d ignored it. Ignored it all. The more they tried, the more we ignored. And the more we ignored, the closer we came.

This was their land, and they’d drag us on a merry chase up, over, and down the World-Scar, if we let them.

We’d survived our suicide trek, yet still seemed fated to die.

Wasn’t for lack of water. An overabundance of cold, either. And it wasn’t a lack of food. The dead horses from the battle had more than staked us flush.

No, the thing fixing to kick our collective bucket was Block-Head’s zeal to atone for his legion of failures. His obsession with accomplishing some deed to prove his salt to his Teutonic Lords. Nothing more dangerous than a leader ravenous for praise in an economy of growth, some shit-heel looking to rise in estimation, and doesn’t mind clawing up a tor of corpses doing it. And Block-Head was that. In spades.

“Grimnir’s beard...” Hunkered beside me, Karl cast a baleful eye skyward, towards the cliffs looming above. “Wouldn’t take much. Hide ten fists of Skull-Fuckers topside, easy. Whole horde. Have ‘em poke their bows over. Take a little target practice.”

“Yeah, and I don’t need the practice.”

“Shoulder your weapons, Brothers!” Block-Head dismounted, drew his keen blade, pointed it toward the crevice, the narrow path flanked by high impenetrable walls. “Harken forth, onward and inward! Into the belly of the beast!” It was a rousing sight. A rousing speech. “Sir Luther,” he turned a numb rictus toward me, “shall continue on as lead scout.”

So rousing.

“Funny how your distinct Swabian dialect makes ‘scout’ sound synonymous with ‘expendable piece of shite.’”

Block-Head drew up. “Are you a coward, Krait?”

“Might I also mention that the last place you generally want to be is ‘in the belly of the beast?’” I turned to Karl. “Kind of a forgone conclusion at that point, yeah?”

I waited a second for Karl’s rebuttal, could see he was having trouble puzzling out ‘forgone conclusion,’ so I let it pass.

“Aye, a coward,” Block-Head barked, “not unlike these slaves of the devil we stalk!”

“Slaves of the devil...?” I’d noticed how the devil never bade folk to die on his behalf. “Cowards like them? No. Not even close. I’m beyond. Far beyond. Into another realm, even.”

“You bore witness to what we did, what we accomplished.” Block-Head turned to his men, raising his voice. “Five-to-one odds in our triumph upon the tor.”

“Jesus Christ...” I shook my head slowly. “Five-to-one when we started out, anyway. And I saw how lucky we got, despite your masterful plan.”

Block-Head laid a fist to his breast. “God willed it, Krait.”

“Funny, I don’t recall him busting his arse digging holes. Don’t recall him loading crossbows. Setting snares. Don’t recall him jumping the line and saving your arse from that Skull-Fucker nightmare.”

Block-Head stiffened, what few teeth he bore grinding together in his big stupid mug.

“Well, too bad, old chum,” I clapped Karl on the shoulder, “he picked me. The vanguard? Tip of the spear? Heaps of Praise-Jesus? Bring it on.” I saluted, shouldered a pavise, shoved my way through the Teutonics. “Move aside, fellas.”

Karl grumbled a curse.

“First in, last out!” Before the Maw, I drew Yolanda, held her aloft, singing in the sunshine. “All glory and honor await within!” I turned to stride inside. “Maybe I’ll leave you boys some of the dregs.”

Block-Head straightened, the warped gears in his mind churning, grinding, slipping, shuddering. “Halt! The order is rescinded, Krait.” Block-Head nodded to a sergeant. “Brother Wilferd shall act as the tip of the spear.”

“Thank you, brother!” A Grey-Mantle offered a crisp salute as he hustled forth like a fat kid breaching a candy store.

Tip of the spear... A more moving turn of phrase than worm on a hook, but the same difference.

“Stand down, Krait.” Block-Head’s eyes narrowed as he snapped shut his visor. “You and your man-servant shall act as rear guard.”

“Manservant...?” Karl growled.

“Hey,” I elbowed him, “go fetch me my slippers.”

“Sergeant Caerenin,” Block-Head barked, “your squad shall remain behind to guard the horses.”

What Block-Head meant was he didn’t want Sergeant Caerenin, Karl, or myself sharing in all the glory. I didn’t know where the Sergeant stood on that point, but me and Karl? We were of one mind. The tip of the spear inflicts the most damage, sure. But it’s also most like to break. And I never heard of the butt of a spear suffering many problems. Splinters, maybe?

“Onward!” Block-Head hefted his blade.

“Aye, Brother!” reported a chorus.

Sergeant Caerenin strode forth, ordering his squad to guard the Skull-Collar herd. We had more horses than we knew what to do with. For now. And it was kill them or take them with us, and since Block-Head was a shit-heel who’d lost nigh on his total command atop the tor, he’d brought them with us. Forty-seven shaggy garrons, all mean and nasty, snorting and kicking and biting their way onward to some grim destiny only the Norns kenned.

“Sergeant Caerenin, dig a latrine yonder, on the south side, forthwith!” Block-Head barked back as he and his twenty-five-some-odd men disappeared into the canyon maw.

“It was a nice effect,” I said, marching past the Sergeant.

Sergeant Caerenin turned. “Eh...?”

“Block-Head’s little speech.” I nodded. “Like the period punctuating the end of a death sentence.”

Sergeant Caerenin offered a grim smile.

I nodded. “Have fun.”

“You as well, Sir Luther.” Sergeant Caerenin snatched a shovel.

Shouldering his axe and watching the Teutonics march forth, Karl inhaled, covered one nostril, and blew snot out the other. “Hrrm...”

“What is it?” I asked. “You’re not usually this eloquent.”

Karl glared at the Teutonic line heading in. “Gotta be a trap.”

“Jesus, if it ain’t,” I considered the defile’s high walls and claustrophobic confines, “I gotta have a chat with old Skull-Face. He’s missing a grand opportunity.”

***
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THE DIM WINTER SUN offered no warmth, little light, was nothing but a sick joke illuminating a sliver of the drek and misery carved deep into the World-Scar’s face. The canyon walls were steep, shear, nigh on thirty-feet high throughout. Old timber supports jutting from rock showed the defile was part of some collapsed mine or quarry. One from long ago. “Ain’t no better place to get fucked,” Karl growled.

“You’ve some alarming notions concerning romantic encounters.”

“I’m talking ambush.” Karl squinted up.

“As I understand, that is your typical method.” I licked my cracked lips, adjusted my furred cloak against the gale wind, blasting intermittently, channeled down the confines.

I squeezed past a split boulder the size of a horse, inhaling, hefting my pavise high, holding my breath and edging through, scraping along the fissured stone. “Jesus,” I sucked in my gut, “think my mail must’ve shrunk.”

“Hrrm...” Karl scowled back the way we’d came.

“Did I wash it in hot water again?”

“Shut it—” Karl snapped around. “Ye hear something?”

“Besides the tenor of your melodious—?”

“Nar. Shut it—” Karl punched me without looking. “Listen.”

I clammed up.

“Someone’s coming.” Karl craned his neck. “Making no bones of it.”

“Yeah...” Then I heard it, too. Someone yelling, running, scrambling towards us, their voice twisted by wind and distance. Which meant one of two things. Neither boded well.

Shit. “Ambush!” I yelled.

Ahead, a Teutonic rearguard hissed, “Silence, you fool!”

“They’re coming from behind!” I yelled. “At the very least!”

The diener’s eyes bulged wide as he turned, cupping a hand to his mouth, shouting, his voice echoing.

“Told you we’re gonna get fucked,” Karl rumbled.

“Well, it has been a while.”

“For you, maybe.” Karl shoved his foot into his crossbow’s stirrup, drew back on the string.

“You counting goats?” I peered past the boulder. “Caerenin! That you?”

“Aye, Sir Luther, it’s me!” Sergeant Caerenin squeezed past the massive stone, spilling onto the ground as an arrow ricocheted past. “Reavers—” Sergeant Caerenin gasped, swallowed, ripped out an arrow embedded in his mail, tossed it aside. “Skull-Collars.”

“No shit. You hurt?”

“Nay, I’m whole, I-I believe.” Sergeant Caerenin patted his heaving chest. “A long shot. It failed to penetrate. They swept in, scattered the herd, killed the others.”

“How many?”

“Ten, fifteen, I don’t know, perhaps more.”

“Jesus Christ...”

“Watch it—” Karl snatched my pavise, pressed it overhead. “Down!”

Sergeant Caerenin and I dove under it as Karl wedged it against the canyon wall.

An instant later, a hail of arrows rat-a-tat-tattered across it like raindrops, thunking into wood, breaking against stone, shards of shattered shaft stinging my face. Ahead, Teutonics screamed as arrows hissed down.

“We stay here, we’re fucked!” Karl roared, clutching the pavise overhead.

“Don’t know. Fuck—” I flinched. “Gotta run out of arrows, eventually!”

“Still plenty of stones!”

“Good point.”

Ahead, the rearguard, under cover, was getting pincushioned something fierce. Their mail and shields might’ve taken the brunt, but the Skull-Collars above concentrated their aim on one or two, making it nigh on impossible to deflect or evade everything. Ahead, Block-Head roared, spouting nonsense and Biblical gibberish. Always what you look for in a leader.

“There!” Sergeant Caerenin lanced an arm outward. “In the wall — There! — to the right.”

An arrow chipped stone, grit blinding me. “Shit!”

“Yar!” Karl hunkered forth over the uneven ground, pavise still overhead, an umbrella against torrential rain.

A hand grabbed me by the collar, dragged me along as I thumbed the grit from my eye. “What?”

“Here! Back! A depression, at least.” Sergeant Caerenin shoved me against the wall. “An overhang.”

“Maybe an old tunnel.”

I blinked sight back into being. “Only way we’d be that lucky’s if a dragon’s living in it.”

But it was. And there wasn’t. Raw-hewn ten-by-ten timbers framed the sagging offshoot of the ancient mine, drifting into rock, earth, muck.

“Get in!” Karl growled, a grim Atlas bearing our world overhead as we scurried underfoot, stumbling down the tunnel.

Arrows clunked and clattered til Karl backed into darkness.

“They coming down?” I breathed.

“Hrrm... Don’t know.” Karl edged forth for a quick peek, then snatched back. “Don’t seem it. Have to leave their horses. Think they moved down after the others.”

“Easier targets. Good.” I thumbed over my shoulder toward the dim dark. Water dripped from above. “There’s light coming from back there. A shaft, maybe?”

“I’ll show you a shaft.”

“A little bitty shaft. And thanks, I’ll pass.”

“Come now!” Sergeant Caerenin scrambled through the rubble, toward the light. “Swiftly!”

I stayed put. “We could wait them out.”

“They’re my brothers.” Sergeant Caerenin trudged onward.

“Fuck. Karl,” I hissed back, “c’mon.”

Over stone slick with hoarfrost, we clambered through the twilight, toward a blade of caustic daylight blaring maybe thirty yards distant. Sergeant Caerenin was scrabbling up the shaft, feet fighting for purchase, dangling by his hands, when we reached him.

“Anything...?” I hissed up, grabbing his foot, giving him purchase. “Rrrg... There, to your right. No, your other right. Down a bit.” He found the foothold. “There. Yeah. Feel solid?”

“Aye—” Pressing his back against the wall, Sergeant Caerenin shouldered his way toward a square of daylight high above. Grit and pebble rained down as he reached the top.

I shielded my eyes against the light. “They still up there?”

“Aye,” Sergeant Caerenin hissed down, “but unawares.”

“Well, shit, no time like the present,” I said. “Can we all get up there? Charge as one?”

“There’s a sizable boulder that shall provide cover,” was all he said before he disappeared over the rim.

Then I was wedging my back and feet against opposite sides, working my way up. Karl clambered below, snuffling, snorting, cursing.

Battle sounded above, war-cries of the Skull-Collars, the hiss of arrows, the Teutonics screaming.

“Rrrr...” Flopping out of the shaft and into blinding light, I dove behind the boulder, crouched shoulder to shoulder alongside Sergeant Caerenin, waiting on Karl. Like a shaggy badger, he emerged an instant later, tossed me the pavise, and scrambled past.

Some thirty reavers dodged and ducked alongside the cliff, howling and screaming like mad Arabs, taking pot-shots into the defile then scrabbling back, reloading. Old Skull-Face was one of them. We had their backs. Their mounts stood gathered behind, reins all gathered by a few young fuckers.

I gripped the pavise in one hand. “Karl, shoot one of the horses.” I nodded at Karl’s crossbow. “Then we’re off to the races, herding lemmings, yeah?” I fixed each a hard glare. “Any better suggestions?” Like run away? Duck back down? Hide? But I was the only avowed coward present, and I’d relinquished the floor.

Grunting assent, Karl wiped his chin, and simple as that, stood, leveled his crossbow, took the shot.

Then we were off, three men with nary a prayer of hope, offering a benediction in redemption to a company of some of the most blood-thirsty warmongers that ever wore the cross. Karl’s bolt zipped out, thudding into the haunches of a Skull-Collar gelding. The steed bolted forth, screaming, bucking, kicking, bowling into the others, driving and dragging half of them over the cliff.

Rein-holders were stampeded over, dragged past, bowled aside.

In the mayhem, only one Skull-Collar noticed us.

“Caerenin!” I pointed.

“Got him!” The Sergeant sprinted after, war-hammer pumping, a quick short-arm swing and the Skull-Collar was greeting the Teutonic brethren below.

A cheer arose from the defile as I entered the fray, the pavise stuck full, thud-thud-thud with a flurry of hurried point-blank shots. Skull-Face turned, eyes wide as he roared, fighting toward me. Horses reared at the edge, panicked by the screams of their brethren below, the stink of blood, and me sidling up amongst the carnage, swinging wild, hacking hooves off at the knee.

Horses don’t like that.

And they didn’t like Karl, slinging bolts from afar, into the scrum, unable to miss, horses and Skull-Collars huddled together against the edge of the crumbling cliff, slipping, falling, fighting off me, Sergeant Caerenin, each other.

Swiping a reaver past, Skull-Face lunged for me, axe in hand. I caught it sparking off Yolanda, and laid a boot to his chest, right at the edge. His arms flailed as he tried recovering. But gravity’s a bitch and a bastard with another thing coming. And that thing was the ground, about thirty feet below.
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...and my father’s protracted illness, Litten would often come swaggering in drunk at the rise of night. My brother, my sister, and I were made to wait outside, feeling the soft kiss of the cold mist...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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I GLANCED OVER AT BLOCK-Head, working an arrow free from his breastplate, grunting, groaning, grimacing. It was like that all around. The Teutonics’d taken a pounding but were all still kicking, more or less, which was saying something. Being caught in a barrage on the low ground? Generally a double-death sentence.

But cover had saved them. Low overhangs of rock and stone. That and their mail and brigantine and aketons, not to mention our timely heroics. No one’d suffered any kill shots. None immediate, anyway.

We had to regroup, reassess, triage the imminent from the non-imminent death. Gut wounds. Barbed arrows. Head injuries compounding hourly like a moneylender’s worst curse, turning some pale haughty fuck with ringing in his ears to a flaccid sack of worm-feast with but a couple hours’ reprieve. And there’d be at least one wins the prize. Always was.

“Smoke’s still rising.” Karl eyed the column.

“It’s a sign!” gasped a Teutonic, eyes rapt, his head wrapped, too, blood oozing from his left ear. Might be he’s the one won the prize. “A sign from God!”

I squinted up at the thin column rising just beyond the next turn, twirling like Jacob’s ladder, portending nothing so promising as a stroll through Heaven’s gates. Or the other place. “Ain’t a sign.” I shouldered Yolanda and trudged off past Block-Head. “It’s just bloody smoke.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” Block-Head glared up, arrow lodged deep enough in his breastplate he was having difficulty pulling it free.

“Need a hand?” I asked.

“Nay,” Block-Head grimaced, working it back and forth, “I shall work it free.”

“Was thinking more of the pushing-it-through type of help, but whatever suits.” I strode onward.

“Halt!” Block-Head clambered to his feet. “I asked where you’re going.”

“Smoke’s got me wondering.” Without missing a beat, I gripped the arrow and yanked it free, pointed up at the column of smoke. “Gonna go take a gander.”

“Rrrrg—” Block-Head dropped to his knees, clutching his chest.

“Bleeding bad?”

“Rrrrg...” Spittle dangling from his chin, Block-Head pawed at his chest, mumbling something I couldn’t suss clean. To be fair, though, I didn’t really try. “Good talk,” I said, continuing on.

“W-Wait!”

I stopped again, turned.

No doubt, he was about to offer an apology, a benediction, a pledge of patent respect and everlasting friendship.

Block-Head staggered to his feet, still clutching the hole in his chest.

I glanced sidelong at Karl. He spat.

“You shall endeavor to remain here until ordered otherwise, Sir Luther.”

“Sir...?” I straightened. “Wow. We’re making progress.”

“Now, see here—” Block-Head to his credit staggered forth without keeling over. “We need to retreat back through the canyon mouth and gather our—”

“Mounts, yeah?” I shook my head. “Our mounts are gone. Scattered. Lost.”

“They could not have taken—”

“Sure they could. But if they couldn’t, that’s why they’d have scattered them. Maybe they couldn’t use them. Not right away. Couldn’t add them to their force. Hell, we should be glad the fuckers didn’t stampede ‘em down the bloody canyon.”

“We are heading back.”

“Good. You get right on that. I’m forging on ahead, see what’s what. See if maybe we can steal their horses.”

“It’s a trap.” Block-Head cinched his belt and picked up his helm.

“And it already snapped shut.” Or I hoped it had, at least. “Sometimes the only way out’s through. Either way, I’d rather face those bloody fuckers up front and lovely than running ragged across the wastes. So I’m gonna take a gander. Don’t wait for me.”

For some reason, I didn’t expect it’d be a problem.

***
[image: image]


“DEAD-LANDS,” KARL SCRATCHED his Adam’s apple with the point of a bolt, “fer the honored dead.”

A pair of Skull-Collar braves, lay full out upon stone biers, arms crossed over their breasts, their heads facing east. A ring of spears’d been thrust into the dirt. Grisly trophies dangled. The black tresses of the younger brave billowed softly in the meager breeze. The gouged eyes of the older brave stared concave toward the sliver of sky. Two braves, spring and fall, both departing in early winter.

We wended through the garden of funerary delights, picking our way slowly, cautiously, carefully. Behind came the rattle of armor and clatter of weapons. Block-Head must’ve finally decided they’d best follow.

The reaver camp lay beyond the dead-lands, within a labyrinthine box canyon some three miles in from the site of the ambush. Tough going. Slow moving. But we needed their horses, our only lifeline to the outside world. We crept onward, the dead eyes of the young brave staring on, all sunken, discolored, glazed, the same color as the cold December sky.

We stopped at a bottleneck before a wide draw.

“Well,” I hunkered behind a rock, “here we are.”

“Yar,” Karl rumbled, “their winter camp.”

“It’s lovely.”

The reavers’ triangular tupiks peppered the canyon. They were constructed of hide stretched over poles. They looked fair easy to break down, pack up, move at little more than a moment’s notice. A kaleidoscope of white chalk skulls and blood-red hand prints covered the tupiks, the ground, the sheer walls of the box canyon.

“Hrrm...” Karl took in the camp. “Ain’t all Skull-Collars...”

“Yeah.” I studied a misshapen three-fingered hand print slathered red across a tupik. “Some are Bad-Hands, too, I’m guessing. The ones Marshal Emeric was jawing about...”

“Say why he wants one?”

“No, but folk talk,” I said. “Word is, a daughter of his was kidnapped some time ago. Elaine. Elanna. Something or other. Would be a woman by now.”

“And he thinks she’s a Bad-Hand?”

I shrugged. “Word is.”

“Bad-Hand. Bad-News.”

“You’re telling me. Any chestnuts?”

“Nar.” Karl scratched his beard. “Bad-Hand’s mostly all womenfolk. Them as is touched. Seers and sorcerers and such. Marked for witchery. Magic. Each clan’ll lay claim to one or two.”

“For cooking, cleaning, washing dishes, and such...”

Karl sneered. “Can cause problems, though.”

“Chiefs not wanting to share power?”

“Yar.” Karl pointed toward the far end of the canyon. “Smoke’s coming from over there. The far end.”

“Jesus. Where is everyone?”

“Don’t know.” Karl hefted his crossbow. “Fled or hiding or...”

“Yeah. Waiting for an encore.” I adjusted my grip on my shield, a piece of cured hide reaver-work I’d scalped off a corpse. “No horses. Must be some corral or stable beyond.” Hopefully. “Looks like the far side of the canyon bottlenecks again, then continues on.”

“Odin’s eye, place is a maze.”

“Good spot. Easy to defend.”

“But who’d be stupid enough to come calling?”

“There is that.”

Karl nodded at the far end of the canyon. “We going? Or we waiting?”

“I’d prefer waiting, but...” I glanced over my shoulder as our boon Teutonic companions clomped through the reaver cemetery. “A lot of ground between here and there.” I counted thirty tupiks.

“Best clear ‘em first.”

“Yeah.”

I took point, moving along the eastern wall, approaching the nearest tupik, sitting like some foreign beast slumbering in the muck. With one hand, I flashed in monk-sign, Door or wall? I hefted Yolanda, ready to cut through a wall or rip back a door.

Door, Karl signed back.

I nodded, knelt, raising my shield, Yolanda stabbed point forth toward the door, a skein of hide stretched taut with ropes and pegs over the entrance. A quick glance over my shoulder and Karl nodded, his crossbow leveled, and I slit the entrance open, my shield borne high.

Karl didn’t move.

Didn’t shoot.

He laid a hand on the rim of my shield, pressed it down, almost gently, then rose. All dead, he signed.

Three women and twice as many children lay splayed out around a doused fire-ring, smoke oozing up. Their arms and legs lay haphazard, twisted like runes, scribing horror in some vernacular privy only to the damned. The children’s throats’d been slit, as had two of the women’s. The third’s wrist was slit to the elbow, a cavernous wound, tendons like drowned worms splayed out, frayed, flaccid. A bone knife lay clutched in her other fist.

“Did us a favor.” I squinted into the half-light. My eyes settled on the knife, the hand that’d wielded it.

“If you say so.” Karl spat. “Nothing unusual, except her insides being out.”

“Yeah,” I swallowed, “except for that.”

A squad of Teutonics hustled off to the south, working their way along the western wall. Another moved through the middle. We crept into the next tupik on our line. And then the next. And the next.

Some stood empty. Others full. Any we found within lay same as the first. Nothing worth seeing, let alone mentioning, or God forbid, remembering. At the far end of the camp, just before the box canyon bottlenecked inward, one tupik stood apart, alone, set against the canyon wall. The smoke column rose from some chimney beyond.

“Krait!” someone hollered from behind.

“Block-Head,” I sneered. “The prick could ruin a threesome.”

“Which kind?”

“The kind you’d stomp right out of.”

“Ain’t likely to be such a thing.”

“You are old,” I conceded. “Gotta play the numbers.”

“Hrrm, could be done with the fuck...” Karl gripped the stock of his crossbow, watching as Block-Head pointed, barked some order lost to wind and echo. “Out here in the wilds?”

“Easy as pie,” I agreed. “Could let him be the one checks out this last tupik.”

“Give him all his glory.”

“And then some.” I hocked a wad and trudged onward. “But if you want something done right...”
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...fell to bickering and squabbles. Litten, who had seemed sage and staunch and knowing at journey’s outset, diminished quickly through drink and sot and other activities of low-moral quality...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
[image: image]


GRUNTING. IT WAS A harsh grunting, a rhythmic animal chant as the smoke cleared, my eyes adjusting to the roar of flame spiraling high, licking the stone ceiling amidst the darkness. The tent merely covered the entrance to a wide cavern. Across, beyond the flames, a woman rose. A woman? No. A freak. A terror. A savage. A monstrosity sporting giant’s blood and Satan’s favor.

Stooped and cavernous, her head nearly scraped the low ceiling. Covered in body paint and ritual scar, it was her left hand, her whole bloody arm that took me aback. Initially. The flesh from hand to elbow was pink and red and without certain shape or form, as though molded from an infestation of blood-worms. And her face... Jesus. Half lay encrusted in crimson horror, half a nose, half a mouth, no eye visible beneath a thick noduled caul.

Before her, a pair of Teutonics lay splayed out across the ground. One was dead, his throat burned, smoking, crushed. The other still moved, a clipped twitching hiss as he curled over, spilling secrets, clutching his guts.

“Jesus. Fucking. Christ.”

“The Bad-Hand,” Karl hissed.

“Face ain’t anything to write home about, either.”

Her hair’d been shorn close where it wasn’t manged off, soot marks running black down her face where the worms hadn’t taken root.

“Yar. Bad case o’ ring-worm.” Karl leveled his crossbow and barked in reaver-tongue, “Come out.”

The Bad-Hand Witch’s good eye bulged sallow, sickly, striated red in veins. She sneered triumphant, revealing the travesty that were her teeth, all crooked and misshapen and gnarly sharp. “Who are you?” Ring-Wyrm’s voice was strangely lyrical. “More servants of the Black-Cross?”

“That’s a bit off-putting,” I breathed.

“What the fuck we doing?” Karl shuffled back a step.

“Honestly...?” I swallowed, cleared my throat. “Come out from back there,” I said in reaver-speak.

“You both are marked.” Ring-Wyrm cast a fistful of powder into the flames, sparking hard, roaring high. “I mark you. Mark you for crimes, mark you for lies, mark you for the dead-end fates.”

“Ain’t gonna ask again, lady,” I grimaced.

Outside the tent, Block-Head roared my name, Karl’s name, his dead brethren’s names.

The reaver-witch grinned, lips splitting taut over boar’s tusks, and spat two lisping syllables — “Lap-dogs” — before she came at us, bull-rushing forth, bursting through the flames in an explosion of ember and brand and fiery song. In her hands, Ring-Wyrm wielded a great club long as she was tall, its end a charred root ball, ripping flame streaks like lighting through the air, whirling it overhead.

“Duck—!” I dove as it whooshed flaming past.

Karl loosed his crossbow, catching the witch in the shoulder, stopping her dead in her tracks amidst the curling flames, catching on her hide robes, cascading up like a firestorm. “I mark you!” Hide rags smoldering, she tore them off, hurling them as she charged at Karl, that massive club whipping out adder-fast. Stumbling back, swiping the flaming robe aside, swearing, Karl caught the brunt across his crossbow. “Odin’s teeth—” he roared as it was ripped away, scattered piecemeal in the dark.

Karl reached for his axe as she swept his legs out from under him.

Wreathed in flames, pieces of charred husk moulting off in strips, Ring-Wyrm’s back-swing should’ve taken Karl’s head off. But I stepped in. A wave of heat robbed my breath as her titan’s fist smashed into my hide shield, an oak tree falling, blasting me back on my heels, spinning, flailing, trying to regain balance, raise my smoldering shield ahead of the next assault. I failed. Death incarnate came swift, but I caught it off Yolanda’s blade, shearing her club in half, its head sailing off, ripping through tent, bursting into flame.

It didn’t stop her.

Didn’t slow her.

Ring-Wyrm’d gone from club to spear in a blink, and it was the clean sharp end she jabbed two-handed overhead. Brandishing my shield, I pivoted, took the blow, felt the spear bend, fracture, my shield rip, nearly breaking my arm, driving me to my knees as I licked out a cut at her legs, feeling steel notch shinbone twice, hearing her scream as she battered me back.

The smoke mushroomed choking thick, acrid, banking down, swallowing us whole.

“Karl—” I crab-scuttled backwards on my arse, hurling my flaming shield aside. “Where the hell are you!?”

As the reaver-witch loomed above, flames licking the cavern roof, Ring-Wyrm reached out with that long mangled nightmare of a hand, three-fingered, clumped, writhing, dripping ingots of crimson squirm.

“Move!” Karl barked.

A shadow darted behind the reaver-witch, and Ring-Wyrm dropped to a knee as Karl axe-hooked her ankle. He tore back, pulled free, hacked downward.

“Odin’s eye!”

Ring-Wyrm rolled aside, her monstrous paw slamming down where I’d been an instant before, crimson fingers gripping, sizzling, burning a monstrous hand-print smoking into stone.

“Rrrrg—!”

Those monstrous claws snatched for my throat, but Karl, my knight in burnished brigantine, gaffed her again, held her back by the barest of margins for the splittest of instants before she wrenched free, gripping my throat, flesh smoking, sizzling, searing as I slung Yolanda up, snicker-snacking through tendon, bone, and whatever the hell that flesh was. Her severed arm struck the ground, worm-flesh splattering off in gobs, leaving only deformed blackened bone.

I staggered back, wide-eyed, gasping, clutching my smoking throat.

Her banshee keen drove me to my knees as she fell to hers, Karl rising behind, rearing back for a killing stroke. Flames immolated above in a web of falling detritus. Karl’s axe took her in the shoulder, glancing off, skipping past her face, grazing a line, chin to cheek.

Arm severed, gone, knocked off-balance, Ring-Wyrm tripped, thundered, toppled to the ground. She limped, pawed like a palsied dog through the coruscating smoke, then froze at the tent slit.

Karl stood hunched and hacking to one side of her.

And I to the other, Yolanda clutched two-handed.

“Finish it,” Ring-Wyrm snarled in her mongrel tongue.

“As you wish,” I rasped, hefting Yolanda, eager to oblige.

“Halt—!” The tent flap tore open, a blade of imperious sunlight searing through the heinous choke.

Poised two-handed overhead for an executioner’s blow, gasping through my mouth, hacking, drooling, coughing, I froze. Shadows shifted. A pair of Teutonics leveled crossbows.

“Drag her out!” Block-Head stood in the doorway, a phalanx storming past, surrounding her. “Chain her, brothers. Bind her tight, bind her true. Hurry! Before this claptrap falls.”

“Are you bloody fucking serious?” I lowered Yolanda, clutched my throat, hacked black.

Karl doubled over, dropped to a knee, coughing up a lung.

Penitent in the dust, bowed but unbroken, Ring-Wyrm watched with a cold shiny eye, fire crackling, reflecting in that hard yellow orb.

A strip of hide tent fell burning to the ground, tent poles yawning, curling, wilting like dying daisies. So I said, “Fuck it,” and shoved Karl staggering past the Teutonics and into the cold clear winter air.
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...my father regained sanity months later as we continued into the clan-lands, upon the shores of that damnable lake. I ken them now as those of the Skull-Collars...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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AT MIDDAY, ATOP A SHALLOW plateau ringed in fallen obelisk, we circled up, slaughtered another reaver gelding in the midst of a vicious blizzard. We were down to three spare mounts. The Bad-Hands’d corralled their herd in a hidden draw. It was ours now. But ice-scald had taken its toll, even on these mean little bastards bred to endure this shite.

While Sergeant Caerenin butchered the animal, I checked on Karl, slumped over in his saddle, gripping his side, breaths coming in dribs and drabs. “How’s yer throat, lad?” he managed.

“My troubadour career’s walking a tightrope,” I rasped, forced a smile, wincing as I touched my throat. “How about you? Gonna make it?”

“Rrrrg...” Karl glared up through one eye, whispered, “Yar...”

Karl’d taken one across the ribs from the reaver-witch’s club. Busted a few. At least. Hadn’t noticed til it was over. Happens like that sometimes. With your heart hammering and head pounding through the death and drek, panic and pandemonium, you don’t notice shite til the rage and ruin are leagues beyond. Then you feel everything, all at once, and it all feels bad.

“Not overly reassuring,” I said.

“Weren’t meant to be.”

“Want to get down?” I offered a hand.

“Gonna have to get back up?”

“I’m guessing yeah.”

Through the driving snow, a diener managed to catch a spark, get a fire going, but it was still in that incipient phase, the others shielding it, praying hard, him flat on his belly, face to the fuel, breath having a nigh on equal chance of feeding or snuffing it clean.

Karl shifted, teeth grinding beneath his frozen beard. “I’ll wait and see.”

“Here, try some of this.” I offered a bit of root my erstwhile gypsy lover Mirella had prescribed me when I’d broken my arm. Or, to put it more plainly, when a werewolf’d savaged me something rotten, nigh on tearing my bloody arm off. “It’ll dull the pain.”

“Cold’s doing a fair fine job,” Karl said. “Can’t tell if it’s worse moving ... Rrrg ... or sitting still.”

“Long stretch til we camp for the night.”

“Ain’t wrong, lad.”

“I’ll snatch you some grub.”

Sergeant Caerenin knelt, up to his elbows in blood and offal, portioning out the animal, weeding the ice-scald flesh from the edible. Block-Head had taken the first portion, was roasting it on a stick, licking his fingers, his face lit greedy by the glow of the rising fire.

“Eating afore his men...” Karl spat, which about summed up my thoughts exactly.

“No doubt checking to see if it’s poisoned.”

“Hrrm...” Karl shifted his grip on the saddle-horn. “We ain’t that lucky.”

“Need me to bind your ribs again?”

“Nar...” Karl’s gaze shifted toward camp’s edge, at the lone piebald gelding staked all by its lonesome. “Do me a favor, lad.”

“Anything.” I shifted in my saddle as the wind changed directions, snow blasting me in the face. “Anything within reason, anyway.”

“Rrrg—” A spasm struck Karl, stiffening him straight, chin up, teeth bared, then it passed. “Go have a look at her. Offer her the root.”

“You getting soft?”

Karl snorted, hacked, hocked a crimson wad, just staring all the while at Ring-Wyrm, trussed up across the piebald’s back.

I followed his gaze. “She busted your ribs, punctured your lung, almost ended your tour.” What I didn’t say was maybe she had, and it was just a little long in the coming. But Karl knew it keener than I.

“Ken you’d do different?” Karl managed. “If yer places was swapped? If ye was just getting on? Getting on and some fucker busts in through yer door?”

The Teutonics huddled in a circle, using their horses as a buffer against the wind.

“No, I suppose not, but even so...”

“Forget yer ‘but even so,’ and just go fucking do it.”

“We don’t owe her.”

“Don’t ken that’s truth, not fer certain, but if we don’t owe her nothing,” Karl’s gaze shifted toward the fire, the Teutonics gathered around it, “we owe them even less.”

I glared down at the roots. “Only got two more.”

“Go on, lad. Go now. They ain’t watching. Give her a choice, if nothing else. Offer her steel if she ain’t hungering fer a softer fall.”

“Why?”

“That fire ain’t just fer cooking, lad.” Karl shook the gathering snow from his hood. “Got brands heating in it. Gonna torture the fuck outta her.”

“Yeah. I know. Block-head ordered me to stand by, to question her. We’re the only ones speak reaver now.”

“And what’d ye say?”

“Told him to go fuck himself.”

“Hrrrm,” Karl grimaced out a smile, “good, lad.”

“Don’t mean he won’t, anyway.”

“No, it don’t. Here. Gimme.” Wincing, Karl held his hand out, and I handed him my horse’s reins. “No one’s watching. No one’ll see ye through this misery. Go. Go now.” Ducking against the ice and snow, I hustled over. Karl flipped his reins, urging his horse forward, interposing them between Ring-Wyrm and the Brethren.

“Jesus...”

Ring-Wyrm lay tied face-down across the piebald’s back, her twisted hair dangling frozen with icicle and blood. It was impossible to tell whether she was dead. If I were a praying man, I’d have prayed she was. For her sake.

“Hey...” I grunted in reaver-speak.

She didn’t move.

“Hey, woman...” I nudged her with a finger.

Ring-Wyrm wasn’t dead. On closer look, she was breathing, though they were short, shallow, gasping rasps. With half the accoutrements of a modern saddle and a quarter of the bother, the reavers’ rudimentary saddles were surprisingly comfortable. How much that was helping her, now bound arse over teakettle, was subject to debate.

“Can you hear me?” I snarled above the wind.

Ring-Wyrm didn’t move, but her breathing changed. Her arm-stump was turning blue from the cold.

“I can see you’ve frost-bite.” Where I cut off your arm, I didn’t say. “Can see you’re hurting. And I can’t see it stopping anytime soon.”

Ring-Wyrm shifted, cocking her head slightly.

“I figure you don’t want to talk, probably counting the ways you’re killing me in your head right now. Jesus. I don’t blame you.” I gripped the roots. “I’ve a way out for you, if you want it, is all. Just say the word.”

Amid a curtain of silent white, I knelt close.

I knelt for some time.

“Well, alright then,” I rose.

“Go away,” Ring-Wyrm hissed. “Leave me to die.”

“That was my plan.” I shielded her from the wind.

Her head turned, that awful half-face leering up, yellow eye bulging. “What is it you want?”

“Look,” I leaned close, “I’ve got some roots here. Medicine that—”

“By the dead-end fates, why would I trust you? Why would I—”

“No reason. No earthly reason, anyway. But this root, it can dull the pain, or it can take it away.” I met her horrid glare, ran a finger across my throat. “Take it away forever. You ken that? You understand...?”

Ring-Wyrm grunted assent and nothing more.

“Look—” I drew out a thin gnarly root, about as long as my thumb.

“What is it you want for this medicine?” Ring-Wyrm bared her teeth. “You want what all men want? Then take it, Pretty-Man. Take it while I lay bound across this nag. I won’t squawk. And you wouldn’t be the first.” That horrid eye narrowed.

I cast a critical eye. “Not sure of the logistics it’d require, but that ain’t it.”

“You wish a balm for your conscience, then?” Ring-Wyrm sneered, skinning those gnarly teeth.

“Only balm for a bad conscience is booze, lady.” I twiddled the root between my fingers. “And this ain’t that, trust me.”

“Trust you?” Ring-Wyrm snorted.

“Just a turn of phrase.”

“You jaw about conscience, like the iron-men of the slaughtered-god. Will it soothe your soul to poison me? To help me? Do what you want, I cannot stop you. But you will burn forever in the after-all.”

“That is Plan A.”

Ring-Wyrm blinked through the driving ice. I held the root near her mouth, mindful of the fact that she could probably bite off half my hand. “Here. Take it. They’re gonna burn you, cut on you, do whatever it is they want.”

The muscles in her jaw flexed as Ring-Wyrm ground her teeth, then grimaced forward, snatching the root delicately with her half-mouth, tonguing it in.

I let out a breath. “Chew and swallow half, and it’ll dull the pain. But you’ve got to chew it good first. Really pulp it up before you swallow. Keep the rest in your cheek for later.”

“And if I wish the long-fall?”

“The long-fall...?” I took a breath. “Chew it all. Then swallow it. It’ll go fast. You won’t feel anything. Eventually...” Then I rose, turned, slunk away.
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...tracked us for days following our departure from Gethsemane. Always, reavers were seen skulking by the far horizon, watching, always watching. Litten claimed these Skull-Collars were cowards and would do only that.

Yet, we already kenned Litten for a damned...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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IT WAS HER HOWLING that woke me. Ring-Wyrm’s. At first, I thought it another bad dream, another nightmare, another hell-scape visage tearing me awake, the same one’d come calling, night after night since we’d fettered the reaver-witch, laid her low, brought her to bear. Or I should say, ‘They’d’ fettered her. ‘They’d’ brought her to bear. Me and Karl’d laid her low, yeah, there’s no denying, but where we were dealing clean deaths at a slick premium, our Teutonic brethren’s offer was of the more protracted sort.

Her howls echoed through the night.

I rubbed my eyes, brushed the hair from my face, gripped the dagger beneath my makeshift pillow, and listened.

No...

Just the wind. Ripping like a blizzard.

This time.

Cause her...? That Cain-marked monstrosity? They’d taken to gagging her the night of the broken moon. The night Brother Albus slit his own throat, listening to her sibilant whispers, her forked tongue flickering between short, thick tusks, her hog-tied on her belly in the dirt, spitting out grit, wallowing in her own swill.

They claimed it a curse.

Black magic.

They said it was reaver witchery.

I thought maybe it showed Brother Albus bore an ounce of humanity.

But I’ve been wrong before.

Across the tundra, northeast, we made our way, traveling long grey hours back toward the Teutonic caravan. That’s what I spied from atop a small rise overlooking the black expanse of Lake Golgotha.

The caravan from afar was a dichotomy of order and chaos. At its center, the Teutonic Fort, its straight clean avenues set parallel and perpendicular to one another, a series of four equal berms surrounding it, connected at the corners by scaffold towers. The same every night. The only change was the terrain surrounding it. Ten miles onward. Ten miles eastward. Ten miles further toward utter isolation.

Encapsulating the order was the chaos of the camp followers. The mishmash of wagons, horsemen, and walkers all huddling as close to the Teutonics’ camp as possible. A great fire rose from amid the chaos, where a pit’d been gouged out, dug in, and even leagues off, bitter winds heralded the infestation of death, the stench of burning flesh.

“We’re there,” I announced.

“A fine bit of scouting, Sir Luther.” Sergeant Caerenin leaned forward in his saddle, looking over the rise.

“Just followed my nose.”

“Death, it seems, has stricken the camp.”

“What else’s new?” I commented.

“Is,” Sergeant Caerenin shielded his eyes from the sun’s rising glare, “is that a plague pit, perhaps...?”

“Yeah. Sure.” I stroked my mount’s neck. “On a raw night, why not? Warm yourself by the fire and wish your sweetheart farewell. Pulls double duty.”

“Why not, indeed.”

I squinted his way. “Know why they want her alive?”

“The reaver-witch?”

“There another her within a league?”

“I go where Brother Marius points. Do what Brother Marius bids. Which is digging latrines when we’re not under attack.”

“No thought involved. No moral quandaries. No regrets. I’m jealous.”

“It,” Sergeant Caerenin pursed his lips, “it bears both its strengths and its weaknesses.”

“I heard Marshal Emeric has a thing for Bad-Hand Witches. That his daughter was taken. That maybe she’s one?”

“The Lady of the Grey Waste? Eleanor was her name.” Sergeant Caerenin nodded. “I have heard the tales, as well. Some twenty years he has searched. In truth, I know not whether they are true or false. My instinct tells me they are probably some proportion of both.”

“What’s he do with the Bad-Hands?”

“You saw.” Sergeant Caerenin’s eyes blazed. “The same he does with all the rest.”

Ring-Wyrm’s screams echoed raw in my mind.

Sergeant Caerenin gripped the reins of his mount. “Why, Sir Luther, does it bother you?”

“Bothers me seeing anyone trussed up as such. Slung over the back of a horse, day after day, lying in her own piss and shit come night. And the rest of it...”

“Brother Marius says you came to blows with Brother Handel over her treatment.”

“Yeah, well, it was the Christian thing to do.”

“The Christian thing?”

“Sure. Dragging her carcass somewhere dry. Out of the gale wind. It’s what Jesus would’ve done.” I nodded. “Were he the type to take prisoners, starve them, torture them nigh on halfway to Hell.” I licked my lips. “Been on both sides of that equation, and you always end up with less than you started. Either end.” I shook my head. “I’d just as soon she got a swift, clean death. Drawing it out? Stretching it thin...? Ain’t my spirit of choice.”

“Nor mine, Sir Luther...” Sergeant Caerenin paused.

“But you’re just a Grey-Mantle, a grey-cloak, a lackluster, a nobody.”

“Aye, I am all that, and less it seems as of late.”

“Someday, the nobody-nothings got to band together and give the somebody-somethings a little what-for.”

“They have, Sir Luther. The Hussites. The Jacqueries. The weaver’s guild of Palmalver. They gave what for. They gave it good, they gave it all, and they got what’s coming to us all, only a little while sooner.”

“Just like Brother Mildrek?”

Sergeant Caerenin turned. “What of it?”

“He was murdered, yeah?” I said. “And you don’t give a hang?”

“Please, don’t expect me to believe that you do.”

“Fair enough, but it’s got to mean something. Something to you. Something to your order. Something to somebody.”

“Brother Mildrek stood in his way.” Sergeant Caerenin glared for a long while at camp; then he rode off.

I trailed him at a distance.

Our camp was a short ride back.

Sergeant Caerenin guided his mount toward the makeshift rope-corral.

“Thanks again for what you did for Karl,” I said.

Sergeant Caerenin glanced back as he dismounted. “It was just a small bit of surgery. Now that the splinters are out, the wound clean, my hope is it shall heal. Is Goodman Karl still sleeping?”

“Looks it.” Karl still lay where I’d left him, alone, alongside a low smoldering fire. “Ten years ago he’d have been up and running riot before the sun tickled the horizon. Not the most pliant of patients. I should know, though I’m not the most adroit of healers. A shit-bum’s what he generally calls me when I’m forced to don the mantle.”

“It is by the Lord’s power and grace that we heal, Sir Luther, and it is merely our task to remove any impediments,” Sergeant Caerenin said.

“Well, anyway, thanks.” I glanced over. Ring-Wyrm lay in a broken heap on the far side of camp. A pair of guards stood watch over her. After Brother Albus, it’d always be a pair. At least. “Jesus. She’s still kicking.”

“Aye.” Sergeant Caerenin nodded. “She’s a hardy sort, a testament to her kind, much to her own detriment.”

“You truly don’t ken why we’re taking her?”

Sergeant Caerenin drew a deep breath.

“Forget it.” I turned, but he laid a hand on my shoulder.

“Hold.” Sergeant Caerenin cast a wary glare across camp. “Komtur Habermund was ... was stricken the night of the attack.”

“Stricken...?”

“Aye. Someone breached the camp redoubt amidst the furor and smote him down...” Sergeant Caerenin’s whisper tailed off. “The wound was bad, Sir Luther, very bad.”

“That doesn’t explain—”

“There was some aspect to the wound beyond the norm. I myself did not witness it. They believe it a curse from these savages. Some puissant weapon of a fell nature. Most likely, they seek to understand it.”

“What’s puissant mean?”

“It means—” Sergeant Caerenin caught himself, offering a grim smile. “Her sect of savages, these Bad-Hands, stricken by deformity, are all demon-brides, devil-consorts, fell witches. They strike a bargain, you see? Their soul in exchange for powers. But for a price. They say the festering flesh appears firstly around the fingers. From there it spreads up the hand and arm, then the neck, and lastly, across the face.”

I rubbed my burned throat. “Like our princess back there, yeah?”

“Aye, Sir Luther, like her.”

“So we’re bringing her back to what? Extract information? Vengeance? Or maybe just string her up for all to see?”

“Perhaps none of those things,” Sergeant Caerenin said. “Perhaps all three.”

“Why all the secrecy? Why not just tell us that’s what we’re doing?”

“And admit that pagan sorcery is more powerful than the full might of the Lord God and his warrior-saints?”

“‘Saints’ is a bit strong.”

“It’s how they view themselves.”

“But not you?”

“As I said,” Sergeant Caerenin blanched, “I’m but a lowly Grey-Mantle, Sir Luther. Sainthood is a destination far beyond my ken or journey. I do what I am ordered to do, and I try to do it well.”

“Yeah.” I balled my hand into a fist. “The fuckers. They lied to me.”

“Who?”

“Marshal Emeric and Chevaleaux, the Coin-Master,” I said. “They said we were going to save folk. To save the women and children that’d been abducted. To bring them back to their folk and families.”

“And you believed them?”

“Fuck no,” I throttled the hilt of my dagger, “it’s just I wanted to.”
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...choked like a fume, the stench of blood and death, the buzzing of flies, the writhing of maggots spilled across the hard grey dirt. In dreams, I saw this end, warned them, warned them all, yet was met with only cold hostility and fervent...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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MY BIGGEST GRIPE ABOUT journeying with a mobile city? Finding the watering hole once the slogging’s done, camp’s set, and my soul’s begging for some small modicum of easy release. Any sensible group of folk bound together by communal despair, crawling across the vast tundra, out in the wastes and wilds, ought to achieve some mutual accord as to where it’s set up each night. North side of camp? East? West...? Who gives a shite? Just make the blaggard easy to find.

But maybe it’s finding a sensible group that’s the problem.

Might be one doesn’t exist.

Might be one never did.

Foot sore and road-weary, I found it all the same, after some rough and tussle, tucked away on the north side of camp, looking out over Lake Golgotha, a stiff constant breeze ripping in, a rusty misery whip saw-toothing away against any skin unlucky enough to be exposed. I ducked through the tent flap, paused, savored the warmth of humanity co-mingling with cook-fire. Through the blue haze and low murmur, my breath still came misted, but it was a sight less miserable than the gales of the endless tundra.

My wagons were gone. Gone or portioned out or left scattered in the dust. A disappointment, but sadly, not an overwhelming surprise. My first business’d been jawing raw to Marshal Emeric or Coin-Master Chevaleaux, seeing what was what concerning my erstwhile property. But guards’d halted me at the gate, their manner of address, bereft of my ‘Sir’ honorific, implying heavily that I could go fuck myself. But to do so with the grace of God. It was those personal touches that really endeared the Teutonics to me.

I sidled up to the makeshift bar, took in the joint, slapped down a clipped nickel. “Start me off with ale, and keep ‘em coming.”

“Yah sure, friend—” The bartender turned, his fist towel-wrapped and shoved in the mouth of a flagon like any bartender worth his salt. “Sir Luther...?”

“Yeah...?” I glanced up. It was Lonn, one of my driver’s worth a damn. Maybe two. I nodded, sighed, smiled. A small bit of luck. Always good being on the ins with a bartender.

“Well, for the love of Saint Pete, we thought you was dead.” Lonn set the flagon aside. “We thought you was all dead.”

“Nope, only most,” I said. “And who’s we?”

“Me, my nephew, Lord Almighty, everyone. Been a lot of talk. Hey, Kelman!” Lonn snapped his fingers at Kelman, patrolling the tavern with a rusted shovel, leading with his nose, trying to rid the makeshift tavern of any horse or human turds deposited before setup. The true hallmark of any classy joint. Lonn shook his head. “Damnest thing. Thought you was dead...”

“So did I,” I said. “A couple times. Maybe more.”

“Well, glad to see you again, boss.” Lonn filled a leather flagon, handed it to me, then pushed my sad, dented nickel back. “Forget it. I owe you. We owe you. Yah, this one’s on the house. Just don’t tell Billick.” He leaned in, raising a hand. “The owner.”

“Fair enough.” I raised my flagon, took a sip, closed my eyes. “And thanks.” It was muted, sour, had a flavor somehow reminding me of horse and cabbage and sweat, but it was cold, crisp, biting, and glorious, nonetheless. “Mind if I snag one for Karl before I bounce?”

“Leaving so soon?”

“No, but there’s a fair chance I won’t remember by the time I do. Figure you might.”

“Ah, yah sure, boss.” Lonn tapped his temple, filled another flagon. “How is the ole’ Skull-Splitter?”

“Seen better days.” I considered. “Seen worse, too, though. Got a couple busted ribs, some bumps and bruises, and a bad attitude, at the very least. But he’ll mend.” I took in the place. A low flicker of light rippled along the canvas walls. Down the bar sat a fella I recognized but couldn’t quite place. A young, gawky fella with a fine green cloak and an Adam’s apple that stuck out near far as his nose. He had his head down, nursing an ale with tentative sips.

“How was Gethsemane?” I asked. Not scouring Gethsemane for Benjamin ben Ari’d been weighing on my mind. Another town I’d need revisit if I didn’t find him along our road to Esdraelon.

“Bad, yah, but not the worst.” Lonn started in on another flagon. “Reavers hit us the night before we lit in. And giants hit Gethsemane the week before we arrived. But they still had some supplies left to restock. Seems the giant-folk were more interested in taking, ah, fresher supplies than wares.”

I took another sip of sour ale, getting more sour by the minute.

“Oh, I asked around for that Benjamin Ari you was asking on,” Lonn said. “Found no takers, though. Some folk thought they might’ve heard of some Benjamin fella headed out to Esdraelon. Mmm, about a year and a half past, I think. But they wouldn’t swear to it.”

“Thanks, Lonn.” I hefted my flagon. “Any word on the new Komtur? They reach a quorum, yet? Elect one?”

“Nah.” Lonn shook his head. “Word is there’s some Teutonic out in the tundra, doing his damnest to combat them giants. They call him Jack the Giant Killer or the Cripple, depending on who’s doing the jawing.”

“Yeah, I heard about him. What’s the deal?”

“Word is, he’s full-brethren enough to reach a quorum, should they find him. Sent out feelers, but no dice yet. Tall order. Gone native, they say, living like a cursed savage.”

“Ain’t we all.” I took a pull. “Council of Five’s still calling the shots then, yeah?”

“Yah sure, the Council’s been making the decisions. Depends who you ask carries the most weight, but it’s the same five as when you left. Say,” Lonn snapped his fingers, “where you both staying?”

“In the lee of some fucker’s wagon. Down on the south side, beside the barrow-mounds. Found some canvas, set up a lean-to. Not the best neighborhood, but the hole’s affordable, and the folks next door are quiet.”

“Well, me and the boy got a tent out back.” Lonn thumbed over his shoulder. “Ain’t no manor, but we got room. And I owe you, boss, and that’s a fact.”

“I don’t know it’s a fact, but I won’t dispute it.” I took a sip. “Don’t suppose my wagons are around anywhere?”

“Nah. The Brethren come in and,” Lonn shook his head, “well, you was there.”

“For all the good it did.”

Lonn chuffed a laugh. “Pardon, hardly funny, but that’s what I thought, too. Didn’t got the stones to say it, though. Nor do nothing about it...”

“Yeah, you have the lone counterbalance to stones.” I tapped my forehead. “Brains.”

Lonn shook his head. “Never been accused of that.”

“Well, you’re one up on me. I’ve never been accused of either.”

Taking a sip, feeling eyes, I turned. Some fella with one eyebrow was giving me the stink-eye. Or Lonn. It was Billick. “Think your new boss’s getting on his hind legs, Lonn.”

“Thanks...” Lonn snatched another flagon and moved down the bar to another patron.

“No problem.”

“Have a good eve, Lonn.” The gawky fella set a coin down, pulled his fine cloak over his shoulders, headed out the door. It struck me then. It was Otto, the stable boy.

“G’night, Otto. And thanks.” Lonn swept the coin into his palm, then snatched a glance over his shoulder. “They said you was going off and hunting reavers, giants, and finding them women and children that was taken. And bringing ‘em back.”

“That’s what they told me, too.” I took a sip, gave a grimace.

“Was they lying?”

“Well, they sure as shit weren’t telling truths.”

“Lord...” Lonn leaned in. “You find any of them?”

“Yeah, we found them.” I took a long pull, killing my flagon, then set it down. “Every last one.”

“Yah? Really? Oh! Well, that’s cause for a celebration—” Lonn was pouring, looking down, away from the expression gracing my face. So he can be forgiven that. As he reached over to grab a bell and give it a good shake, I stayed his hand.

“Easy...” I lowered my voice. “Celebrating on that score’s packed its bags and stepped off a cliff.”

“For the love of Saint Pete...” Lonn crossed himself as Kelman trudged past with a shovel full of horseshit. “Hi, Sir Luther.”

“Hey, kid.”

“Glad to see you ain’t dead.”

“The feeling’s mutual.” I raised my flagon. “And watch where you’re going with that shit.”

“Yes, sir.” Kelman trudged out the back flap and into darkness.

“Heads up.” Lonn nodded surreptitiously toward the front entrance, then buried his hand in another flagon. “Fuck-sticks coming.”

I didn’t turn. “Teutonics?”

“Yah.”

“For me?”

“If I’m being honest, I’d prefer it over me.”

“Yeah, I don’t blame you.”

“Yah, they’re looking your way.” Lonn melted away down the bar.

“Good luck with your new career.” I turned in time to see Block-Head clomping at the head of a Grey-Mantle phalanx, the vaunted Marshal Emeric and Coin-Master Chevaleaux striding in their midst.

“On your feet, pissant,” Block-Head barked.

“Knew you couldn’t stay away.” Leaning back against the bar, I took a sip, offered a half-arse salute to the rest of the pious pricks. “I win a prize or something?”

“Aye.” Block-Head leaned in close. “You won it, alright, and it’s me that’s gonna give it to you.”

“Oh my...” I fanned myself furiously, “I feel like an altar boy after his first Mass.”

“Maybe you’ll get it now.”

“Just like you gave Brother Mildrek?”

“Why you—” Block-Head reached to grab me by the scruff of my neck, but I poked him in the eye, yanked him off-balance by his mail hood, and swept the legs out from under him. He slammed down hard, and I made sure he landed on his head. Then I killed the lion’s share of my ale and addressed the two lords. “The reaver-witch your daughter?” I eyeballed Marshal Emeric. He said nothing. “Well, I was looking for you two. Don’t suppose you’ve come to return my wagons? With apologies and interest. Along with the reward for the Bad-Hand Witch? I believe the phrase ‘pay handsomely’ was invoked.”

“And I believe it was Brother Marius who brought the fettered witch in,” Marshal Emeric dead-panned. “But, your optimism shall bear you far, Sir Luther.”

“Oh yeah?” I perked up. “Any idea when?”

“Not today.” Marshal Emeric glared.

“We have our scribes working furiously even now on writs of ownership.” Coin-Master Chevaleaux hobbled carefully over Block-Head’s inert form.

“Well, that’s a relief.” I scratched my head. “Though ... I don’t recall having any writs of ownership to start with.”

“Nor should you.” Marshal Emeric crossed his arms.

“Nor shall you,” Coin-Master Chevaleaux smiled.

“I thought we were square. Thought the job got done. Thought my shit was mine again.”

“Your belongings are yours,” the Coin-Master said. “Those you bear with you on your person, and those of your comrade.”

“Thank God,” I swiped my brow, “I can finally retire.”

“Good,” Coin-Master Chevaleaux said, “I am most glad we could provide you with some succor in difficult straits. And make no mistake, these straits are most difficult indeed.” He offered a glance round the Grey-Mantles crowding in, glaring grim from beneath the shadow of iron helms. “Brother Marius reported you posed not an insignificant amount of difficulty on the mission. I’m told that at every twist and every turn, you proved a rock in the boot, a kink in the rope, a nettle in the yarn—”

“A thorn in the side?” I offered helpfully.

“I see it now as an understatement.” Coin-Master Chevaleaux glanced down at Block-Head, the snoring corpse. “We are all here, alone upon a ship in the vast ocean. We need each other to survive, and we must all pull our own weight to arrive happily into port. Can you not grasp that simple fact?”

“Happily, huh? Thought that’s what I was doing, lugging your shit for you, day after day,” I said. “Right up until the day you stole it.” I inadvertently gripped the handle of my dagger. Possibly not the smartest of moves.

Marshal Emeric stepped forth along with everyone else.

I let go, raised my hands, pressed my back against the bar.

Coin-Master Chevaleaux offered Marshall Emeric a glare. “I find men whose accounts are in arrears the most aggressive and least subject to reason.”

“I don’t owe you shit,” I said.

“My account ledger weaves a different tale.”

“You can shove your account ledger up your arse sideways, you miserable prick.”

“It’s comments of such nature that might upset the ship, Sir Luther. Indeed, it’s comments of such nature that most assuredly would force a captain to make difficult decisions.”

“We leave on the morrow, Sir Luther.” Marshal Emeric leaned in. “Don’t force us to make difficult decisions.”

“And pray don’t make us tell you again.”

“Huh...?” I wiggled a finger in my ear. “Tell me what?”

“Most. Difficult. Indeed.” Without looking down, Coin-Master Chevaleaux offered a hand to a groggy Block-Head. “Come, come, Brother Marius, on your feet.” He dragged Block-Head to his feet, offering me one last glare before hobbling off. “The ocean is cold and vast and endlessly deep, Sir Luther. And like the great ocean, once one slips beneath the surface of the Grey Waste, one is lost forever. Most assuredly. It would be a shame some dark night to find oneself cast overboard, flailing in the heedless deep, watching as the ship sails ever onward.”
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...bade us stand firm, all for the glory and honor of the Good Lord. ‘God wills it!’ came Litten’s clarion cry. ‘God wills it!’ Yet, when the reavers came and lay ruin and slaughter, felling us like so much chaff, he was the first to...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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“SIR LUTHER...”

I was at Sluys again, just a green page, swearing, sweating, frantic, loading crossbows for some merc-bastard fuck stationed in the Basilisk’s forecastle, bearing down on the French fleet chained in harbor. All those warships floating as one, like an undulant castle stretching on for miles. Then I heard it, just a wisp, a whisper, a chirp, like a bird soaring overhead, followed by a whistle morphing into roar. I glared up, saw it was no bird bearing down, no dragon. It was a missile soaring, launched hurtling from a catapult, and it took the merc-bastard fuck’s head clean off as it shattered the deck and hull, launching me—

“Sir Luther,” I felt a poke, “wake up.”

“Huh? Wha...? Jesus—” I lurched up, awake, breath steaming, the cold digging in its crystalline claws. Pouting, I yanked my ratty blanket up in some ill-fated attempt at keeping warm. “Wha-What is it?”

“You told me to wake you when I left.” It was the kid. The half-breed. Kelman.

“Jesus...” I rubbed my eyes. “Why the hell’d I do a dumb thing like that?”

Kelman blinked. I could see naught but silhouette, but somehow sensed it.

“We pulling up stakes?” I yawned.

“Uh, no, not for a few hours.”

“Yeah...?”

“Yes. You told me to tell you when I went fishing. Said you owed my uncle.”

Lonn lay in the other corner, across from Karl. Both were snoring. Or pretending to snore, cause no man could snore that loud without firm purpose. It was like a contest, and I was the big loser. All-Father’s Oath, story of my life.

Kelman rummaged blind in the pitch black, gathering his meager fishing gear.

I rubbed my head, my neck, let loose a yawn. “How’s it you managed to sleep through all this racket?”

“Got some wool wads I twist up and tuck in my ears,” Kelman said. “Don’t stop it altogether, but it dulls the edge.”

“You could try digging a hole,” I grunted. “A deep one.”

“For my head?”

“No,” I yawned, “for them.”

“Heh...” Kelman chuffed. “Your Karl’s almost as bad as my uncle.”

“My Karl...” I stretched my neck til it popped. “You can have him if you promise to feed him. Water him. Let him off someone from time to time.”

“I’ll pass, Sir Luther.” Kelman shouldered his gear. “You ready?”

“Smart kid. And no.” I clambered up, yawned again, could taste how bad my breath was. But it wouldn’t keep the fish away. And I owed Lonn. Or maybe we were even. Jesus. Easy to lose track out here in the great wide nowhere.

“Hey kid.”

“Yes?” Kelman paused at the tent slit, his silhouette limned by the glow of the plague pit burning beyond.

“How do you catch a polar bear?”

“A ... a what?”

“Jesus. A bloody polar bear. One of them big northern fuckers. All white, stands as tall as a pillar of doom and’s twice as mean.”

“Uh, I don’t know...”

“Well, first you find a frozen lake, and you cut a hole in the ice.” I pulled my wool hat low, tied my cloak round my neck. “Then you surround the hole with peas.”

“Peas...?” Kelman sounded skeptical. At best. What he was unsure about at this point I couldn’t savvy, but I forged on bravely.

“Then you hide nearby, and wait, and watch, yeah?” I slung Yolanda over my shoulder, pulled on my gloves, gathered up one of Karl’s hand axes, tucked it into my belt. “Then, when the bear stops by to take a pea, you run up behind and kick him in the ice-hole.”

“Huh...?” Kelman frowned. “Do bears eat peas? I’d have thought they eat meat.”

“Jesus Christ. Just a second ago, you didn’t even know what the hell one was. Now you’re a bloody expert?”

“Wouldn’t north-bears be used to cold water?”

“Jesus, kid,” I ducked out of the tent, “it’s just a bloody joke.”

The camp lay silent but for the crackle of flames yonder and the occasional bark of ice shifting across the lake. We picked our way through tent and wagon, past makeshift horse and cattle corrals watched by dozing guards.

“You got a special spot you like to fish?” I trudged down a slim path between a gauntlet of water barrels and guy lines. “A good-luck spot?”

“Truth be told, I ain’t caught nothing along the shore.” Kelman glanced over. “Been going out some forty yards or so, but I’m thinking ... maybe further?” He shrugged. “Or maybe closer?”

“Well, as long as that’s settled.”

“You got any fishing gear, Sir Luther?”

I lifted Karl’s hand-axe. “Brought this.”

“I, uh, ain’t never seen no one catch a fish with a axe.”

“Well, you’ve never seen me.”

“How you gonna do it?”

“It’s an old technique, taught to me by my elders. A family secret passed on from generation to generation, down from the sons of Adam.”

“Sons of Adam...”

I could tell by his voice he was impressed.

“The Cain side of the family.” I blew into my mittens. “Jesus. Where the fuck’s the lake?”

Kelman wagged a finger. “My uncle says I shouldn’t say that word.”

“What? Lake? Why?”

“No, the other one.”

“Ah, yeah,” I chuffed a laugh. “That makes more sense.”

“Lake’s over yonder.” Kelman pointed, and we wended our way through wagons and tents and over the ridge of a low ice drift. “Hey—”

I grabbed Kelman’s shoulder and yanked him back, shoved him down. “Shhh... Stay down, kid.”

“Sir—?”

“Shut it.”

Kelman caught a glimpse and clammed up forthwith.

A bluish aura glowed far off across the lake.

“What is it?” Kelman whispered.

“Don’t know.” I stayed low, craned my neck, squinted. It was moving away. Or seemed to be. Whatever it was.

“Is that east?”

“No. North, so it ain’t dawn light.”

“Then what—”

“Shhhh... Don’t know.” I hunkered at the edge of the rise. “Fox-fire.”

“What’s fox-fire?”

“Nothing good. Everything bad.”

Kelman started shivering, teeth chattering. Wasn’t the cold, and I didn’t blame him. “R-Reavers?”

“Yeah. Sure. Maybe. Probably.” I rose to a crouch, scanning over the low ridge. The light faded off toward the far horizon. “Get back to your uncle, and tell Karl to get his arse down here.”

“Karl’s got one foot in the grave.”

“He’ll have to hop then.”

Kelman just stared.

“Kid, there ain’t a man more dangerous, even with one toe tickling Hade’s harpsichord,” I said.

“What about you?”

“Me...?” I waved a hand. “I’m tame as a kitten.”

“No. What are you going to do?”

“Gonna go fishing, kid, see what I catch.” I shoved him off. “Just get moving.”

Kelman swallowed. “A-Alright.”

Crawling over the edge of the rise, I caught a whiff of copper, of iron, of blood. For a short piece, I just lay there, breathing slow, waiting, watching, letting my eyes adjust. There was something out on the ice. Something... The blue light faded to darkness. Had it been a stray lantern light reflecting off something? Some artifact of the plague pit? No. More likely the moon. Even though where the light had disappeared was north. And the sky was crystal clear. Swathes of star lay slathered across the sky.

I crawled head-first down to the shore. Ice’d crusted in heaves and valleys like the teeth of a shark, all sharp and gnarly and weird. The cold emanated through my mittens, gnawing into my hands as I crawled through the frozen scree, hard edges digging into my knees, elbows, scrabbling towards the smooth ice beyond.

The moon peeked in the east as I crawled free of the ice, the sliver of silver casting a blade of steel across the dark ice. Ahead, not far, a small mound of misshapen something lay splayed out.

I paused, couldn’t suss it clear, so waited to see if it’d move.

I gave it five measured Paternosters and a couple dirty limericks before I crawled onward, glancing over my shoulder. No one was around. The dim trickle of the camp stirring wafted past, early birds starting to wake, gather, the clatter of pots and pans, the sharp snap of flint and steel, the cough of plague victims trying to clear their lungs.

But there was more.

Beyond the makeshift redoubt walls of the Teutonics, a clamor started rising. The clatter of weapons and armor, the saddling of mounts, the barking of terse orders. A sharp curse sounded from beyond, and I could make out a breach in the earthen walls. A horn blew. Bad news was traveling, and it was traveling fast. In which direction it was traveling wasn’t much of a guess. It was surging like a stampede and headed my way.

For an instant, I considered turning tail. Bolting after Kelman. Keeping my head low and praying no one’d seen. There was still time. But I had that itch and needed to scratch. Needed to know. Wanted to get a peek at the mound, the small unobtrusive mound situated some twenty yards from shore.

So I hustled on.

The mound was a corpse.

‘Course it was. No surprise there.

I’d known the instant I saw.

But something was wrong. Something I couldn’t suss clean from shore. There just wasn’t enough of it. As I crept near, I thought it a child. Thought it some poor merchant’s son or daughter, dragged out onto the tundra with promises of a new life in a far off land. Closer, though, I made out a hand. A glove lying flat. Strained my eyes cobbling together sense. I took a step to my left, caught a different perspective. Jesus. It was a man, full grown, and he’d been cut in half. His hand stuck up almost as though it were waving, fingers extended in some weird posture.

The fucker’s head’d been cut cleanly sideways from crown to jaw. The front of his skull, his face, was simply gone. Sliding round him in a circle, staking my appraisal, moon rising beyond the distant vista, I froze. All-Father’s Oath. No. I was wrong. The fucker hadn’t been cut in half. Might not’ve been cut at all. I knelt. Jesus... He lay face down, half-engulfed in the ice.

A series of horns blew from the Teutonic fort, men shouting, barking orders, the furor reaching a fever pitch. The camp followers started stirring, too. Behind came footsteps, someone crunching through the uneven scree.

I gripped Karl’s axe, cocked it back, froze.

“Best get moving, lad,” Karl rumbled as he hobbled along. “Ain’t no helping this poor fucker.”

“Help...?” I lowered the axe. “Thought you’d be dancing for joy.”

“How’s that?” Karl trudged carefully, using his thane-axe as a walking stick.

“Poor fucker?’” I smirked.

Karl took a hard gander at the corpse and split a grin, nodded, offered a final benediction in the form of a hocked wad of whatever festered in the depths of his ruined lungs. “Nice cloak.”

Moonlight glinted off something, an amulet, lying nearby, as several squads of Teutonics marched forth from their redoubt.

“Yeah.” I knelt and worked the amulet free of the ice. It was copper and had some weight. Between the dim flicker of far-off torchlight and the cool feel beneath my fingers, I tried to suss out its symbol. “It’s a medallion of office.” I rubbed it clean of gritty slush with my thumb, felt its cold textured face, held it to the moonlight, squinted. “Shit. It’s the Coin-Master.”

“Got some nice boots, too. Hrrm...?” Karl cocked his head. “One of ‘em, anyway.”

“If they weren’t half encased in ice, I’d see if they were my size.”

“Fine idea, lad,” Karl warned. “Donning the prick’s boots same day as he’s murdered. And ye almost drew steel on the fucker.”

“Yeah, well,” I set the medallion down on the ice, “seems lately I’m full of grand ideas.”
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...beyond even the harsh honesty of rape, of murder, of torture. For between two such parties there lies no obscurities, no ambiguities, no lies. Yet, what they imposed upon us in their war-lust was much...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
[image: image]


RING-WYRM’S SCREAMS were something from myth, of legend, extracted en masse from the back alleys of London, long past sundown. The Teutonic army hadn’t moved on as the council’d planned. Coin-Master Chevaleaux being murdered, dragged out of the redoubt, and lodged in the ice shelf’d put something of a damper on things. And although Ring-Wyrm lay bound and caged still within the fort, the Teutonics laid the blame squarely at her scarred feet.

To be fair, she was an easy mark.

Cause it had to be witchcraft. Pagan sorcery. Black magic. What have you...

Never mind the fact that someone’d skulked into the fortress in the middle of the night. Never mind, that they’d killed four guards on the sly. And never mind that they’d murdered Coin-Master Chevaleaux, borne his carcass, breached an earthen wall, then dragged him onto the lake and half-submerged him in the ice. Never mind all that. Thing was, they’d done so without waking a single bloody person.

It was a horrible thing.

A strange horrible thing.

And it couldn’t have happened to a more miserable prick.

Overseen by old Block-Head, a diener squad hacked round Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s corpse, hefting pickaxes, hammers, and chisels, then tuns of hot water along with good old-fashioned blood, sweat, and fears. From the ridge overlooking the shore, I sat alongside Karl and Kelman and a whole herd of folk with no chores more pressing than watching some dead fella pried from the ice.

Block-Head and his dieners toiled none too gently, extricating him limb by limb, yanking and cursing the Coin-Master’s hands stuck frozen in the ice, his long luxurious hair ripped out by the fistful, one of his fine leather boots lost to the deep.

A shroud of silence muffled the shore as they finally pried his contorted carcass free, rolled him over, grimacing skyward. His limbs crippled out frozen, looking like nothing so much as a dead rat. More than a few dieners crossed themselves, bowed their heads, laid into prayer.

More than a few didn’t.

“Cover him,” Block-Head’s bark echoed clear out over the ice.

Block-Head glared at me, all of us, grumbling something no doubt complimentary, then ordered Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s corpse placed on a stretcher, secured, borne to the fort.

“Hey kid.” I smacked Kelman on the arm.

“Huh?” Kelman jumped. “What?”

“Gonna waste a fishing-hole the good Lord himself provided?”

“Huh...?”

“C’mon.” Karl was already on it, though, gimping forward, hacking, coughing, clutching his side, fishing line in hand. “Could do with some pike. Or trout. Or, Odin’s eye, anything.”

Me and Kelman tramped after.

“Just pray it’s a minnow,” I sneered at Karl. “Anything bigger and it’s liable to pull you in. Or break the rest of your ribs.”

“Yar.” Karl chuffed a laugh, wincing, grimacing. “Gotta conjure some grub, though. Starving my arse off.”

“You are looking svelte.” I said. “You’ll finally fit into that cute little negligee.”

“Ye’d like that, wouldn’t ye?”

“I only want what’s best for us.”

“Ain’t been much chaw at the tavern,” Kelman huffed up after.

“Yeah, I noticed. I thought we were flush after Gethsemane. What gives?”

“Price of beef and lamb, any meat’s through the roof,” Kelman said. “Been rising steady since we left Riga. And the Teutonics hold what stores there are under lock and key. Folk say Quartermaster Croxton’s like God out here.”

“Blasphemy.”

“Eh, oh.” Kelman reddened, crossed himself. “Don’t tell my uncle, if you please. I ... I was just saying what Billick says.”

“Who the fuck’s Billick?” Karl growled.

“Fella owns the Moveable Feast.”

“Oh, yeah.”

The three of us sidled round the vaguely man-shaped hole. Black water dense as midnight filled it. Within the walls, the ends of the Coin-Master’s fingers poked out. Or, were they the beginnings?

“Thick ice.” I stamped a foot. “Nigh on a foot, give or take.”

“Hrrm...”

“Hell, maybe it’s eighteen inches. Always best erring on the side of caution regarding inches, yeah?”

Nodding his head, Kelman began unwinding his fishing line. “Uncle Lonn always says fishermen are wont to lie about their catches.”

Karl gave me a look, scowled, shook his head.

I smirked. “Yeah, but it’s a trait not solely borne by fishermen.” I knelt down, inspecting Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s fingers.

“Got any rings?” Karl rumbled over my shoulder.

“You ghoul.” I frowned. “And unfortunately, no. Not that I can see, anyway.” I peered close. The flesh looked pale, swollen, blue. “Huh...”

Karl leaned on his axe. “What?”

“Oh, nothing, I suppose. Forget it.” I wiped my nose with the back of my hand. “Probably just the cold. Hey kid, you got that shovel?”

“Yes sir.”

“Mind scooping some bergs out? Ice’s building up fast.”

“No sweat.” Kelman dipped his shovel in.

“Odin’s eye,” Karl peered into the hole, “like staring into a patch o’ black midnight. You ken the water has a ... a bad feel to it? Or’s it just me?”

“Just you, Susan.” Kneeling, facing darkness, I stared into the depths and saw nothing. Heard nothing. Which wasn’t uncommon, but Karl was right. There was an uneasy feel to it. A sense of menace. Whether it was cause my head was buried in what was until recently an open grave, I couldn’t suss. “Alright. I’ll admit I don’t love it.”

Karl gripped his axe. “Yar...”

“Know what I do love, though?”

“What?” Kelman scooped more ice and flung it, sliding wet across the lake.

“Pike,” Karl said.

“Yeah. And since we can’t afford real meat...”

Karl unslung the long-line off his shoulder, careful not to hook himself with the myriad leads, and played it out coil by coil. Kelman stood by, meticulously baiting each hook. “Hope they’re biting today.”

“Catch anything, gentlemen?” A voice from behind asked.

“Huh?” I glanced over my shoulder. “No, nothing yet.” It was Sergeant Caerenin. I nodded. “Just getting started.”

“Goodman Karl, I’m glad to see you up and about,” Sergeant Caerenin said.

Karl white-knuckled the haft of his thane-axe. “Go fuck yerself.”

“Yes well,” Sergeant Caerenin straightened as though struck, but soldiered on, “you’ll have to forgive me for delaying your fishing, gentlemen, but it seems Brother Marius didn’t perform as meticulous a job as he might in extracting Coin-Master Chevaleaux.”

I smirked down at the fingers embedded in ice. “Did get most of him.”

“Ahem...” Sergeant Caerenin scratched the back of his neck. “I’m told there are, uh, a few fingers that might yet require extrication.”

“Well,” I turned to Karl and Kelman, “there goes our bait.”

Karl stifled a guffaw.

Kelman suddenly became wholly focused on his boots.

“You’ll have to forgive me.” Sergeant Caerenin cleared his throat. “Marshal Emeric was livid, and his orders were to bring all of the Coin-Master back. I shall endeavor to be swift.”

I knelt forward, reached out and worked one of the Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s fingers back and forth, yanking it free of the ice. “Here’s a start.” I tossed it. “Catch.”

“Whoa—” Sergeant Caerenin fumbled it a bit.

“Think it’s his middle finger,” Karl rumbled.

“That’d seem appropriate,” I said.

I handed another off, Sergeant Caerenin taking it with a glare but managing a gruff, “Many thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” I wiped my hands off on Karl’s cloak.

“Pardon.” Sergeant Caerenin got down on hands and knees, poniard in hand, and began chipping away at the ice round the embedded fingers. Karl and Kelman edged clear, playing the long-line down into the hole.

“Any idea how he got here?” I asked. “How he got lodged halfway in the ice?”

“Forgive me, Sir Luther, but I’m forbidden to speak of such matters.” Sergeant Caerenin kept chipping. “Suffice it to say, there is rumor of ... of otherworldly influences at play.”

Ring-Wyrm screamed something awful beyond the fort’s walls. Sergeant Caerenin stiffened, cursed, grimaced, then recommenced chipping.

“They think she killed him,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

“Aye.” Pursing his lips, Sergeant Caerenin set aside his initial blade, withdrew a wide-bladed dagger, and started drilling at the ice.

“What about you?” I winced as Ring-Wyrm screamed again. “Think she did it? Think she killed the Coin-Master? Dragged him here? Then what...? Slid back to prison to await more fun?”

“Surely, I know not, Sir Luther. I ken only that whether it was Ring-Wyrm or some hidden compatriot, her fate would be much the same. Even as we speak, the Council of Four convenes.”

“W-Will they let her go?” Kelman whispered.

“Nay, my good lad.” Sergeant Caerenin’s breath misted over the hole. “Forgive me, for I misspoke. Her fate lies not in question. They shall undoubtedly execute her. What is a matter for the council’s debate is the form her end shall take.”

“Won’t be sunshine and roses.”

“Yar...”

“I cannot help but agree, gentlemen.” Grimacing, Sergeant Caerenin stabbed his dagger point-down in the ice. “One matter yet being debated is how long this horror shall last. Shall it be swift or shall it be slow? The only certainty is she shan’t be executed before their meeting adjourns.”

“Way those fuckers argue,” I said, “she could languish for ages.”

“There is some truth in what you say.” Sergeant Caerenin nodded slowly. “With the way the Brethren works, or does not work—” He winced, hissed a quick prayer, crossed himself. “Forgive me, gentlemen, I meant not to disparage my brothers. It’s only that — there I go again, the Lord forgive me.” He dug another finger free, tucked it away.

“What else are they debating?” I asked.

“Who shall hold sway over the investigation into Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s murder.”

“The Coin-Master and Komtur, you mean?”

Sergeant Caerenin froze.

“C’mon,” I scoffed. “Two high-hats haven’t seen guard duty, brandished a blade, or roughed the front in nigh on a decade? Both ripping crimson grins in nigh on a month? Tell me they’re not connected.”

“I ... I wouldn’t know, Sir Luther.”

“Yeah. Sure. Whatever.” I waved a hand, mentioning nothing of the Brother Mildrek affair. If his own brothers didn’t give a shit, why should I? “Even so, don’t you have inquisitors to dig into it?”

“Nay, not anymore.” Sergeant Caerenin shook his head. “The journey’s prime inquisitor, Brother Frost, was killed as well last night. He was the watch commander on the north wall. He and his men were slain, and so the duty and honor need grace the shoulders of another. It only remains to be seen who that man shall be.”

“Grace, huh?”

“It is an honor, aye.”

“You’d seem a fair good fit,” I said.

Sergeant Caerenin pursed his lips. “I thank you for that, Sir Luther, but such an important duty shall need be carried out by a brother in full standing, a White-Cloak. No Grey-Mantle shall even grace the conversation, let alone the running.”

“How long you hazard it’ll play out?”

“Truly, I know not. With the Komtur and Coin-Master dead, it leaves four men eligible to don the Komtur’s mantle of authority. Four lords amongst the chattel, with still no quorum in hope of being met.”

“Who are they, again?”

“Correct me if I’m mistaken, but I believe you have made the acquaintance of Marshal Hasculf Emeric.”

“Yeah. Really, a wonderful bloke. Really.”

“He is an able war-leader.”

I stared off toward the Teutonic fort. “He seemed fair broken up about Coin-Master Chevaleaux. They were close?”

“Aye, they were as close as brothers. It’s said they entered the Brethren together and rose through the ranks step by step, shoulder to shoulder. Of the ranking members, they were never at cross purposes, and held much in common.”

I glanced down at the yawning hole. “Wish they held a little more...”

Oblivious, Sergeant Caerenin worried another finger free. “There.” He tucked it away and started on another. “The other three lords are Quartermaster Croxton, Land-Meister Deutchmund, and Hospitaller Unmaro Quesisto.”

I glared at him through one eye. “Got a dog in this fight?”

“Nay, Sir Luther.” Sergeant Caerenin scowled up from his grim work. “I take issue with our system as a whole. None of the lords — forgive me. I believe each of the four equally commensurate to the task.”

I raised an eyebrow. “That’s a wholly dissatisfying way to put it.”

Sergeant Caerenin wiggled another finger free, deigning not to answer.

“So how’s that get done?” I asked. “Does God soar down astride an eagle and anoint the man he wants? Maybe like the Judges of old?”

“Were it only the case. Nay, a full council shall meet when a quorum of six is met, and the highest-ranking full brethren shall no doubt nominate themselves. Then a vote shall be taken and a decision met. Though, I think it unlikely a quorum shall be met until we reach Esdraelon. Indeed, gentlemen, the council has much on their plate.”

My stomach growled as I stared into the blackness of the abyss. “Wouldn’t know what that’s like.”
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...my older brother, wheeling around him, lances out, jabbing, stabbing, hooting in laughter and slaughter. They could have slain him outright, could have ended him quickly, yet they chose another path...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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THE SKULL-COLLARS STRUCK again two nights later. A yapping yammering harrying attack, if you could call it an attack. For all the noise and panic they conjured, it sounded like a hundred, but I estimated it closer to ten. Ten fast fuckers shooting arrows into the outskirts of camp. Blaring like banshees. Never standing, never fighting, never stopping, always moving, always attacking, always from a different direction.

Word was they’d come to rescue Ring-Wyrm. Come to take back their Lady of the Grey Waste. Come to exact vengeance. But they didn’t attack the Teutonic redoubt, didn’t even approach it. And siege-craft just wasn’t reaver style.

My thoughts...?

They accomplished exactly what they’d set out to. Keep us up and awake through the night, hunkering down, biting our nails, wrecking our sleep, ruining our mood, morale, keeping us strung tighter than a war bow.

But they weren’t my main concern.

The camp reeked something awful. Gets that way anytime humanity lingers. Stagnation. You can only dig so many latrines before the earth saturates with the stink of piss and shit. Not to mention the plague that’d taken root, warranting other holes be dug.

We’d caught no pike for all the holes we’d hacked through the ice. All the hours spent fishing. Seemed the lake wasn’t willing to share, so belts across the camp were tightened as food stores dwindled. The sheep and cattle herds, what was left of them, had dwindled as well. Seemed something was infecting them. Rain-scald or mud fever, maybe, driving them mad, driving them to gore each other before dying bloated, tongues black and lolling, weeping boils festering hind to fore.

And still folk ate the carcasses.

Which meant more holes dug.

And the herds still healthy? They’d been requisitioned by the good Brethren’s Quartermaster Croxton and driven inside the fort. ‘For the time being and for the good of the camp as a whole.’ I believe those were the words the crier spouted, though it was obvious by the look in his eye and timbre of his voice that he swallowed not a bloody word of it. But then, criers make a living by yelling shite, not believing it.

The herds weren’t my main concern, either.

Blowing into my frozen hands, I marched past the crier, bawling his wares with all the gusto of a squire’s first trip to the whorehouse. I ducked in through the Teutonic fort’s gates. I had my own entourage on my little jaunt. One White-Cloak and six Grey-Mantles, spears and shields in hand, cloaks flaring in the wind, their black crosses stark and unyielding across their chests.

“‘X’ marks the spot,” Karl always said regarding these pricks. Perfect place to bury an axe. Or a sword. Or any other implement of destruction.

I could hardly disagree.

I’d been ‘invited’ to meet with the Council of Four.

Block-Head marched at the fore of my little squadron. Naturally. Prick like him wants it front and center he’s the one gets shite done. So he gets the credit, the lauds, the notoriety, the whatever due’s coming. Wants everyone seeing him how he sees himself. But I guess he ain’t alone in that regard.

Inside the fort was as meticulously neat and ordered as outside wasn’t. Clear wide lanes ran perpendicular to one another, each tent clearly marked with a hide sign scorch-emblazoned with company numbers or primary function. The high rhythmic peal of a blacksmith banging away rose and faded as we approached and passed. I imagined finding the tavern in this place come sundown, no matter where in the world they were situated, would never pose much of a problem. Of course, these fuckers weren’t allowed to drink, unless we’re talking the blood of Christ.

Now me?

Gladly.

That wasn’t my cross to bear.

We marched past an iron cage in the central square, a crumpled pile of rags strewn at its bottom. A White-Cloak stood beside it, carefully wrapping charred iron brands in a leather case. I paused, turned. It was Ring-Wyrm within, and if she were still kicking, she was one hell of an actress.

“Keep moving.” Block-Head shoved me onward, stopping at a massive ten-foot tall crucifix buried upright in the exact center of the fort. He laid a hand on its base, closed his eyes, and crossed himself.

“So,” I glared up at the towering symbol of peace, love, and harmony, “who’s the poor bastard has to lug this fucker?”

“It’s considered a great honor, you fool,” Block-Head said.

“So, not you.” I glanced at a squad of dieners marching past. “One of those poor pricks?”

Without waiting for his moronic rebuttal, I executed a quick turn of the heel, saw four roads range out to the cardinal directions. At the end of each road stood a scaffold tower some eight feet high. It was impressive. Impressive that this many men could pull together in one direction without falling into the traps and tropes the rest of us inevitably stumbled into. Ego. Infighting. Your daily bullshit. Try to convince any two lords to agree on the color of the night sky and you’re in for a row. Hell, with a couple of half-baked turd farmers, you’d glean similar results.

So it was impressive. And scary. No wonder kings forbade these pricks from settling their lands. No wonder these order-lords were dead set on creating their own kingdom. No wonder they were headed east into the great beyond. I could see a sterile theocratic metropolis metastasizing like well-ordered cancer, all straight lines and right angles, infecting, scouring, suffocating the tundras and seashores of the east.

“Go.” Block-Head pointed toward a massive tent. “Get in there.”

“You coming, too?”

Block-Head ground his teeth down to gum. “Nay.”

“Yeah...?” I nodded. “Above your pay-grade?”

Block-Head rounded on me, hands balled, and Sergeant Caerenin interposed himself.

“Cause I’m poor as shite,” I fingered my lower lip, “but it ain’t above mine.”

Sergeant Caerenin whispered something in Block-Head’s ear. Sweet nothings, most like. Whatever it was, it worked. Block-Head quelled, stammered, mumbled something disparaging about my parentage. Which was probably true.

I offered my most resplendent grin, then strode inside like I’d won a blue ribbon at the May Day Parade. Looked like it, hopefully, anyway. But feeling it? No. Not even close. These fuckers weren’t my friends, my allies, or even my enemies. Enemies’d make a concerted effort at my destruction. Cut to the quick without hesitation. Enemies might warrant a modicum of fear or respect.

But me...?

I was like a shovel to these fucks. Or a scrub brush. Or any other nameless pedestrian tool used with reckless abandon, hacking and scrubbing and toiling away with until the damn thing snapped. Until its bristles fell out. Until its blade rusted, broke, was thrown aside, left, forgotten.

I was a means to an end to these pious fucks.

At best.

It’s good to remind yourself. Especially before a meet and greet. Keeps you honest. Keeps you humble. Keeps your damn ego, leafing like a weed at the first drizzle of cool April rain, in check. Yanks it out by the root. Leaves it out in the sun to wilt, wither, rot.

Til that next rain falls...

The tent glowed from within with a soft amber hue. A cook-fire blazed, bullock ribs on a spit rotating, drizzling grease, flaring up beneath, the smoke escaping out a vent above. A table was set by the fire, the four lords seated at it, diener stewards standing at their beck and call.

“So, this is where all the cattle went.” My mouth started watering. No one replied to my off-target salvo. I gripped blood flowing back into my hands as the warm air thawed my frozen fingers.

This was my main concern.

“Sir Luther,” Marshal Emeric rose stiffly, swayed slightly, holding out a stiff hand to an open chair, “it is good to see you, indeed. Come, come.” He snapped his fingers at a diener, scurrying forth to pull out my chair. “Please, please, come join us, sit. Take your fill of our repast.”

“Go fuck yourself,” I almost barked, just on instinct, but my growling belly betrayed my Karlish wit. Smartly, for once. Instead, like a windless sail, I just drooped, nodded, wiped the drool from my chin, and took the offered seat. As I sat, a diener laid a plate of roasted beef and parsnips before me.

I could say pride held me back. Could say I refused the fuckers on principle. Cause I knew they wanted something I had or were just greasing me up for the asking. But it’d be a lie.

I just muttered, “Thanks,” and dug in fast and hard.

As I scarfed down mouthful after mouthful, Marshal Emeric introduced Quartermaster Thomas Croxton, Hospitaller Unmaro Quesisto, and Land-Meister Alwin Deutchmund. I wasn’t impressed. Nor, I’m sure, were they.

After a few savored bites followed by a consortium of silence, I felt four pairs of cold eyes bore into me. Through me. I set my knife aside, chewed, swallowed, daintily dabbed glistening gristle from my beard and chin.

“Eh, how is being your meal, Sir Luther?” Hospitaller Quesisto’s eyes narrowed. He was a dark-bearded dago with a fast receding hairline and a scar slashed across his chin.

“It’s very good,” I swallowed, burped. Better than the mud-fever carcasses folk are gnawing beyond the walls, I almost said. But I hadn’t yet finished my plate.

“Good, it is meaning to be.”

“Sir Luther,” Marshal Emeric stroked his crimson mustache, “I should expect you’re wondering why we invited you here.”

Invited...? They’d sent six armed guards to roust me from my drinking. Six armed men led by that prick, Block-Head. “I assumed it was my legendary conversational skills.”

“As much as they are lauded, both far and wide, Sir Luther, sadly, that is not the case.” Marshal Emeric killed his wine in one protracted guzzle, then refilled it.

“I was sorry to hear about Coin-Master Chevaleaux,” I offered. Not overly sorry, but they were serving roast beef.

“I thank you for the condolences, Sir Luther.” Marshal Emeric offered the faintest of nods, his eyes never leaving my own, as he killed more wine.

“So then, why did you invite me?”

“Ahem, we,” Marshal Emeric offered the three lords a terse glare, “we feel the need to impose upon you for your expertise in matters foreign to us, matters beyond our collective ken, matters of the keenest import.”

“You want some advice in procuring whores?”

Four pairs of eyes bulged near to burst.

“Relax.” I raised a hand. “Just a joke.” Could feel the surreptitious glances as I took my time cutting another chunk of beef, swabbed it through grease, popped it in my mouth. “This another paid handsomely deal?”

“Let bygones be bygones, Sir Luther,” Quartermaster Croxton said.

“Always fellas on your side of the table saying that.” I took a pull of wine, swished it, held it, savored it, knew it didn’t matter. I was in. They knew I was in. What other choice was there? I slapped the table. “Fuck it. I’m in.”

“You wish not to hear the nature of the task first?”

“I have no money. No prospects. No horse.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “And I’m squatting in the corner of an ex-employee’s tent. I own the mail on my back and the sword in her sheathe. You’ve all seen to that.” I glared down Marshal Emeric. “The late Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s metaphor was apt. We’re on a ship in the middle of the ocean, leagues from anywhere civilized. I’d like to make land.”

“Like a shining beacon, the Brethren bear the mark of civilization with us wherever we go.” Land-Meister Deutchmund used his knife like a school-marm’s pointer. His long curly hair framed a cherubic face that bore the look of erstwhile nobility. Erstwhile ... inbred ... one of the two.

“Shining beacon. Yeah.” Chewing, slurping, snorting, I thumbed over my shoulder. “Just saw two drunks butt-fucking by the latrine. I’m sure they’d agree.” I swallowed, took a breath. “And when I strolled through the Teutonic Square, your men’d just finished branding the reaver-witch. Looked limp as a rag doll. Now,” I took a grand bite, “were those brands the mark of civilization?”

Land-Meister Deutchmund tore off a hunk of bread. “We could have your head.”

“Yeah, but instead you’re shoving prime rib into it. So you’re all at an impasse, yeah?” I took another bite, washed it down with wine. Lord, it was fine. “Anyway, I’m in. You know I’m in. I have to be. Just don’t bullshit me. Tell me we’re square after it’s done, whatever it is. Tell me my accounts aren’t in arrears, yeah? Tell me I can stroll from here to Rome, and none of your gelded brethren’ll take umbrage. And I want it in writing. Up front.”

Land-Meister Deutchmund’s knife scratched on his plate. “I see what you mean.”

“You talking to me?” I asked, mouth full, chewing.

“Yes,” Marshal Emeric nodded, “most difficult, indeed.”

“But is he skilled enough?” Quartermaster Croxton intertwined his fingers. He was a hatchet-faced bloke with a shaved head. “I should hardly think—”

“There is no other choice, Thomas.”

“I’m not convinced, Brother Hasculf,” Quartermaster Croxton replied. “Sir Luther, for whom have you served as justiciar? Which lords? Or king? And in what precise capacity—?”

“Go suck a dick.” I took another hasty bite, figuring our parley might be nearing completion ... termination ... one or the other.

Land-Meister Deutchmund split a grin. “As though he needs goading.”

Quartermaster Croxton whirled, glaring daggers. “I’d not pour blasphemy upon blasphemy, Alwin. And I would take care, for as they say concerning stones and glass houses, neh?”

“I merely wish to ascertain—”

I cleared my throat. “Then send Block — uh, Brother Marius to do whatever it is needs doing. He’s the one brought the reaver-witch in. Head of the class, your vaunted hero. Cause, trust me, I’d rather sit this one out. I’d rather go to the back of the caravan and stumble along, quiet in the cold.”

Another cacophony of silence, except for me scraping my plate.

Frowning, Land-Meister Deutchmund carefully, deliberately, raised one hand. “I vote, yes.”

“I second it.” Hospitaller Quesisto raised his.

Silently, Quartermaster Croxton’s hand rose.

All eyes fixed upon Marshal Emeric. He took a drink, set it down, hand trembling, face reddening til I feared it might burst. “Very well,” he raised his hand, “we stand unanimous.”

“And there we have it, neh...?” Quartermaster Croxton laid a gloved hand upon the table. “Sir Luther, someone is murdering the Lords of the Teutonic Brotherhood. Two now, upon this journey, have lost their lives, and one before we set out from Riga. We wish you to discover who it is, how they are accomplishing it, and we wish you to bring them to us.”
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...separated from my father as he fought tooth and nail for our survival. And I shan’t recount what they did to my mother. Needless to say, they were not...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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THEY’D HEWN BLOCKS of black ice from the lake. Huge rectangular slabs piled one atop another, stacked around the twin coffins of the lords of the Teutonic Brotherhood. Komtur Haspard Habermund and Coin-Master Inmarde Chevaleaux.

“So,” I interlaced my fingers, cracked my knuckles, “who’s the one bought it in Riga?”

Quartermaster Croxton crossed his arms. “It’s none of your concern, Sir Luther.”

The four remaining Teutonic Lords stood watch from the shadows, each from his own corner of the funerary tent. Dinner’d been grand. For me, anyway. Seemed the only fella they could stand less than me was each other. After our accord, we’d all eaten in silence. I didn’t mind.

“Might be something I can glean.”

“Please, Sir Luther,” the Quartermaster’s teeth ground audibly, “proceed.”

“Right...”

I stood in the tent’s sunlit center, the ceiling aperture drawn back, open to the harsh blue tundra sky.

The two corpse-lords’d been shorn of all worldly possessions, swathed in linen, gleaming white, nigh on head to toe. With eyes closed, visages pale and peaceful, side by side, the sun shining down, they could’ve passed as the brother saints, Cosmas and Damian, laid to rest after long lives of enacting God’s word.

I’m fair sure they’d have seen it that way.

But on closer inspection, their faces peering bare from their shrouds told another tale. War-echoes tore across their faces. Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s right ear’d been cut off. I saw now why he wore his hair long. An empty, puckered orifice gaping like a sphincter on the side of your head? Jesus. Ain’t a missing eye that a dashing eye-patch can remedy. Drive the ladies wild. But an ear-hole...?

Bloody hell...

Not much to do other than grow your hair long. But at least that’s an option. I knew more than a few men who’d lost noses to battle. One to frostbite. With that...? Christ, you’re stuck dead in the mud. I once saw a fella attempt a strap-on nose carved of wood, but at that point you’re just trading horror for hilarity. And for folks in this line of work? Lives on the line? Death and drek? Horror trumps hilarity on every front.

I leaned over Komtur Habermund’s corpse.

His torso beneath the linen caul seemed bloated, misshapen, malformed. He’d been a large man, built like a brick shit-house no doubt in his younger days. Coin-Master’s Chevaleaux’s corpse, much slighter, seemed in a similar state, bloated round the torso. Strange...

“You’re not to disturb the bodies.” Looking pale and limp and greenish, Marshal Emeric stood alone in the corner dark, handkerchief pressed to his mouth.

“Huh?” I glanced over my shoulder. “What’s that mean?”

“I understand some in your line of work relish the carving open of the dead.” Marshal Emeric pursed his lips. “The open defilement of those cherished in life and even more so in death...? There shall be none of that here, Sir Luther. None of it, you understand?”

He wasn’t wrong. Flaying open the dead? Dissection? I’d performed it once, alongside an adroit apothecary, when I suspected poison as the murder weapon. And a few other times by necessity. But, relish it? Hell. Not even close. And since poison wasn’t on the table here, far as I knew, I shrugged. “Yeah. Sure.”

This was their ball-game, and me? I was just a player.

Or maybe the ball...

“How’d you find him?” I asked.

More silence.

“Alright, Jesus, where’d you find him?”

“He was found in the nave of the church,” Quartermaster Croxton said. “Across the altar. It ... it seemed he was praying.”

Marshal Emeric steadied himself against a table.

Dust swirled in the sunlight as I peeled back the linen swathes, drawing open Coin-Master Inmarde Chevaleaux like an oblong onion, peeling him back, layer by layer. Four layers of linen, gleaming in finest white. The fifth dappled pinkish brown. The sixth soiled reddish black. There was no seventh.

One of the four lords gagged audibly.

I left the last linen in place, and I didn’t turn.

Someone stifled a gag, a moan. Marshal Emeric this time. This man of war and God, axe and atrocity, upon seeing what’d happened to his comrade. I’d despised Coin-Master Chevaleaux and loathed Marshal Emeric, but I didn’t blame him, either. Always different when it’s someone you know. Someone close. Sure, you can prepare yourself. Or try to, anyway. Fix your mind. Believe you can handle it. Think you can function, find a use, make a use, hell, form complete sentences, but more often than not you’re a puddle of piss-warm drivel, quivering like some scolded lad, mewling atop a dunce stool in the schoolmarm’s corner.

Me, though...?

Here?

Wasn’t personal, just pure abject mercenary revulsion. At the sickly raw stench, I covered my mouth with a clenched fist, feeling my gorge rise, hit the back of my throat, linger there, burning sour an instant before I closed my eyes, mastered it, moved on. Putrefaction... I let out a long breath through pursed lips, then a couple more whilst gathering my thoughts, my composure, then nodded to myself, took a clipped breath, and got started on revealing Komtur Habermund.

His corpse lay much the same, a little older, a little greyer, a little more worn by the ravages of war and time.

“Start at the top,” I muttered, gently palpating Komtur Habermund’s skull, feeling for breaks, holes, crepitus.

Both his and Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s heads seemed intact. Mostly. Except the Coin-Master’s ear, or lack thereof, obviously. But no new major damage. Coin-Master Chevaleaux bore abrasions across his nose and cheeks, but there was no real bleeding. Could’ve been incurred post-mortem, when Block-Head and his fuckers hacked him free of the ice.

I took my time before searching lower. More for my sake of procrastination rather than diligence, but then, you never really know what you’re missing when you cut corners. Best grip the bite-stick firmly between your teeth and take your medicine. I ran my fingers pressing along the back of their necks, their spines, felt along their Adam’s apples, then outward, gliding along their collar bones to their shoulders.

Intact on both of them.

From there, I worked my way down the arms. The Coin-Master’s were both intact, but the Komtur’s right humerus was broken. There were dark bruises there, too. Five of them, eerily distinct, in the shape of a hand, mid-shaft between the shoulder and elbow.

I glanced back at Marshal Emeric to ask a question, saw him sobbing down on one knee, thought better of it, and continued on.

“What is it?” Quartermaster Croxton leered in. “You see something, neh?”

“No. Nothing.” I shook my head. “Just a busted arm.”

“What’s it mean?”

“Don’t know. Nothing yet.”

I knelt in close and pulled traction at the wrist, trying to feel the break through the skin. Trying to gauge the angle. How clean it was. How sharp the edges. Suss out how it got busted by feeling how it fit back together. A quick slit and it’d be simple arithmetic rather than blind riddles, but considering Marshal Emeric’s orders at the outset and his current state of mind...

“You see something.” Land-Meister Deutchmund huddled in close, followed by the Quartermaster and Hospitaller. “Come come, man, what is it?”

“His arm’s busted pretty good,” I said.

“Yes, we were aware. I performed my own initial exams.” Hospitaller Quesisto’s glare settled on the Land-Meister. “Yet, there were those who wished a second opinion...”

“Having someone outside of the Brethren can only—”

“I’ll brook no—”

“Hey!” I yelled. “You two want to take your lover’s spat outside? I’m trying to work.”

“You watch your filthy tongue!” Land-Meister Deutchmund barked, his finger in my face.

“Calm yourself, brothers.” Quartermaster Croxton stepped in, laying a hand on the Hospitaller’s shoulder. “Suave, mi hermano.”

“Watch your tongue, Krait, or I’ll have it nailed to the cross.” Land-Meister Deutchmund’s eyes blazed.

“Sure thing.” I raised an eyebrow, turned back to my work. “Here, take a look at this.” I gripped the two ends of his broken humerus, manipulated them, feeling their fit. “Feels like a spiral-type fracture. With bruises just above the elbow. Here and here, and all around here. See...?” I held up the floppy arm. “Five of them. Like a hand gripping.”

“A spiral fracture...?” Quartermaster Croxton peered close.

Hospitaller Quesisto slapped his own thigh. “That’s what I was saying to you all—”

“What does it mean?” Marshal Emeric wiped his chin.

Hospitaller Quesisto opened his mouth, then paused, glaring my way.

“By all means,” I held out a hand, “after you.”

“A break of this nature would be requiring an immensely powerful man,” Hospitaller Quesisto’s voice trailed off.

“How big are the marks?” Quartermaster Croxton asked.

“I know what you’re thinking. Wasn’t a giant.” I compared the hand print against my own. “See? About the same size.”

“Brother Unmaro,” Marshal Emeric eased himself to his feet, “what do you think it means?”

“I concur, they are not being from a giant...” Hospitaller Quesisto nodded.

“Brother Unmaro—”

“Jesus. You see this kind of break mostly in kids. Children,” I said. “Happens when you tell your son to hurry up, and he ignores you. So you grab him by the arm and yank and twist and—” I snapped my fingers. “Voila.”

Marshal Emeric started, blanched, swallowed. “Indeed...”

“So, as Brother Unmaro said, it’d take a powerful man,” I said. “Extremely powerful.”

“When was the Cripple last here?” Marshal Emeric staggered to the slabs.

“I know not.” Land-Meister Deutchmund shook his head. “He’s not been with us since ... since Riga.”

“Aye, he left three days ahead of us.” Quartermaster Croxton nodded.

I continued on with my exam as they relived past mediocrities.

Down the arms to the hands.

Coin-Master Chevaleaux was missing a few fingers, shorn off at the knuckle, lost to the ice. The ones he was yet privy to were blue. The deep blue of bruised flesh, from his fingertips up past the knuckles and into his hands, about halfway to the wrist. I’d attributed that somehow to the ice. The dark hue of Lake Golgotha. But it was the same with the Komtur. And the Komtur hadn’t been in the ice or water.

I drew the final linen back from the Coin-Master’s torso, a sub-par magician revealing the prestige of his worst trick. “Jesus Christ...”

“By Saint Hagan...” someone murmured.

I took a few deep breaths, staring at the sky. Good thing I couldn’t cut these fuckers open. What a mess that’d make...

Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s ribs protruded sideways out of his chest, skewed like the legs of a dead beetle, all crooked and gnarly, twisting off in myriad directions. That was strange enough, but their color... The ends of the bones were a deep dark blue. Same as the fingers. Same as the mass of organ slathered beneath. All out of any semblance of order. Some organs were there, the guts and spleen, but others? The heart, the liver, the lungs...? Simply gone. Lost. Missing.

“It’s like something burst out,” Land-Meister Deutchmund gasped.

“Yeah.” I breathed through my mouth against the offal stink. “Or something reached in and...”

Marshal Emeric covered his mouth and retched.

“Hmm...”

“What is it?” Hospitaller Quesisto hovered.

“I’ve seen something akin to this before,” I said. “The night the Komtur bought it. Out on the ice. A fist of reavers lay dead. Slaughtered. Their innards burst out. Their bones twisted. I’d thought it a row with their giant comrades at the time. But now...?”

“And the wounds?” Hospitaller Quesisto asked. “The odd color? Did you notice anything?”

“No, it was dark. If it was there I didn’t notice.” I glared at the Hospitaller. “Any idea where his sternum went?”

“I, eh, I placed it alongside his left flank.” Hospitaller Quesisto pointed. “It is, uh, being there. Under him.”

“Alright. Thanks.” I groped down, dug out the sternum, the blued breastbone, about the size and shape of a spearhead. Turning it over, studying it, I gleaned nothing other than it’d been torn out. Which’d take some doing.

“Where’d you find it?” I asked.

“In his tent.”

“His tent...?”

“Yes.”

“So,” Marshal Emeric croaked, “he was murdered there?”

“Gonna call that one a big ‘yes.’” I turned the sternum over. “Where in his tent?”

“On the ground,” Hospitaller Quesisto said, “by his cot. The violence inside was ... obscene, horrific.”

“Most violence is.” I peered inside the Coin-Master’s gaping chest cavity. For an instant, I was afraid his ribs might spring shut on me like some monstrous, ragged-toothed maw. But it didn’t. My one win for the day. “How about his heart? And his lungs and liver?”

“His lungs and liver were there, on the ground, pulverized, destroyed. His heart, though? It was being gone, Sir Luther.”

“Gone...?” Was that all that was missing? “Not in his tent?”

“No, it was not being in his tent, not being in the camp, not being within a mile of this spot. Just ... just being gone.”

I let loose a breath. “Jesus...”

“Our Lord and Savior had little to do with it.”

“Yeah, well, can’t argue that.” I continued onward, downward, inspecting his lower half. Found out why the Coin-Master’d used that iron cane. His right foot clubbed inward, misshapen, with missing toes. “This an old war-wound or—”

“Enough.” Marshal Emeric snatched forth, gripping the linen, yanking, covering him back up. “Finish it. Finish it quickly. Finish it now.” He staggered back off toward his darkness, tipping back a small flask.

“Yeah...” I turned my sights on Komtur Habermund. What was left of him. Found his torso in a similar state to the Coin-Master’s. Both had had their ribs twisted up and out, busted into so many flail-chest segments I lost count. His heart was missing, too. “Three guards were killed last night, too, yeah?”

“Nay, Sir Luther, it was four.” Quartermaster Croxton took a deep breath, nodded, smoothed down his beard.

“Anyone see what happened? Any other guards? Anyone hear anything?”

“No, Sir Luther.”

“Jesus. Nothing...?” I fingered my lip. “Where were they stationed?”

“One along the tower at the northeast corner.”

“Overlooking the lake?”

“Yes, and the other two were guarding checkpoints along the corridor leading to Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s tent.”

I looked up from the Komtur. “Were their wounds similar to these two?”

“Similar how?”

“Jesus Christ,” I scoffed. “Were their guts ripped out? Their lungs hung like Christmas decorations? Was everything the color of a mouthy harlot’s new shiner?”

Three Lords glared as one at the Marshal. “Three were slain with mundane weapons, Sir Luther.”

“Yeah...?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of mundane weapon?”

“We found a shattered sword near the corpse of Brother Elek. It had been used to kill him for certain. And we believe it had been used to kill two others.”

“And the fourth? How’d he bite it?”

“It was being similar to them.” Hospitaller Quesisto nodded at the corpses.

“Where was he stationed?”

“The intersection nearest Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s tent,” Hospitaller Quesisto said. “You are welcome to inspect the bodies and weapon if you feel it would be aiding you in your quest.”

“My quest...?” I paused. “Yeah. Sure. And I’ll want to talk to everyone.”

“Everyone...?” The Four Lords fell silent as saints come confession.

“Yeah. Starting with the night-watch rosters.” I wondered where Block-Head was through all this. That murdering bastard. Had he been on duty those nights? “I’ll want access to all the watch-rosters, the logbooks, all the men.” I scratched my beard. “And I’ll want to question each of you, too.” Where the hell were you fuckers when the shit went down?

Glances were exchanged. Not so surreptitious glances.

“That gonna be a problem?”

“We’ll...” Marshal Emeric licked his lips, “we’ll ensure that it happens.”

“Alright then, I’m done here.” I wiped my hands on a linen swathe. “Is Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s tent still standing? I’d like to have a go at it. Before we break camp.”
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...bound across the back of a shaggy war-steed. I know not how long we traveled thusly, only that night and day meandered like shadowed dreams into one long nightmare of...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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AS THE RED SUN SET, I trudged out of Novum Damascus, swigging the latest dregs of the Moveable Feast’s weak-sauce. Another wasted day. I expected night to yield the same. I took her in, such as she was. Novum Damascus was everything that Old Damascus was not. Which is to say a shit-hole. A tiny, dilapidated shit-hole with a clay-brick shrine to God sitting tilted in its center. Made the Tower of Pisa look level by comparison. Fifteen hovels give or take and a misshapen barn loitering nearby.

If it were possible for buildings to have buck teeth and a penchant for incest, these were them.

I trudged over as Father Salien poured through some tome split open across his lap. “Anything yet, Father?” The compartments on the side of his wagon were open, laid bare, revealing much of his librarian wares. He’d been pouring, combing, working, on my behalf. A few precarious stacks of tomes surrounded him, ripe for Ragnarok.

“Eh—?” Father Salien glared sharply up, adjusted his glasses. “Oh, my good sir. How goes your daily travails?”

“I’ll let you know when I can call it my daily jaunt.” It was my third day of pouring through watch rosters, hunting down and questioning dieners and Grey-Mantles, all during the freezing cacophony of daily migration.

“That bad?”

“A kick in the balls. At best.”

Father Salien absently turned a page. “You said the same yesterday.”

“Consistency’s always been one of my strengths.” I blew into my numb hands. I was getting nowhere. The dieners were too terrified of reprisal to spill. The Grey-Mantles, on the whole, saw me as beneath them, and I couldn’t nail any White-Cloak down long enough to tell me outright to go fuck myself. But it was implied.

What was worse, I’d exonerated Block-Head, Brother Marius, by cross-referencing watch rosters and witness accounts. Following the Brother Mildrek affair, Block-Head’d been my ace in the hole. Now...? All I had was a busted flush.

“Well, I wish I had more uplifting news.” Father Salien glanced over his shoulder toward the stacks. “I’ve searched through some more works... Mmm, treatises upon history, a book of poems, a tome written in, let’s see, some foreign tongue...” He selected a book. “Ah yes, Saracen, I believe.” His tent’s guy-line slipped off suddenly in the wind, the line whipping. “Eh? Oh—! Sir Luther, please, would you mind? I’m afraid my knot skills are somewhat deficient at best. The cold plays havoc with my arthritis.” Wincing, he rubbed his hands. “As is painfully evident.”

“Yeah. Sure. No problem.” I snatched the guy line, looped a driver’s hitch, wrenched it down, worked it tight, gave it a sharp test twang.

Music wended its way from the barn, rising like an island amongst the sea of camp followers. Light shone glowing through the cracked slats, the aroma of what little food the Novum Damascenes had, wafting past. The aroma of ale and beer and whisky. The sound of laughter. But that might’ve just been my imagination.

“Sir Luther, if you would be more forthcoming with information, the mode or method of their deaths, perhaps I might be of more service?”

“I didn’t want to upset you, Father. Your heart and all.”

“Quite right, quite right.” Father Salien absently rubbed his chest. “But I don’t think any story, no matter how gruesome, is likely to lay me low.”

“Yeah, sure, alright, Father. Fair enough.” I nodded. “I’m looking for anything — folk stories, myths, eye-witness accounts — anything regarding tales of men with their, ah, innards taken. The heart, specifically. Men whose wounds turned...” I took a deep breath. “Wounds that turned a bluish hue.”

“Mmmm, a bluish...?” Father Salien fingered his lip. “I’ve not heard of such a thing. So odd. An environmental factor, perhaps? The cold?”

“Wasn’t frostbite.”

Where my days’d been spent marching to the beat of the Teutonic drums, my nights’d been spent hunkering out of the wind, pouring through tomes, straining my eyes by lantern light, researching the strange wounds on the Coin-Master and Komtur. Or trying to research, anyway. Out on the road, we were limited to Father Salien’s haul. And half the time, I was stuck pouring through Teutonic roster documents.

“What precisely do you think it means?” Father Salien asked.

“Means I’m barking up the wrong tree.” I rubbed my eyes. “In the wrong forest.”

“Eh...?”

“If I knew what it meant,” I nodded toward the barn, “I’d be drinking my dinner over there right now.”

“Quite right, quite right...” Father Salien nodded. “Was there anything else? Any other, eh, clues that might point you in the proper direction?”

“Clues...? I don’t know. Both happened at night. Late night or early morn, I suppose. Their ribs’d been broken. Twisted like sticks.” I shook my head. “It was brutal.”

“I-I see.” Father Salien crossed himself.

The Coin-Master’s spacious tent’d been a bust. Sure, I’d found blood stains spattered across the ground. The linen. The cot. The tent wall, too. Looked as though someone’d slunk up in the night, crept right up and murdered him cold. But the ground’d been stamped with so many boots, the Coin-Master’s, the Marshal’s, the men’s, that the killer’s, if they were still there, proved indistinguishable.

“You had mentioned some guards. Four, were there not? Was there not something to glean from them?”

I shrugged. “Three’d been done in with a sword. Not pleasant, but nothing out of the ordinary.”

“A sword?”

“Yeah, a different M.O. altogether.”

“M.O.?”

“Modus operandi.” I offered a tepid flourish. “A justiciar term, meant to make folk who don’t ken Latin feel stupid.”

“Ah, Latin, of course.” Father Salien reddened, nodding. “Forgive my ignorance. Was there anything special about the sword?”

“Special? Other than being a pitted old peat-bog hunk of shit?” I shook my head. “No. Nothing. Just a rusty old relic. Got the job done, though.”

“Go easy on rusty old relics, Sir Luther.” Father Salien wagged an accusatory finger. “We some of us still have our uses, limited in scope, though they may be.”

“Hmm...” A new song started up in that barn. A jaunty tune. Folk clapping along. “Fair enough, old timer.”

“Did the sword break? Is that why the villain discarded—”

“It broke on the fourth guard killed.” I pulled my cloak around me. “He was stationed closest to the Coin-Master’s tent. Whoever did it hit him from behind, slammed that rusted fucker across the back of his head. Dented his helm. Fair chance it knocked him cold. Then murdered him same as the Coin-Master and Komtur.”

Father Salien blanched. “How, eh, precisely...?”

“Ripped out a fistful of lung.”

“Oh my gracious Lord.” Father Salien massaged his sternum. “Did the killer take anything?”

“No,” I said. “That was the strange thing. Jesus. They left him spilled there across the ground. Had to pour hot water to unfreeze him, move him.”

“Oh my. Even his heart, too?”

“No.” I shook my head. “It was still intact. In his chest. More or less.”

“But the killer took the Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s? And Komtur Habermund’s, did he not?”

“Yeah.”

Father Salien gulped. “So strange.”

“Can’t disagree.”

“Yet, how is it no one heard any of this?” Father Salien stroked his white beard. “Would the guards not have raised some alarm? Called for help? And failing that, would not the strike of steel, however rusted, not raise quite the din? Especially against an iron helm?”

“Had a similar thought myself.”

“Mmmm...” Father Salien wagged a finger. “Could there not be some method of muffling the blow?”

“What? Like wrap the blade in wool or something?”

“Eh ... perhaps.”

“I can’t see it, Father. You want to ice someone quietly with a sword, you use the point. But even then, it’s no guarantee. Folk are usually finicky about aiding and abetting their own murder.”

“Yes, yes, of course...”

“It was just outside another tent.” I ran a hand through my greasy hair. “Hell, it was practically surrounded by tents. I questioned the fuckers sleeping in them, too. All of them. Snug as bugs. No one heard a damned thing. No one saw a damned thing. No one did a damned thing.”

“Eh... It’s simply unfathomable.” Father Salien’s eyes went wide. “Yet, perhaps it’s a clue! Some fell sorcery, perhaps. I shall add it to the list.” He jotted it down in a ledger. “Yes. There. Some clever method of silent killing. Now tell me more about these wounds.”

The sharp bark of laughter cut through the cold, and I turned once more toward that ramshackle barn. A pair of silhouettes strolled arm in arm through the doorway, into the amber glow. “Think I’m gonna call it a day, Father.”

“Well, I lament having not much to offer, Sir Luther.” Father Salien threw up his hands. “I am no naturalist. Yet,” he raised a finger, “I shall endeavor to continue combing through all the works at my disposal. I vow to spend every spare waking moment—”

“Easy, Father, relax.” I waved him off. “You have shit to get done, too. This is my mess. My burden. It ain’t on you.”

“You are correct, Sir Luther,” Father Salien said. “It is not wholly on me. Yet, how we treat our dead is what sets us apart from the savages. Justice, I think, is something we are all beholden to take part in. Did Alfred the Great not instill the ideal of trial by jury some five hundred years gone? A trial of one’s peers?” I shrugged. “And so justice weighs upon all our shoulders.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Folk inside the barn stomped their feet and clapped to the rhythm.

“Sir Luther, you’ve already done me a keen service in not only protecting my wares, but protecting me. Not to mention your aid in mending my wagon.” He put a fist over his heart. “Nay, I’ll brook no argument. I shall continue researching when opportunity allows.”

“Well, thanks Father.” I turned to go.

“You’re welcome, my dear lad.” Father Salien adjusted his glasses. “Eh, could the injuries not simply be from some sort of beast? And perhaps the azure hue originates from some ... some sort of venom, perhaps?”

“They found the broken sword by the fourth guard. The other three had blade wounds, too.”

“Could it not be coincidence that someone...”

“Notched four guards while a venomous bear snuck in and tore open Coin-Master Chevaleaux? Komtur Habermund, too. And devoured their hearts? Painted their wounds blue...?”

“All I mean to say is—”

“Yeah, I get it, Father.” I held up a hand. “And no disrespect, but it couldn’t have been a beast. Not with this one. I’ve gone over it every which way to Sunday.” I glanced at the stacks. “How many books you hauling?”

“A rather meager amount, I must admit. Oh, quite a few in reality, but many are merely copies of the good book. It’s the one most called for, obviously.”

“Obviously.”

“I have another couple hundred some-odd copies of various texts.” Father Salien ran a hand across the book bindings. “And as I said, I shall comb through them. One, in particular, holds promise, though I admit I am loath to open it.” He licked his lips, swallowed. “Would you care to—”

“No thanks, Father.” I waved him off. “I’ve hounded you enough for today.” I stepped over the guy line to the sound of song rising on lonely winds. “Just gonna take a stroll over to the barn, plaster myself sideways. See if I can’t find some wench partial to that particular  orientation. And when that inevitably fails?” I flipped a silver denier in the air, flashing, and caught it. “I’ve other charms.”
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...slaughtered my sister for she was old, and murdered my brother for he was young. They dashed his skull against a flat stone and left them all to be vulture-gleaned by the dead-end...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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BRACEY’S HAIR TICKLED my nose. Bracey...? Or was it Lacey? Bracey didn’t sound like a name. For a person, anyway. Maybe a dog. Or a horse. Hell, maybe it was Stacey. No matter what position I took, her downy locks — whoever she was — found a way to creep up one nostril, tickling me awake. And her snoring? Not a big help. Her body, though, warm and soft...

The night ended well, if its outset proved poor. The whole town of Novum Damascus had showed up at the barn. Had made it a fair simple task of asking around about Benjamin ben Ari. Took only half an hour of sifting insipid gossip to learn he wasn’t there. That nobody’d heard of him.

Bracey spooned back against me, smelling warm and musky, turned away no doubt to avoid my breath, which I was fair certain could fell an ox. I lay there awake, half-dreaming of black water and blue blood and frozen corpses. When dawn’s light finally arrived, knifing in through the slats, my arm, lodged numb beneath her neck, seemed to have gotten some measure of sleep.

The rest of me, though...?

A dull silhouette slithered its way through the layers of folk splayed out across the barn floor. Folk like me raring for a good go. Families huddled in corners, just glad to spend a single night under the cover of a true roof. Not worrying about some shit-head stumbling out for a piss, tripping over a line in the middle of the night, sending their whole tent crashing.

“Krait...” a voice hissed from the entrance.

Holding my breath, I palmed the crown of Bracey’s head, lifted, easing my arm free, then set her back down on her wadded cloak. Still sleeping. I squinted up without shifting, without breathing, reaching behind for a dagger.

“Krait...”

I raised my head enough that I wouldn’t stick out amongst the tangle of bodies, took a sidelong gander, let loose a breath. It was Sergeant Caerenin. I sheathed my dagger, caught his eye, nodded. Gripping a tingling feeling back into my hand, I gathered the rest of my daggers and Yolanda, my companion rolling over with a snort.

“I know goodbyes can be difficult...” I whispered.

“Eh...? Huh...? Oh.” Bracey patted my shoulder. “Sure thing, er, ah ... Drake.”

“Shed no tears, my sweet.”

Her snores’d resumed before I’d tiptoed five feet.

Sergeant Caerenin stood taciturn as I made my way to the door. He stepped aside, holding it open.

“Mornin.’” I pulled my hood up against the cold, blew into my hands.

“Good morrow.”

“Snow’s coming.” I worked my arm around in a circle, could feel a dull ache where the werewolf’d broken it. “Can feel it in my arm.”

“Snow is always coming in the Grey Waste.” Sergeant Caerenin glared up through one eye at the overcast sky.

“Yeah, well, it’s a better trick down south.”

“My apologies on waking you, Sir Luther.” Sergeant Caerenin frowned.

“What is it?”

“A small farm settlement nearby was attacked last night.”

“Shit...” I swallowed. “Skull-Collars? Or giants? Or both?”

Far as I knew, or anyone else, the two had parted ways after Kidron or Gaelsheim, or whatever they called it.

“That seems the crux of the problem,” Sergeant Caerenin said. “Marshal Emeric believes it was neither.”

“Yeah...?” I said. “Then who?”

“He believes it may be the work of another Bad-Hand Witch. Or perhaps even a coven of Bad-Hands.”

“Bad-Hands, huh? He mention if he got anything out of Ring-Wyrm?”

“Ring-Wyrm...?”

“Apologies. The Bad-Hand Witch. Mention if he’s any closer to finding his daughter?”

“Ah...” Sergeant Caerenin’s breath steamed. “I know not. Yet, Marshal Emeric and his men have been,” he pursed his lips, “diligent in their efforts.”

“Diligent...” I frowned. “Yeah, I can hear their diligence echoing from dinner to matins every night. Like clockwork. She break yet?”

The Sergeant looked out over the tundra. “Nay, not yet, but it is a close thing, I believe.”

“Only a matter of time once they start, no matter your grit.”

“When the only destination in sight is pain, any other option proves enticing.”

“You ain’t shitting.” I tightened my belt, adjusted Yolanda across my back, fought off a shiver. “Tell me about Jaffa and this kid.”

“There is not much to Jaffa. Even less than here. A mere four or five farms surrounding a granary. They support Novum Damascus.”

“A farm settlement...?” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. “Any survivors?”

“Not that we know of, but we know very little,” Sergeant Caerenin said. “A young lad staggered in late last night, begging for help, begging for aid, begging for us to ride back out and save his father, his mother, his family. He succumbed to his wounds not long after.”

“And what’d your Brethren do?”

“Do? Us...?” Sergeant Caerenin pressed his lips together and looked away. “Nothing. We did absolutely nothing.”

“Well shit, that’ll learn him,” I said. “What’s driving the Marshal?”

Sergeant Caerenin considered. “He believes the attack is connected to the Teutonic Lords’ killings.”

“Yeah?” I scratched my head. “How’s a bunch of dead hill-billies stack up against a pair of Teutonic Lords?”

“Honestly, I know not. Yet, it seems the poor lad’s hands and feet sustained wounds that were a deep blue, almost black.”

“Like with the Coin-Master and Komtur?”

“Perhaps. I did not view the lad’s corpse myself.”

“Sounds like a ‘no.’ You thinking frostbite, maybe?” I asked, but the Sergeant waffled. “Forget it. Anyway, I’ll take a look—”

“I’m afraid that won’t be an option. They remanded the lad to the flames of the plague pits already. As a precaution to quarantine against disease.” Sergeant Caerenin shook his head. “Admittedly, frostbite is precisely what it appeared like to the guards who bore the boy in, but...”

“But you don’t make the decisions.”

“Nay, Sir Luther, I do not.”

“Jesus. Alright. Sure.” I tucked my hands into my armpits. “Lemme grab Karl. How far’s this place? We gonna need horses?”

“Aye, gather your compatriot, and I’ll gather some rations. It’s a good ten miles.” Sergeant Caerenin nodded. “I’ll meet you at the stables.”

***
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A CROWD’D GATHERED as the sun crested the sparse horizon. The Teutonics had set up a list along a long flat area sandwiched between the lake and stables. Nothing special, just a line of four-foot-high stakes driven into the earth along a fifty-yard run. Not enough to ensure jousters didn’t collide headfirst into one another, but enough to guide the mounts, keep them honest, keep them clear of each other’s path. Horses ain’t the smartest animals, but they’re a damn sight smarter than the ones clinging to their backs.

As I clomped through the muck and into the stable yard, Karl trudging along at my side, riders at the east and west ends of the list wheeled their mounts, faced one another, lances raised in salute. The morning sun gleamed off their armor.

“Fuck-head’s riding into the sun,” Karl grunted. He looked more hale since the run-in with Ring-Wyrm, but truth be told, there was only one way shy of a dirt overcoat it could’ve gone.

“Aye, and I’m certain he insisted.” Sergeant Caerenin strode up from behind, a satchel thrown over one shoulder. “I’m sure Brother Marius wished to take the disadvantage in order that the laurels of victory be heightened.”

“Unless he loses,” I said.

“Or gets a stick through the eye,” Karl rumbled.

“A fella can dream,” I smiled wistfully.

“Brother Marius is quite adept at jousting. Here. Breakfast.” Sergeant Caerenin handed me and Karl each a hardtack biscuit. “He’s the best I’ve ever seen.”

I took a bite. “Jesus, careful you don’t break a tooth.”

“You there, hostler,” Sergeant Caerenin called. “Otto!”

Otto the stable boy stood on the lowest fence rail, watching the proceedings. Without a word, he swept his green cloak aside, hopped off the fence, hustled over, and stood at attention. More or less.

“I instructed you to prepare mounts.”

“Aye, Sergeant.” Otto knuckled his forehead. “They’re ready.” Otto pounded off to the stable tent and returned in a huff, leading three shaggy garrons, his gaze drifting toward the list. “Just wanted to keep ‘em out of the chill. The others are still in the stable.”

“Well done, Otto,” Sergeant Caerenin nodded.

I glanced at Sergeant Caerenin. “Got a coin for the lad?”

“He gets paid a wage, Sir Luther.”

“Oh? Indentured servitude’s finally looking up.”

“Why don’t you cough it up?” Karl asked.

“Yeah, well, sure. I’ve got something ... right...” I patted my flaccid coin purse. “Er, sorry, kid. I drank your tip last night. Or gave it to a dame. It was delicious. So was she, if that softens the blow? That’s a nice cloak.” I pointed. “A word of advice, if I may?”

“Uh?” Otto glanced up. “Oh, sure. Thanks.”

“Might want to muck it up a bit so these Teutonic pricks don’t decide they want it for them—”

“Oh, they’re starting!” Otto sprinted off at the sound of hooves pounding, men hooting, hollering, catcalling.

“Looks like the stable boy business is booming,” I said. “Judging by the cloak.”

“Musta tore ‘em off a corpse.” Karl nibbled a corner of his biscuit as he watched horses pound towards one another. “Fuck-Head don’t look bad.”

“No, sadly, he does not,” I admitted. “Good technique.”

“Ain’t shying despite the glare.”

“And the fucker’s got to be half-blind. At least.”

The two riders charged down the line, at one another, lances gliding down from noon to nine, the blunted heads bouncing as each rider found his seat, his rhythm, timing the bounce, the breath, the beat of their mount’s pounding hooves. At the center of the list, Block-Head’s lance shattered against his opponent’s shield, hitting him square, knocking him rag doll back, flipping off his horse, somersaulting through the air and landing on his face in the muck.

“Hrmm...” Karl growled.

“Yeah. A damn shame.”

A half-hearted cheer eked from the folk gathered. A few whistles. Block-Head wheeled triumphantly, and rode down the line of spectators, saluting them as though they were kings.

“Jesus Christ.”

“That what he was knowed for?” Karl asked. “Hitting pricks with sticks?”

“No, it was more him taking the hits,” I said. “Far as I know, horses weren’t involved.” I eyed Sergeant Caerenin. “Thought Teutonics forbade jousting.”

Sergeant Caerenin nodded. “Not for sport or tournaments, for certain, but Marshal Emeric, and indeed most of the other war-leaders I’ve served under, oft turn a blind eye. They call it training, which it is, of course, but it’s also a source of entertainment for the Brethren. As well as the common folk.”

“Nothing better than violence and vitriol,” I watched as they lifted the limp carcass of the fallen knight onto a stretcher, “long as it’s not you.”
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...of an age that they could indoctrinate me into their ways, and so I became part of their clan. Merely a slave, I had thought, yet...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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WE SKIRTED EAST, THROUGH a line of snow-capped barrows, scouting ahead of a small Teutonic company, along the shore of Lake Golgotha, through the frozen lowlands, across a wide, shallow river mouth, our horses’ hooves punching holes through the thin ice and splashing up hideous cold.

“Any word on your end of things?” I called back over my shoulder.

“Eh?” Sergeant Caerenin cocked his head. “What is it you mean, Sir Luther?”

“The slayings, the killings, the Komtur Murders.” As folk had taken to calling them. “Any of the Brethren kicking around ideas? Theories? Anything they whisper about during chow? Or after prayers? Something? Anything...?”

“Nay, Sir Luther,” the Grey-Mantle snapped his reins, “none.”

“Seriously? I mean, I get it, I’m an outsider. But none of you talk about it, even amongst yourselves?”

“I ... I suppose we do, but—”

“Then what are they saying? Cause I’m grasping at straws here.” I cast a hand out north to the lake, east and west, the tundra, south to the Scab-Lands and World-Scar looming like an earthen tidal wave. “Look. We’re miles from prying eyes, eavesdropping ears, yeah? What are they saying? Anytime I ask any of you pricks anything, you all clam up tighter than a virgin on prima nocta.”

Sergeant Caerenin nodded. “It’s not our way to gossip, Sir Luther. And I’m afraid that’s all it would be, gossip, speculation, guesses, and poor guesses at that.”

“Fair enough, but you’re not under oath. Ain’t like I’m cranking out affidavits. So, who do you think killed your Lords? You think it was some sneaking Skull-Collar? Some tip-toeing giant? Or do you think it was the Bad-Hand Witch, too? Cause it couldn’t have been her. Not alone, anyway.”

“Nay, I concur, Sir Luther. Long before she joined our caravan, a Cardinal Molimcrest was dispatched, it’s said, in a similar manner, before our outset from Riga. I saw not the body, but it caused a furor. His guards were defrocked, dismantled, exiled.”

“Cardinal Molimcrest...?” I nodded. “Yeah, I’ve heard of him. What I’ve heard wasn’t flattering.”

Sergeant Caerenin rode along in silence.

“Any chance it was an inside job?” I gauged his reaction sidelong.

“An inside...?” Sergeant Caerenin straightened in his saddle. “Nay, Sir Luther, it could not—”

“What about Brother Mildrek and Block-Head? None of you batted an eyelash at that. Or raised a finger in protest. And if they ain’t gonna jaw on some lowly prick like Mildrek, how can I get them spilling about your high lords?”

“I did not see Brother—”

“Come on. I’ve been hounding you bastards for days.” I glared over my shoulder at Sergeant Caerenin’s small company of dieners, riding behind. “Asking up and down the lines, and no one’s seen a damn thing, heard a damn thing, said a damn thing. First army I’ve seen this efficient runs deaf, dumb, and blind.”

“It...” Sergeant Caerenin pursed his lips.

“What?” I said. “Jesus Christ, just say it.”

“I think it possible the Teutonic Lords don’t wish you to apprehend any culprit other than the one they have in their possession.”

“Yeah. Go on.”

“Your name graces the rolls now,” Sergeant Caerenin said, “a documented effort by the four lords to unveil the perpetrator of these murders. Publicly, they have performed their due diligence, choosing a man of no small expertise in this arena. No one can gainsay them upon that score. And should you flounder and fall and ultimately fail, the fault shall lie upon your shoulders, not theirs.”

***
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I RODE POINT, SERGEANT Caerenin next in line, Karl tailing, scanning the horizon when Karl grunted, “Ware.”

“Whoa—” I reined in hard, too hard, nigh on spooking my mount. “What is it?”

“There—” Karl had his crossbow up, was fitting it with a bolt. “The far bank. There. Amongst the stones.”

“Where...?” But then I made the fucker. I hadn’t seen him cause his cloak was dull grey, and he was laid out flatter than Block-Head’s jousting opponent. Just another stone lining the riverbank.

Sergeant Caerenin had his war-hammer drawn, short-jacking it just beneath its head. “Be there any more?”

“Don’t see any.” I wheeled my mount. “Karl?”

Karl took his time, scanning, before offering, “Nar.”

“Is he dead?” Sergeant Caerenin asked.

“Hang on. He ain’t moving.” I squinted in the harsh light, took in the far bank, stone menhirs rising like fingers in the distance, could smell the faint tang of blood on the cold wind. “Doesn’t seem to be breathing.” I guided my steed forward a piece. “Yeah. I think so. He’s done for. Gone.”

Beyond the corpse, a faint blood trail led off through the rock and snow, a couple lines of red here and there, hand prints punctuating alongside the swathe of drag marks.

I dismounted, Yolanda singing her graces, and stopped about ten paces from the fucker. “Jesus Christ...”

“What is it?” Sergeant Caerenin asked.

“C’mon up.” I waved a hand. “He’s dead, and if he ain’t, he wishes he was.”

Karl and Sergeant Caerenin clomped through the wash as I circled the corpse. A fella about twenty years old, give or take. Dark hair, pale skin, patchy beard. He lay naked except for a loincloth and cloak, his face and hands and feet frozen black. The rest wasn’t far behind.

“Cold get him?” Karl removed the bolt from his crossbow.

“Yeah, but it’d be like saying the ground got him after someone hurled him off a cliff.” I pointed off. Almost to the horizon, set upon a low hill, I made out a few specks. “Figure that for Jaffa.”

Karl shielded his eyes. “About two miles.”

I looked down at the poor fucker. “Two miles on his belly, crawling on elbows and knees through this shite.”

“Eh...?” Sergeant Caerenin rode over. “Elbows...?”

“And knees. Yeah,” I said. “They flensed the bottoms of his feet off. His hands, too. Fucker had to soldier-crawl his way here. This ain’t related to the murders.” I spat. “This was straight up Skull-Collar skullduggery, all the way.”

“You are quite certain?” Sergeant Caerenin swallowed.

“Karl...?” I glanced over at my own resident savage.

“Yar.” Karl tied his crossbow off to the back of his saddle. “Reaver work. Weren’t Bad-Hand.”

“The Lord have mercy on his soul.” Sergeant Caerenin crossed himself.

“I hope so,” I said, “cause he fell a mite short concerning the rest of him.”

Sergeant Caerenin said nothing in reply. Maybe God wasn’t out here on the tundra. Maybe it was some god akin to Karl’s holding sway. Some god who thought killing folk and torturing them was the proper mode of worship. Or, hell, maybe it was our God, after all. Wouldn’t have shocked me. Wouldn’t have shocked me in the least.

We found tracks not far from the corpse, at the bottom of a shallow draw, a little piss-trickle of a stream feeding into the river. And around them? Horse tracks. Unshod. Nigh on twelve. Practically ponies.

“Raiding party...” Karl grunted, eyeballing the horizon like it was plotting his demise. “Bunch o’ spring bucks trying to forge a name for their selves. They cut the poor fucker, watched him crawl. Watched him flail. Watched him freeze.”

An icy gale ripped past, blasting us with snow and grit.

I had no witty quips. No joyful rejoinders. Had nothing but a dead hollow yawning wide in the pit of my stomach, swelling against my ribs, my guts, my shriveled soul. Could see shades of the twelve on horseback, hear their hooting and hollering, feel the impact of hooves reverberate through the earth, through wet flensed frozen fingers as they galloped around, as the poor fucker struggled over stone, freezing, begging, bleeding, pleading.

Jaffa loomed in the distance, still just a speck.

Sergeant Caerenin grimaced. “I can see them wagering on how long this poor soul would last, how far he could crawl, how much he would bleed.”

“Doesn’t much set them apart,” I said.

“No, Sir Luther, tragically, it does not.” Sergeant Caerenin drew on his reins, turning his mount back towards his approaching company. He paused and looked over his shoulder. “What...?”

I glanced at Karl, who nodded.

“We’re heading on to Jaffa.”

“It was clearly reavers, Sir Luther, as you both said.” Sergeant Caerenin cocked his head. “There seems no mystery, no ... no magic, no bluish wounds, no connection to the murders.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

Sergeant Caerenin gazed off into the distance. “It’ll be close, getting back before the sun sets.”

“We ain’t afraid,” I lied.

“No?” Sergeant Caerenin nodded down at the dead bloke. “Even after this?”

“Alright. Karl’s not afraid. Are you?”

Karl shrugged. “Ain’t overenthusiastic.”

“To what purpose?”

“Might be a survivor or two needs our help.” Might be a survivor or two who’d heard of Benjamin ben Ari.

***
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WHAT JAFFA HAD ON OFFER was worse than the river. And Jaffa offered more. Almost the entire village was dead. But that was a given. It was the living that proved the hard-line horror.

“The real Jaffa’s a Mediterranean paradise. Situated along the coast. Blue-green waters going on for days, weeks, eons.” I huffed, bearing my end of the burden. “Beaches the color of alabaster reflecting the sun. So bright you can barely stand looking at them. Warm air. Warm water. Warm, willing women...”

Grimacing, Karl muscled along his end. “Well, this Jaffa’s the shit-end of a donkey.”

I didn’t argue the point.

Sergeant Caerenin rode down from the village square, still a ways off, but something in his demeanor, even from afar, was unsettling.

“What is it?” Karl asked.

“Nothing,” I lied.

“Look in yer eye don’t seem like nothing.”

“Alright. It’s something.”

“Teutonic fuck coming?”

“Yeah.”

“Riding hard?”

“Yeah.”

“Got the same look in his eye as you?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe...?”

“A little too far to tell.”

“Yar. You got this?”

“Yeah. Good idea. Go get the horses.”

Karl set his end of the responsibility on the ground while I kept my end of the litter up about waist-high. Any higher and she’d slide off. I dragged her into the confines of a burned-out shell of a hovel. She was still breathing, still conscious, still making sense. Which didn’t make any sense. Cause they’d done to her what they’d done to the rest, what they did to everyone. Only with her, they’d poured it on. Gone above. Beyond. Maybe it was cause she was young, maybe cause she was pretty, maybe cause she was pregnant and fit to give birth. Maybe it was cause Block-Head was right about one thing, that the reavers were servants of the devil.

“Please...” Barely a whisper.

The woman reached out, gripped my wrist.

She was strong, stronger than she had any right to be.

We’d found her tied spread-eagled against the communal well. They’d Friar-Tucked the top of her head with a bone knife, sawing away full circle just above the ears. Gave it a good yank. Then used her for target practice. Three arrows stuck out from her belly, moving disparate with each breath. Each labored breath.

“It’s gonna be alright,” I lied.

“I’m here.” A speck of truth.

“I won’t leave you.” Back to the lying.

Sergeant Caerenin hollered something to Karl, and Karl hollered back. Then came the pounding of hooves, the soft shushed jingle of mail as the dieners congregated.

“My baby...” A croak. Barely a croak.

“He’s gonna be fine,” I lied again. I was on a roll. Why stop?

Her lips were blue. She licked them with a dry pale lizard tongue. “D-Do you h-have any water?”

“Yeah. Sure. Of course.” I fumbled out my canteen, pulled the cork stopper, held it trembling to her lips. “Easy...”

Sergeant Caerenin reined in his mount outside the door. “Sir Luther, the raiding party has returned.”

“No...” Her eyes bulged in horror, disbelief, defeat. Her grip was still strong. She pulled me in close. Her hands were callused, knuckles thick. “You’ll take my baby?”

“Of course.” I gripped her wrists. “We’ll see he gets a good home. A fine education. Gets raised right.”

“I ... I thank you ... good sir,” she muttered, brushing my cheek with a pale trembly hand. “Thank you kindly...”

“There, there...” I took her hand, gripped it, patted it, leaned in close. “The man, Benjamin. The Jew. The moneylender, you said you saw him...”

“A ... Aye. Benjamin. He was headed east for...” the woman sputtered. “S-Said he was g-going for ... going on to New Samaria, then on to Esdraelon.”

“Was he alone? Or in a caravan or something?”

She winced, nodded. “He was with some rough-looking fellows. H-Had the air of ruffians about them. Guards. Mercenaries. Y-You’ll take care of my baby?” I nodded. “See he’s fed. See he’s raised right?”

Sergeant Caerenin stood poised at the door, his eyes wide, blaring, screaming, silent.

“Yeah, sure, of course.” I pried open her wooden fingers one by one, patted her wrist, her hands crippling into claws. My steel in hand was sharp, mercifully so. “What’s your baby’s name?”

“W-Was it a boy or a girl?” Her eyes were wide, but she wasn’t seeing. “I ... I couldn’t rightly see w-when they took him.”

“It’s a boy,” I said. “A fine-looking boy.”

“A boy...” She smiled at that. “His name is Leotis ... like his father. C-Can I see him?”

“Krait, they’re coming—”

“I know,” I hissed. “Jesus. Fuck. You got him?”

Sergeant Caerenin nodded. “Aye, I found him. I do.” He cradled a small bundle in his arm as he leaned forward in his saddle. “Here.”

I took him, Leotis, laid him swaddled in her arms, wrapped them around him. I licked my lips, tilting the bundle up, removing the shroud from Leotis’s face. As her glazed eyes lit upon her son’s face, I slit her wrist, a quick nick, blade so sharp she hardly felt it. “He ... he’s sleeping.”

“C-Can I hold him?”

“You are, my lady.”

“Oh. I ... I feel warm.”

“Good, my lady.” Jesus. “I’m glad.”

“Would ... Would you help me, please? I ... I want to sit up. Need to ... to look at him...”

“Sir Luther—”

“Yeah. Sure.” I levered her up against the wall, used an old burlap sack half-full of loam to buttress her to some semblance of vertical. “There you go, my lady.”

She said nothing as the wind ruffled Leotis’s downy hair.

We were riding hard, back west, before she passed.
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...my mind would break. I had lost everything, everyone, was alone amongst savages. I fixed a plan that, should the opportunity arise, I would endeavor to take my own...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
[image: image]


SNOW BLEW SINUOUS, slithering in serpents, wending across the icy wastes. Cloak wrapped tight around me, I looked up to Marshal Emeric and Quartermaster Croxton. Not figuratively, of course, cause they were a couple of ditch-born pricks, but literally. Book-ending me, flanking to either side, each rode aback a massive stallion. Massive compared to my shaggy garron.

“Indeed, you have made no progress, Sir Luther. That is what you choose to report?” Marshal Emeric frowned. He was good at that. “By the dead, man, you’ve brought us nothing. What of the Jaffa affair?”

“Jaffa affair...?” Leotis’s face flashed before my eyes. “Jaffa was a bust.” I shook it off, bit it back, crushed it away. “Just your regular, run-of-the-mill slaughter.”

“Did you see the reavers who perpetrated the horror?”

“Yeah.” Over my shoulder as I beat feet. “More or less.”

“Well, which is it?”

“Since I’m sitting here breathing, I’ll go with less.”

“Could you ascertain their affiliation? Were they Skull-Collars? Wyrm-Fathers?” Marshal Emeric’s eyes glimmered. “Were they Bad-Hands?”

“Was tough to tell,” I shook my head, “they looked all-bad to me.”

“A waste of time...” Marshal Emeric muttered.

“No shit,” I said. “I know I’m getting nowhere, but I’m getting loads of help on that score.”

“Excuses—”

“Easy, Brother,” Quartermaster Croxton said. “Let the man speak.”

“It’d help if you didn’t destroy bodies before I’ve had a go at them,” I said. “You send me off on a wild-goose chase and—”

“Have a care, Sir Luther,” Quartermaster Croxton warned. “Corpses must be disposed of, bodies destroyed, sanitation maintained at all costs in the best of times. And with the shadow of plague riding alongside, doubly so.”

“Yet you’re lugging two lord corpses along on ice, yeah?” I said.

“Neither having passed due to plague, though,” Quartermaster Croxton said.

“Fair enough.”

We rode at the vanguard of the Teutonic caravan, into the raw wind roaring, nothing ahead but the Ester-Venn scouts’ fleeting hoof tracks peppering the crusted snow, alongside the long promise of coming night. The Teutonic caravan stretched back for miles, long and narrow, but made of steel compared to the camp-followers riding behind. If the Teutonic caravan were an even string of rosary beads, the camp-followers were a jangled bit of frayed yarn.

“Well, how about the reaver-witch? Maybe I can make some headway with her?” I stroked my mount behind the ears as she crawled along, head down, hooves crunching through ice and snow. “I’d like to question her.”

Over my head, Marshal Emeric and Quartermaster Croxton mirrored a frown.

“I’m afraid we cannot allow that, Sir Luther,” Quartermaster Croxton said.

“Jesus Christ...” I clapped snow off my gloves. “And why’s that?”

“It’s for your own safety,” Quartermaster Croxton explained. “Two guards have committed suicide after standing guard over her. Two good men, men of God, men of honor, stolen in the blink of an eye. I can only imagine what her powers might do to a,” he looked down on me, “a lesser man, neh?”

“I look like a daisy to you?” I barked.

“Who are you to question us?” Marshal Emeric barked right back.

“Jesus Christ, I’m your bloody fucking inquisitor,” I scowled. “You appointed me to ask questions. You told me to question your men. You told me I could question you, for fuck’s sake. And all I’m getting is road-blocks and dead-ends, blank stares and sidelong glares.”

“Sir Luther,” Marshal Emeric’s hands quivered as he gripped his reins, “we shall endeavor to question her in the name of God until we have burned every last secret from her soul. Now—”

“What is it with you and them?” I demanded. “Is the gossip true? Is she your daughter?”

His finger lit into my face. “Bite your tongue, you—”

“Gentlemen!” Quartermaster Croxton said. “Bickering shall bear us little fruit. If we are to make headway, we must do so together. Perhaps not arm in arm, but an accord must be struck.”

“Holy shit—” I reined in hard, my mount whinnying.

“Sir Luther,” Quartermaster Croxton turned, “your choice of—”

“Shut the fuck up. Look—” I pointed. “Look—”

Paralleling us south, just visible through the driving snow, clomping in a line straight as an arrow, a murder of giants trudged west, themselves dwarfed by the titanic ridge of the World-Scar beyond. I swallowed, sniffed, squinted, looked back over my shoulder at the caravan, caught at its most vulnerable. Strung out, tenuous and thin as the litany of a leper’s sins. There were some thirteen giants, tall and slender, broad and misshapen, all trudging in the opposite direction.

“Sound for battle, Hasculf,” Quartermaster Croxton hissed, clutching the crucifix round his throat. “Now. Ready the charge. God wills it.”

“God wills it...” Crossing himself, Marshal Emeric raised a horn to his lips.

“Wait—” I snatched his arm. “Don’t. Not yet. They see us, yeah? They know we’re here. How could they not?”

“Unhand me—” Marshal Emeric ripped his arm free.

“You blow that horn, might be we’re all dead.”

Marshal Emeric froze, horn pressed to his lips.

“We’re lambs for the slaughter, strung out like this. Ready the charge? It’ll take an eon to form up.” My finger was in his face. “And by then...” He recoiled in his saddle. “Jesus, just signal down the bloody line for your men to ready for combat but stay put, for the camp-followers to continue north of us. So we can shield ‘em.”

“If we cede the initiative—”

“We already bloody well ceded it.” I stood in my saddle, craning my neck. “Where the hell are your scouts, anyway? Those Ester-Venn fucks.”

“A fair query, Sir Luther,” Quartermaster Croxton muttered.

“They lost it for us,” I said. “They ceded it. Now it’s up to you to save everyone.”

Gears churned in Marshal Emeric’s head — I could hear them, practically see them — crunching out equations, risk factors, benefits, losses, reports written to the Hochmeister General back in Mariënburg. But there’s one good thing about giants. With them? The arithmetic’s a cinch. You figure for total losses. Utter destruction. Everyone dead. You figure to be killed, skinned, devoured, and maybe, if you’re lucky, truly lucky, in that order.

“If they turn towards us, we’re dead,” I said. “But maybe we won’t look so enticing with the camp-followers shielded. Maybe they just ate. Maybe they’re headed somewhere and don’t have the time or inclination for slaughter.”

Marshal Emeric sniffed, wiped his beard, nodded. “Ready for battle, but make no move, no sound,” he hissed to his adjuncts behind. “And order the camp-followers to continue to our north.”

I watched as the order ripped down the line, flags dipped, heads turning, a wake of clipped whispers as the Teutonics formed quickly, efficiently, facing to the south. Wagon-ballistas were aimed, cranked, loaded. A ballista can kill a giant if it hits square, penetrates its heavy shield, its layers of hide and iron. A big if. None said a word, no taunts, no chants, no brazen shouts of “God wills it.” Just men readying for what they’d trained to do.

“Have they come for her?” Marshal Emeric’s eyes widened.

In unison, they turned, both their gazes lighting as one upon the gaol-wagon behind, the silhouette of Ring-Wyrm crumpled dishrag within.

“Can it be...?”

“Aye...” Marshal Emeric throttled his reins. “She summoned them.”

“Why the hell would they want her?” I asked.

“The Bad-Hand Witches, it ... it’s said that giant’s blood pumps through their veins,” Marshal Emeric grimaced. “Sons, daughters of Cain, relinquishing their last vestiges of humanity, they drink it in a foul ceremony, some forbidden ritual, and it ... it changes them. It changes their visage, their heart, the very make-up of their soul...”

“The reaver-witch tell you shite?” I gripped Yolanda’s hilt, ripped her around front. Not that she’d do me much good. Fighting a giant’s a distance game. A fool’s errand. Shower them with ballistas, rocks, harsh language. Then run your arse off and get trampled when it all fails. Arms that long? You’d need a lance and concussion to willingly battle one. One, let alone thirteen.

“We extracted as much.”

“And you swallowed it?”

“Something must be done about them, about her,” Quartermaster Croxton hissed.

“It’ll be done when I say it’s done, Thomas.” Marshal Emeric’s eyes blazed. “I’ll brook no argument. She’s under my purview. Now, the Ester-Venn claimed another Skull-Collar camp lies not far to the southeast.”

“What good’s another Skull-Collar camp do?”

“You know as well as I, the Bad-Hands are thing apart from the other clans,” Marshal Emeric said. “The Skull-Collars, the Wyrm-Fathers, the Ogre-Kin, they all traffic with the Bad-Hands. They’re something akin to a priesthood.”

“You’re all-in on the Bad-Hands, huh?” I said. “You still think they’re the ones committed the Komtur Murders?”

“Who else could it be?” Quartermaster Croxton cocked his head. “Their hands are notorious for their fell purpose. Their gruesome wounds. You yourself suffered her devil’s touch, neh?”

“Devil’s touch? Yeah, but it’s different than the murder wounds.” I rubbed my throat, winced, feeling that monstrous hand grasping, smelling my own skin cook, hearing it sizzle. “Hers burned, while theirs, the murderer’s — Jesus — I don’t know. It was just different. There were no gouging wounds. No organs missing.”

“Perhaps cutting her arm off solved that riddle?”

“And no bluing of wounds,” I countered. “It wasn’t her. Couldn’t have been her.”

“The murderer’s goal was slaughter.” Quartermaster Croxton shook his head. “And hers, indeed her whole peoples’ aligns with that, neh?”

“Can’t disagree,” I conceded. “But I’d have to question her. Get a sense, a feel. To really know. Could be revenge, yeah? Maybe someone who just wants to cut the head off the snake? Or a nose to spite a face? How about good old-fashioned villainous ambition?”

“The Teutonic Brotherhood allows only men of the highest moral quality within its ranks.”

“You really don’t see it, do you?”

“See what?”

“That just cause you see yourself one way doesn’t mean the rest see it,” I said. “Doesn’t mean the rest see anything even approaching what you see. You sharp enough to know you’re not forging lasting friendships everywhere you walk? Or do you truly believe sunshine and roses blossom in your wake, blooming across the wastes?”

The two glared my way.

“I’ll keep at it.” Pounding my head against the bloody wall. “Let you know when I find out more.” I watched the giants trudging onward. “If we’re not all rotting in a ditch somewhere.”

Marshal Emeric followed my gaze.

“Is their path turning...?” Quartermaster Croxton asked. Whether he was asking or hoping wasn’t clear.

“No,” I breathed a sigh of relief, “still headed west.”

“Could it be a trick? A trap?”

“Yeah, sure, of course.” I shielded my eyes from the gale. “Best consider everything one or the other. You’ll live longer.” Couldn’t say why I was dispensing free advice to two fuckers born for the dirt — begging for it — maybe just the high of still drawing breath. “They could’ve charged us. Could’ve done whatever the hell they wanted. Could still do it.”

“Perhaps they mean to take us in the nightfall.”

“Yeah...” Not an idea I’d relish come dark. “Either way, best put as much distance as we can between us.”

“Yes,” Marshal Emeric watched as the giants trudged, fading off over the open plain, “distance, indeed.”

OceanofPDF.com

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 25.

[image: image]


...beyond the limestone breaks in the Scab-Lands. Only stars shone, reflected off the waters of the long-water. I made my decision, escaping as the Skull-Collars slumbered.

The cliffs were high, precipitously so, and it proved most difficult, but I surmounted...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
[image: image]


THE Moveable Feast, as the camp’s tavern had come to be known, was certainly moveable. Feast, though? As of late? That was a bit strong. Their best fare? A sliver of river pike or boiled chicken wing, if you were lucky. We’d survived the migrating giant horde, and it was my third night trying to drink Leotis’s face from my mind, ever present, always waiting, haunting me every time I closed my eyes, that smooth, pale orb full of dead serenity, ensconced in his mother’s arms. I was glad I didn’t know her name. Glad I hadn’t asked. Glad it wouldn’t toll like a funerary bell in the back of my mind every time I heard it. But I bore no proof versus Leotis...

The Ester-Venn guides, back with us by the grace of God, were tearing the Feast up, ripping back shots of some concoction they’d lugged in themselves. They called it airag, and it stank of rank milk, which is what I was fair sure it was. One bloke was squatting low and springing like a cricket, hopping, dodging, dancing about as the others clapped and pointed and guffawed.

I kept to the corner, drinking stiffly priced weak sauce.

The Jaffa slaughter hadn’t been connected to the Komtur Murders. It was just another bit of nasty spread out across the Grey Waste. A dash more of reaver madness, with horror and terror to boot. There was plenty to spare. There always was.

The Teutonic Lords were still clammed up about Ring-Wyrm and whatever she’d spilled. I was fair sure it was mainly blood, but there might’ve been some truth sown in.

Karl sat passed out, snoring lightly, his shaggy head propped up on the table by his wide fist, lulled by the warmth, the booze, the drone of some Teutonic shepherd’s voice as he recounted his doldrums to no one of consequence, which in this case, meant me.

“...and then the poor fucker runs hisself straight into one of them, uh, them rocks what’s propped up all in a circle.” Diener Ellard took a quick pull off his flagon, continuing on without missing a beat. “Snapped a horn off at the skull and sure as shiny shit broke his own neck. Damnest thing I ever seen.”

I nodded along, hypnotized by the drone of his voice. He was the twentieth diener I’d questioned today. Diener Ellard played shepherd to the few goats and sheep left to the Teutonics. He’d been on guard duty the night of the Coin-Master’s murder. He didn’t seem to have anything useful to offer, but at least he was talking.

“Man o’ man, been losing stock every day since we left Haceldemn.” Diener Ellard slapped the table. The word yokel came to mind. “It’s why the price of meat’s through the beaming roof, it is.”

“Menhirs, they’re called.” I took a pull.

“Huh...?”

“Menhirs,” I yawned. “Or druid stones, standing stones, what have you...”

“M-Men-what?”

“The stones you were jawing about. Ones we’ve been seeing spiked out all across the Grey Waste. The one your sheep charged headlong into. They call ‘em menhir. Favorite announcement of Teutonic fellas such as yourself.”

“Eh...?” Diener Ellard’s face screwed up in puzzlement. “Oh!” He slapped the table, waggling a knobby finger. “That’s a good one, mister. Men. Here. Hah! Took me a second. Mind if I use that one on my brothers?”

“Sure.” I waved a hand. “Your funeral.”

“It’s a good one.”

“Cheers.” I’d been saving it, planning on using it on Karl, but figured I might get a second crack, with him dozing through and all.

“Menhirs? Druid stones?” Diener Ellard scratched his head. “Mister, you got a lot o’ knowledge, I’ll say that.”

“You’d be the only one,” I took a sip, “but it has gotten me nigh on everything I own.”

“Well, fourth one this week done some crazy shite no one’s ever heard of. It’s like they’re all going mad. Talked to Rynault the other day, diener in charge of cattle. Runs Pen Six. He said the same. And last week, I seen a...” The shepherd’s voice droned on. I was trying a new tack, asking questions and conducting inquisitions outside the confines of the Teutonic Redoubt. Adding in alcohol, such as it was.

I offered Karl another scowl, but he was too far gone to notice.

“Sorry I’m gabbing yer ear off, mister, but I’m by myself most of the time, following the trail, and when I gets back round civilized folk and starts drinking,” he cupped a hand to his mouth, “we ain’t supposed to over-drink — or drink at all, I guess. But a little now and then won’t hurt, right?” He burped. “Pardon. And I’m just making up for all the talking I ain’t doing.”

“Sure. Yeah.” I waved a hand. “It’s fine.”

He thumbed over his shoulder. “You know anything about these Ester-Venn fellas?”

“Sure. They’re noisy as fuck and prance around like inbred leprechauns.”

Grinning, Diener Ellard waggled that finger again. “You got a mouth on you, mister.”

“That’s what my wife always said.”

“Oh, aye?” Diener Ellard took a swallow. “She a looker?”

“Prettiest gal you ever saw.”

“You heading out to the colonies? Grabbing a patch of dirt for you and her?”

“No,” I said, “she’s already got all the dirt she’ll ever need.”

“Then why—?”

“Just looking for a fella.” I waved him off. “Got roped into this Bad-Hand Witch bullshit along the way.”

“I seen Brother Marius walk her through the gates, but word is it was you and your friend as did wrangle her.” Diener Ellard took a long pull, thumped his flagon down, wiped his chin. “Her days are numbered, I’m hearing.”

“Yeah?” I took a sip.

“Words is they got what they wanted from her.”

“A confession, then?”

“Guessing it weren’t no Ole Mother Hubbard.” Diener Ellard guffawed. “Crier called that the Quartermaster done gave the order for her execution on the morrow, come sunup, afore we strike camp. I think he aims for it as a sort of blessing fer the rest of our travels. To boost folks’ spirit, and all.”

“What could be better?”

“You got me, Mister Krait—er, Sir Luther. Pardon.”

“Been called worse.” I waved a hand.

The Ester-Venn clapped as one of their number started back flipping in place to the rhythm of the music. It was impressive. Exhausting, too, just watching.

“Say, what’s his name?”

“Huh?” I said. “Who?”

“Fella you struck out to find. Maybe I heard of him.”

“Oh. The name’s Benjamin ben Ari. He’s a moneylender out of Asylum. Then Mariënburg. Maybe took on as bursar with the Brethren. Was on his way to New Samaria or Esdraelon, maybe, from what I hear.”

“Esdraelon, huh? End of the line, last colony. Now that’s some worn shoe leather.” The shepherd scratched his head. “And naw, I ain’t never heard of him. They say they got lots of Jews in New Samaria, though. Southeast of here.”

“Well, that’s promising.”

“Say,” Diener Ellard took another pull, “is it true them Jews got horns popping out the tops of their heads? I heard as such, but I ain’t never seen one, not up close, anyhow.”

“They don’t pop so much as they shoot.” I made a pair of bull’s horns on my head with my fingers. “Somewhat akin to crossbow bolts.”

“By golly—” Diener Ellard’s jaw near hit the table. “For real...?”

“No, they look pretty much like you or me.” I took a swig. “Just they take baths more often and usually ain’t quite as stupid.”

The Ester-Venn scouts lifted one of their own on their shoulders, cheering, stomping, clapping, parading him about as he killed his flagon.

“These Ester-Venn fellas...” Diener Ellard shielded his mouth as he leaned in, lowering his voice. “Notice they look a lot like the reavers?”

“Yeah. And with fair good reason,” I said. “Cause they are. Just a different clan. A western one that sold out first.”

“Look mean as weasels.”

“And almost twice the size.”

“I heard they’ll kill colonizers. If they’re caught outside camp, and there’s no Teutonics about.”

“Fair bit of truth concerning most folk.” I drank. Then I drank some more. It was still barely touching me. “That fella doing flips does have an alarming amount of dried blood on his hands.”

“Then how can you know they’re trustworthy?”

I shook my head. “You can’t. Not if you don’t know them man to man. Can only pay them to do a job and hope for the best. Didn’t work so good the other day. With the giants. Pricks went off cavalcading. Razed a reaver-camp to the ground. Took turns raping some dame. You know, the usual.”

Diener Ellard nodded sagely.

I tapped my temple with a forefinger. “You Teutonics do have one ace in the hole, though.”

“Eh, oh?” Diener Ellard leaned in across the table. “And what’s that?”

“The reaver clans all hate each other.”

“Well...” Diener Ellard nodded his head slowly. “That’s something now, ain’t it?”

“Ain’t nothing, that’s for damn sure. And the play’s fair simple. All’s you have to do is make sure the reavers hate each other more than they hate you.” I took a sip, fixed him a deadpan glare. “You sure as shit don’t make it easy, though.”
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...my hair blowing in the hot wind, could hear the far-off howls of the dire-wolves that loped beyond the World-Scar. I stared at the Skull-Collar campfire twinkling far below, the dying light of the fire illuminating their hide tupiks. I closed my eyes, picturing myself careening down towards...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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I LAY AWAKE WHEN THE horns blared from over the Teutonic wall. Awake cause I hadn’t slept a wink. Awake cause I kept seeing Leotis’s face before me, all wrapped and golden in the setting sun, so calm, so peaceful, so cold. His mother shivering around him, a drowning woman latched onto waterlogged flotsam. Her eye sockets empty, her maw gaping crooked wide, wrong, seaweed dangling free.

“Hmm...?” I muttered. “You hear that?”

Karl rolled over, settled, grunted out a fart.

“Jesus,” I waved a hand, “what time is it?”

In a keen show of symmetry, Karl rolled back over, drawing his blanket snug.

I clambered up to take a piss, my new curse. Couldn’t plow through an entire night without stumbling once toward the latrine. And with my latest heroics? Chasing an elusive buzz with that watered-down weak sauce? This was my second trek.

The cold air slammed me right outside the tent, and I quickened my hunched stagger, holding it in, grunting, grimacing, crunching through the snow toward the south latrine.

Behind came curses, shouts from beyond the Teutonic wall. Lights moved in jagged patterns as shouts of “Row six, clear!” came at regular intervals. It was the Teutonics, conducting a search up and down their rows and corridors.

Could only mean one thing...

“Row seven, clear!”

The Moveable Feast stood aglow on the south edge of camp, the Ester-Venn’s laughter still ringing in the night. It was a harsh, mean, drunken laughter. The kind you hear before a fight, or just after.

I untied my pants, set my feet, was fully engaged in some prolific pissing when the soft crunch of furtive footsteps broke the snow crust behind. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw her, Ring-Wyrm, slinking spectral at a crouch through camp, picking her way one-handed under a guy-line, barely twanging, her lone eye glowing round as a harvest moon.

“Row eight, clear!”

Ring-Wyrm froze, feeling my gaze, and turned her lone eye on me.

Her one arm was crooked and long, angular as an adze, her fingers blackened by blood.

Blood I’d hazard wasn’t hers.

“Row ten, clear!”

An Ester-Venn scout barked something harsh, and the Moveable Feast erupted in more laughter.

I nodded once to Ring-Wyrm, quick, curt, then turned, focusing back on what I was doing as she crunched on past through the snow, her breath steaming in the moonlight, her steps quickening as she made her way into the night, her long skeletal legs carrying her off towards unfettered freedom, if such a thing existed.

OceanofPDF.com

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 27.

[image: image]


...a hand gripped my shoulder, and I turned away from eternity. Her lone eye set in her malformed face was the harsh yellow of the gibbous moon. Surely, here stood some monster of...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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THE Ester-Venn laughter was a denatured echo of the pomp and merriment from the previous eve. The same drinking. The same laughter. The same peal. Maybe a slightly different pitch. A little higher. A little sharper. A lot meaner. Or maybe it was just circumstance coloring my perception. The Ester-Venn mob gathered round as some short, stoop-shouldered brave sawed the ear off a reaver corpse, held it up translucent pink to the bright light of dying dawn, pride personified, then tossed it to some fucker wielding a bone needle and sinew, sewing together a necklace.

They’d tracked Ring-Wyrm through fresh snow for a night and two days to some reaver camp west of the Glaarung River. Was a fair easy trail to follow. Be hard pressed to miss it. Karl and I’d stayed back with Block-Head’s men. Watching from afar as the Ester-Venn scouts closed in, rode back, then surrounded the camp. No tracks were reported heading out.

She was still in here.

Somewhere.

The Teutonic flag flapped as a Grey-Cloak stabbed it into the mud, twisting it, working it in deep, his armor filthy with dirt and grime, all tinged crimson.

We’d taken them in the light of early dawn, men, women, children. More of the latter. It hadn’t taken long. But then, slaughters usually don’t. The initial part, anyway. A mad scrum of drek and mayhem, endless killing as folk scream and run. Maybe some make it. But most...?

A fair number’d been hacked to pieces by the Ester-Venn scouts, the Teutonic cavalry storming in after, mowing through tupiks like chaff, the diener footmen advancing in even lines behind, stalking through smoke and cinder, tent by tent, spearing anything left, anything breathing, anything that moved. And anything that didn’t, making damn sure it stayed that way.

“Dress different than the Skull-Collars.” I frowned down at the dead. They wore a scavenged amalgam of Tartar scale and Western mail, all adorned with locks of human hair and strips of cured skin. The warriors, anyway. The women and children? They looked as haggard and ill-spent as any poor sod.

“They’re called Ogre-Kin,” Karl said. “Borrow habits of the giants.”

I nudged a corpse with his toe. “Like skinning folk to make coats?”

“Yar.” Karl gave me a deadpan glare.

“Christ...” I glared round at the carnage. “Any sign of Ring-Wyrm?”

Karl scratched his beard, scowled, growling something low as Block-Head roared an order. Sergeant Caerenin and a small company obeyed, leading a throng of women and children collared with chains off along the river, south toward our encampment.

I glared up at him. “Had enough?”

Karl shook his head, spat, seethed. “These fuckers...” He hadn’t dismounted. Hadn’t taken part in the slaughter. Hadn’t reveled in it. Had just watched the line of Ogre-Kin reavers shambling off, hands bound behind their back. “Mud-fucking liars...”

“Mud, huh?” I raised an eyebrow.

Karl waved a hand, “Tale fer another time.”

“I’ll pass in advance,” I said. “Something gnawing at you?”

“Twin-face fuckers jawing hard on word o’ yer god.”

“It the killing?”

“The killing? Hrmm ... Nar.” Karl shook his head. “Killing’s honest. It’s what men do. What men do to anything they’re around long enough. But when yer preaching the pure word on one hand and slaving folk on the other...”

“Hypocrisy’s the word you’re looking for.”

“Yar...”

“And there’s no stopping it,” I said. “There’s too many.”

Karl offered no rebuttal. No rebuke. He just stroked the head of that axe.

A Grey-Cloak shoved some woad-covered Ogre-Kin wench. She stumbled into the half-collapsed shell of a tent. He followed her in, working his pants open as he stepped over the charred carcass of a dog, smoke drizzling up from its empty eye sockets. A handful of Brethren sauntered up behind, nodding, grinning, jockeying for position.

Movement caught my eye from beyond, a far tent still left standing. Wasn’t a Teutonic. Wasn’t the wind, either. “Hey...” I elbowed Karl, nodded over. “Saw something yonder. Keep an eye skinned. Gonna take a gander.”

Karl glared at the Teutonics, the Ester-Venn beyond, and offered a nod.

As I strode toward the tent, someone was scrambling inside, something was shifting, sliding, scraping, then nothing.

I drew open the flap.

It was a mess inside. A bloody one. “Shit.”

A Bad-Hand Witch lay splayed across a blanket, head torqued back at an awful angle, hanging on by a bit of gristle, hacked by a sword, an axe, something. At first, I thought it was Ring-Wyrm, then noticed a second eye, two hands. One was scorched black. The other was the Bad-Hand trademark, a distorted mass of rose-red flesh. Her face bore the mark, too, festered down from her hairline, across her cheek, curling around like a worm embedded in her chin. The cook-fire still smoldered, smoke wafting up through a rent in the ceiling.

“Anything?” Karl stood at the entrance, gripping the reins of his horse.

“A Bad-Hand Witch,” I looked over my shoulder, “but we’re a bit late.”

Karl glared in through one eye, spat.

“Her fingers?” Karl cocked his head. “They like the Teutonic bastards’ wounds?”

“Hmm...” I knelt, gripped her wrist, twisted her hand to the light. “No. Just char from the fire. Char and dirt and woad. Her other hand, too.” A monstrous three-fingered one, akin to some bird of prey or something similar. I glanced around. Fistfuls of loose dirt’d been strewn about, smoothed down, hastily. “Looks like she was digging.”

“Digging...?” Karl growled low. “Back up, lad.”

“Huh?” I looked up. “I think she’s past attacking. Or moving. Or anythinging.”

Karl adjusted his grip on his axe, nodded, flashed in monk-sign, Under her.

What? I signed back. Like a hole?

“Odin’s eye,” Karl snarled, “like the one in the middle o’ your fucking face!”

I laid one hand to my breast. “That was hurtful.” My other found Yolanda.

“Was bloody-well meant to be.” Karl snatched another peek outside. “Sometimes reavers’ll dig a hole. If running ain’t no option. Tell loved-ones to crawl under. Hide. Pray. Lay atop ‘em if there ain’t no hope.”

“Wasn’t an overabundance.”

“Yar.”

I studied the Bad-Hand corpse. Just stood there and watched, saying nothing, listening to the wind rip across the tupik wall. She was short, even for a reaver, maybe four and a half feet on a good day. Today wasn’t that day. Then I saw it. A subtle shift. Her nigh on severed head lolled to the side. Barely. Typically, the lolling only happens once.

“Hrmm...?” Karl caught my eye.

I nodded. Leave it or not? I signed.

Leave it, Karl signed back.

I nodded, rose, retreated a step towards the door as the corpse shifted, rolled aside, and a reaver wench scrambled out from under, coughing, gasping, rasping. It was Ring-Wyrm, exhausted, beat, broken, her misshapen head hanging, looking like an apple set to drop off its twig.

“The door—” I turned, but Karl’d already ripped it shut.

Ring-Wyrm froze, just staring at me, wide-eyed, grey drool coursing down her chin. She gripped a bone knife, scowling.

I raised my hands. “Easy...” I whispered in reaver-speak.

“My trail ends here.” Ring-Wyrm pursed her lips, lifting the blade defiant to her own throat.

“Ain’t gonna hurt you...” I said.

Maybe she’d heard it before. Maybe she didn’t believe me. Maybe she was smart.

The blade pressed into her throat, deep enough to bleed. A quick rip and it’d be Hosannas in the Highest. Her arm, twig thin, held steady as an oak.

“Wait.” I stepped back, hands up. “I’ll leave. Go back. Do what you were doing.” I pantomimed covering up. “Hide.”

Ring-Wyrm watched me step back, tears rolling down her sallow cheek, washing away the grit and dirt and corpse blood. Her eye closed, and she crushed away tears, garbling something too fast to suss as her arm tensed—

“Wait—!” I tore off my cloak, held it up, shook it.

That yellow eye opened.

“Here.” I dangled my cloak like bait on a hook. “Take it. It’s warm.” I tossed it over. “Wrap yourself in it. Hide. C’mon.”

Hands trembling, Karl gripped his thane-axe two-handed. “Don’t let them fuckers win.”

“Listen to him, lass.”

Swallowing, Ring-Wyrm lowered the knife.

“Here lass,” Karl rumbled, pulled out a ration of seeded bread from under his cloak, tossed it on top of mine. “Take it. Might be it’ll stave off death another day.” Might be it wouldn’t.

Sniffing, suspicious, Ring-Wyrm crouched for the cloak, gripped it toward her, knife still in hand, still extended, still steady.

Karl glanced at me and nodded, “C’mon,” as the tent flap opened, and a Grey-Cloak, backed by more, shoved his head inside, eyes lighting on Ring-Wyrm, her mouth full of bread, chewing.

The Teutonic prick’s eyes locked on me. “What in the blazes—?!”
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...name was Wild-Flower. She did not pull me in, she did not push me forth, she merely gripped my shoulder with a gentle firmness and spoke unto me one word...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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IT HAPPENED FAST — too fast to react — too fast for me. Certainly too fast for the Teutonic fuck. Karl’s thane-axe caught the bastard just below his right ear. With his mail hood pulled back, war-weary from rape and slaughter, Karl’s axe skewered flesh, crushed cartilage, crunched bone. Like gaffing a fish, Karl yanked the fucker off his feet, in through the tent flap, rolling to a halt next to the Bad-Hand Witch’s corpse.

“Run—” I hissed at Ring-Wyrm as a pair of Teutonics shouldered headlong through the door.

Karl pivoted aside like a dago bull-fighter, sweeping his thane-axe backhanded, missing, wailing wide, renting open the tent.

Ring-Wyrm whirled, slicing through the heavy leather wall as a Teutonic hauled hollering after. I jump-stepped between, hand raised, “Wait—!”

Hooves pounded from afar.

Choking up on his thane-axe and giving ground, Karl swiped aside a lunge from his Teutonic, kicking glowing embers across the room.

“He killed him!” I grabbed Yolanda by the blade, held my hands up, stepped back. “Please! It wasn’t me!” I pointed at Karl. “It was him!”

“Eh—!?” My Teutonic stuttered to a halt, tripping over his dead brethren, then turned for an instant toward the spark of axe on blade. Karl hacked overhead, a short swipe in the close dark, hooking the Teutonic’s shield rim, yanking it down, jabbing with the toe-hook, nicking the fucker’s face, a line of blood sliding below his eye.

“Flank him!” I yelled, pointing, and my Teutonic turned, made to step around his brother. Which was a mistake.

His.

Not mine.

I swung Yolanda at the back of his leg. A wide, broad arc. Normally, blades won’t bite through mail, not slashing, anyhow. It’ll bruise, maybe break, but it’s nothing you can count on. So I reversed Yolanda. Gripping her blade, I swung her hilt-first, catching the Teutonic in the back of his knee. Don’t know if her quillons punched through or not, but the fucker dropped and screamed bloody murder.

His.

Not mine.

Which is what I wanted.

I could’ve killed him, could’ve taken him in the neck, saved his casket-maker about a foot’s worth of work, but his hollering had the desired effect. His brother turned, glared at him, me, just a quick glance, barely a peek, but it was enough. Karl’s axe glanced off the top of his head, tolling his death-knell, scattering his sword, wobbling him hard. “Damn you—”

Karl cut him short, in more ways than one, while I brained my own with a boot to the skull, dropping him to hands and knees, huffing, gaping, gasping, crimson spittle dangling in a long wobble, his jaw warped wrong. He blinked, groaned, teeth and drool spilling, him lisping, “Are you th-the...”

Flames rippled up the tupik wall, smoldering, smoking their way up and out.

Karl was at the door, his back to it an instant before he dodged out.

“Anyone—?” I coughed, righting Yolanda, then wronging the Teutonic. “Heard a horse.”

“Yar. Fucker’s rounding,” Karl growled, “bearing down. Odin’s eye. It’s Block-Head.”

“Course it is. Shit. What’s he strapping?” I hustled after, gasping, coughing, “Sword?”

“Nar.” Karl straightened. “Lance. Fourteen-fucking-footer.”

I skidded to a halt, fingered soot from my eye. Block-Head astride his destrier coalesced like a nightmare galloping before me, bearing down, lance at twelve o’clock descending smooth and even, its iron point aiming ultimately at my chest.

“Shit.”

“Odin’s eye—”

Karl dove left — I right — shielding myself with a wild swipe, Yolanda’s steel sparking harmoniously off the lance point. I hit the ground, rolled, got to my feet as the pounding hooves slowed, stopped. Block-Head turned, rounded, gave pursuit. The hooves pounded again, slow, but gaining speed, rhythm, momentum. I sprinted round the smoldering tent, the hot breath of the destrier burning down my collar, lance point tickling my spine, Block-Head roaring, “God wills it!” I scrambled, tripping, righting, hauling on, glimpsing the slit Ring-Wyrm’d escaped through. Smoke poured skyward. I was back out front, a five-step lead on certain death.

But then, there he stood.

At the front of the tupik.

My hero. My savior. My own little guardian Gabriel.

“Cut it sharp!” Karl roared as I hauled onward.

Without thought, I swung at the tent pole he grasped two-handed, butt-end braced pike-wise against his back foot, its front end dull as the arse-end of a doornail. Wouldn’t do shite against Block-Head. It’d shatter like glass against his heavy plate, split against his shield, splinter against his hell-steed’s barding, but I swung anyway, cutting its blunt tip with an artless hack, shearing it clean at a harsh angle and vaulting past, faltering to a halt beyond. I turned, gasping, gulping, raising Yolanda for one final act of fateless futility.

“God wills it!” Block-Head roared, charging.

Karl should’ve died.

Instantly.

Karl should’ve been skewered clean through and into me. Both of us trampled. The makeshift tent-pole spear should’ve snapped, should’ve busted, should’ve broken. It should’ve been as effective as a wet feather against a flame-belching gorgon. And it did snap, it did break, it did shatter under the onslaught of the two-thousand pound centaurian monstrosity. But Karl caught the hell-steed in its gaping maw, between its gnashing teeth, burying four feet of shaft in and out the side of its throat, its neck. The beast squealed something horrid, rearing up and back, hurling Block-Head tumbling off, arms flailing, weapons flying as it bucked and shivered and kicked, foaming red at the mouth, fighting to dislodge the lance from its throat. It failed on all accounts.

Block-Head landed on his back and rolled, scrambled back on hands and knees.

“Brother Marius!” I screamed.

“Eh—?” Block-Head snapped up, burning eyes glaring through his dented helm. “Krait, you snake — ulp!” Hooves caught him full in the face, the chest, stoving in his breastplate, launching him sideways into the tupik, through the leather wall, collapsing atop him in smoldering ruin.

“Rrrg...” Karl rose, contorted as a question mark.

“You alright?” I asked.

“Better than him,” Karl answered.

“It’s a low bar.”

“Only one I can crawl over,” Karl grimaced out a breath.

“Fair enough. Hey,” I snatched Karl by the collar, pulled him aside, “watch it.”

As one, we backed up as the horse choked to death on its own blood, great spurts of red squirting out along the jagged shaft sticking from its throat. Mercifully, it didn’t take long. Mercy for us, anyway. The instant it fell, collapsing in a pile, I was at Block-Head’s side, dragging him by a boot from the smoldering wreckage.

His helm’d been knocked off his head, taking most of his nose with it, naught but a gaping skull hole situated in the middle of his stupid square mug. His eyes were glossy, wide, far-seeing. “K-Krait...” he garbled, his broken jaw moving disparate, awkward, wrong.

Karl gathered his axe. “Still kicking?”

“Barely.” I glared up. “Anyone coming?”

“Grimnir’s teeth, yar.”

“Who?”

“Hrrm... A company of Teutonic fucks from downriver.”

“Downriver...?”

“Yar. A lot of ‘em.” Karl shielded his eyes with a hand. “Some monster riding point.”

“Ours?”

“Nar.”

“Jesus. Another company?”

“Yar. Black cross on white. More fuckers.”

“K-Krait...” Block-Head struggled to raise a gauntleted fist.

“Can they see us?” I asked.

“Hrmm...” Shielding his eyes, Karl squinted, gauging the angle. “Nar. Tent’s blocking you. Mostly. Ester-Venn’re still scattered.”

And by ‘scattered,’ Karl meant ravaging women and children down by the river.

“Good.”

Karl rolled his arm round in a big circle.

“You alright?”

“Pulled something’s all.”

“Not used to handling such a long shaft, yeah?” I smirked. “Anything longer than a wine cork...”

“You, though?” Karl sneered through his beard. “Handling long-shafts is yer specialty. Just ones ain’t yer own.”

“I am popular with the fellas.”

Karl kept his back to me, watching the Teutonics, shielding me. “Lass get away?”

“Cut her way out the back.”

“Hrmm... Maybe she’s got a shot.”

“Stale bread might stave off death another day or two. And my cloak—”

“Yer shitty cloak.”

“Yeah,” I wiped blood off on Block-Head’s tabard, “my shitty cloak—”

Block-Head fumbled for my arm, grasped it, squeezing, his mouth gaping, teeth broken, blood welling til he turned aside gurgling. “K-Krait...”

“Even the bloody stable boy’s is better’n yours.”

“Easy.” I knelt down, laying my knee gently into Block-Head’s concave sternum, the lion’s share of my weight fighting the rise of his wrecked chest, shards of rib shifting disparate beneath, “you’re no gold-gilt Galahad, yourself.”
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...raised me as her own. When I was hungry she fed me, when I was naked she clothed me, when I was sick she nursed me, and when the reaver men came to take what all men always come to take, she...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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THE MONSTROSITY SAT astride one of the largest warhorses I’d ever seen. Steam poured from his great helm, a simple unadorned affair akin to the rest of his armor, forged for wrack, forged for rage, forged for ruin. His visor slit regarded me impassively, and I knew the bastard’s name, his scarred visage, before he raised it. There was only one fucker that big.

“Spread out to the compass points.” His voice was a rasped slaver. “Pickets at every fifty yards. Gather any survivors here. We move in one hour.” He motioned with an arm, and his mishmash of troops, some fifty strong of Teutonics and secular knights, obeyed instantly. A wise choice. He raised his visor soundlessly.

“Thought you were dead,” I said, because I had.

Or maybe I’d just hoped.

A frost-driven wind blew across the Grey Waste, wyrms of ice-mist side-winding along.

The last I’d seen of this Teutonic prick? Jesus... Nigh on three winters past in the city of Asylum. There’d been a riot, a war, and some fool’d raised a golem, a demon, a monstrosity forged of immolating corpse. And he’d been marching off to fight the fucker. Single-handed. While yours truly...? Jesus. I did the sensible thing. The reasonable thing. The Christian thing. I turned the other cheek and fled, screaming like a prepubescent schoolgirl.

“Krait...” the Teutonic Hospitaller, Brother John Gaunt, said the one word, and he said it slowly, dragging out the lone syllable as though it bore some taste not quite to his liking. The face beneath the visor bore a mass of scar suffusing the left side, crown to chin, a mishmash of madness scribbled in dull razor. “As I had hoped with you.”

“Not very Christian of you,” I said.

“As when I confess my legion of shortfalls and inequities before priest and God tonight, as I confess every night,” he crossed himself, “now, under harsh light of day, I shall speak only truth.”

I swallowed, nodded, breathed, “Fair enough.”

Karl shifted from foot to foot.

Gaunt scanned the decimated Ogre-Kin camp, his men spreading out, for all their raiment’s disarray, working calmly, collectively, efficiently. “What occurred here?”

I lied to him, and Gaunt listened without interruption. His good eye narrowed. His bad eye, devoid of any semblance of eyelid or sanity, just stared open, naked, unrelenting.

It was more than a little off-putting.

Gaunt craned his neck. “Where stands the rest of the Teutonic company?”

“The Ester-Venn tore off after a scatter of reaver women and children.” I pointed east toward the Glaarung River, the scrum of bundled inhumanity huddled off in the distance. “Listen closely, and you might hear the sound of rape and slaughter.”

And indeed, carried on soft fickle winds, there was that.

“Ester-Venn...” Gaunt frowned. “Savages...”

“No argument here.”

“Brother Geoffrey!” Gaunt barked, and a Teutonic Knight, his arm slung and swathed, stood at attention by his side nigh on in an instant. “Take ten men out onto the ice and put a halt to that.”

“And the survivors?”

“Kill any reaver men. Detain any Bad-hands. Cut the rest loose. We’ve no time for prisoners beyond our orders.”

“And if the Ester-Venn squawk?”

“Silence them, brother,” Gaunt’s mad eye twitched, “however you most deem fit.”

“Aye, Brother.” Brother Geoffrey saluted and stomped off, calling out names, gathering men, weapons, horses.

Gaunt straightened in his saddle. “And the Brethren?”

“Spread out upriver, all along the reaver camp,” I said. “Should be back soon, if at all.”

“Hrrm...” Gaunt stared down at Block-Head’s corpse, his stoved in chest, broken at my feet. “What happened to Brother Marius?”

“Died of a broken heart.” I shook my head. “The lovesick fool.”

From the river came the sounds of Brother Geoffrey and his men confronting the Ester-Venn.

“He was a shite of a man,” I added.

“I am familiar with Brother Marius and his legion of shortfalls.” Gaunt’s mount seethed beneath him, the stench of fresh corpse and mayhem spiking his blood. “Easy!” He tore on his reins. “I ask again, what happened?”

“Don’t know. There was heavy fighting.” I shrugged. “Looks like his horse threw him, and he took a hoof to the chest. Head, too.” Though you could barely notice.

“Indeed, aye,” Gaunt wiped drool leaking from the holes in his cheek, “that is what it appears.” He surveyed the scene. “The companies were ordered to apprehend a fugitive witch from the Bad-Hand clan. A witch accused of murdering two Brethren Lords. Ken you anything more?”

“No,” I lied. “We’re just along for the slaughter.”

Gaunt’s good eye narrowed. “And have you found her?”

“Yeah, maybe. They were yelling, calling about one. They went in there.” I nodded at the fallen tupik, blackened to ash, its fallen denizens hidden within. “And not a one came out.”

“Brother Anselm,” Gaunt rasped, following my gaze, “excavate this tent, retrieve any dead brethren and any Bad-Hand Witch.”

Brother Anselm stomped out the remainder of flames, then hacked his way into the fallen tupik, dragging out corpse after corpse until he found the Bad-Hand Witch.

“Drag her clear, brother,” Gaunt rasped. “I would see her.”

Pulling her free of the leather mess, Brother Anselm rolled her face up under the full blare of the sun.

“Damnation and hellfire, it is not she.” Gaunt’s lidless eye glared a moment before he turned in his saddle, cupping a hand to his mouth. “Search the grounds for a Bad-Hand Witch! A woman crippled with one arm and one eye, marked by Cain for the wilds of Nod! Then fix a pyre! Fix it high!”

His men gathered, some searching, others forming a great mound of tent pole, leather skein, and dismembered corpse. As they lit a fire, the dregs of our company returned, led by Brother Marius’s second, Brother Hugh. A small conclave of Teutonic White-Cloaks took hold as Brother Marius and others burned on the makeshift pyre.

Karl and I watched from the fringes, waiting, wondering if any’d witnessed our little ... disagreement. Karl stroked his horse’s forehead, shushing low. “If they smell a rat...”

“We are significantly larger...”

“Got a plan?”

“Yeah. Sure. A few.”

“Good. What’s the first?”

“Hope no one saw.”

“Grimnir’s beard, and the next?”

“High tail it out of here.”

“Hrrm,” Karl glared bloodshot round at the legion of pickets surrounding the camp, “and the bloody last?”

“Beg and plead for mercy.” I nodded. “Don’t worry, got it all covered.”

Karl cursed beneath his breath. Then above.

“Sounded better in my head,” I admitted. “Think you can do better?”

“Couldn’t do no worse.”

“Brother John!” A Grey-Mantle galloped into the ravaged camp, his mount skidding to a halt in the snow. “We found tracks. Barefoot through the snow. Fresh. A woman, most like. She was running.”

Gaunt ripped a bite off a strip of dried beef, chewed, teeth working naked through his cheek. “How long past?”

“Recent.”

I looked down, away, swallowed.

“An hour, maybe two at the most.”

“Damnation and hellfire...” Gaunt sneered. “In which direction did she flee?”

“Southeast, Brother.” The Grey-Mantle pointed. “Across the Glaarung.”

“Across the Glaarung...” Gaunt glared off at the dark horizon, his men parting as he spurred his mount across the slaughter. “Krait!” He drew up, turned.

“Yeah...?”

Karl gripped his thane-axe.

“Mount up,” Gaunt barked. “I need men.”

“Sounds like a personal problem,” I deadpanned. “Try working on a softer approach. Flowers and flattery never—”

“I don’t have time for japery, Krait. I’m commandeering you and your company. You’re coming with me.” Gaunt looked around, no one meeting his gaze. “You’re all coming with me.”

“Yeah...? And where the hell we going?”

“Mount up, Brothers!” Gaunt gripped the horn of his saddle. “We cross the Glaarung within the hour!”

Wide eyes and pale visages gaped all around.

“What is it?” I asked.

“What’s what, Krait?” Gaunt rasped over his shoulder.

“Now you’re getting all coy and such?” I glared up at the horse-borne monstrosity. “Why are your men suddenly spooked?”

“We ride after the fugitive witch, Krait, over the Glaarung River, through the Scab-Lands, to the Spike at the foot of the World-Scar. Pray we find her before they do.”

“Who?” I asked.

Gaunt leaned forth in his saddle, scowling wide and wicked. “We ride for giant country, Krait.”
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...a great battle between the Skull-Collars and the iron-men of the west. I prayed the iron-men would slaughter the reaver scum. I prayed they would emerge victorious, releasing me from my...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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KARL RIPPED A PULL off his canteen then set it down, twisting it in the grit, staring off at another campfire flickering ten yards distant. Warrior-priests encased in sanctified steel knelt around it, gauntleted hands clasped together, all praying together as one, their communal voice a deep hymn suffusing the air, permeating the ground, rumbling the very stones beneath our feet.

Two days, and we’d still not caught Ring-Wyrm. Two days of scrambling over rocky scree, forging through towering snowdrifts, searching for tracks, signs, roping our way, crisscrossing back and forth across the icy Glaarung. Had to admire Ring-Wyrm’s tenacity. Determination. Her endurance. Barefoot, she’d forded the Glaarung at the Ash Wade Ford, then twice more, further south.

My bones ached just thinking on it.

Karl coughed, snorted, hocked a wad. “Fuckers...”

“Teutonics the ones torched your village?” There were things we didn’t talk about. This was one. Don’t know why I asked, but it was cold, and it was dark, and I was exhausted, so I did.

Grumbling, Karl scratched his beard, clambered up, trudged off.

Bundled against the cold, I sat watching the stars, wallowing in the fact that no one at present was trying to kill me. Far as I knew, anyway. I watched as Gaunt and his men erected tents and unloaded coils of heavy rope.

By the time they’d finished, Karl had stomped back, fixed his belt, plunked down on his bedroll. “Yar...” He picked a flea from his beard, grimaced as he crushed it. “It was them. Fuckers invaded my village. Round harvest time. Was just a lad. Rode in while the men were out working. Hrrm... They come in with their crosses and their priests and their blazons. Blowing horns. Fanfare. Preaching their cursed word. Forcing their ideas. Their beliefs. Shoving us to kneel. Telling us how to live our lives fer the will and glory of their ever-loving lord.

“All while them knights and priests is ravaging the women, the girls — Odin’s eye — even the lads...”

Karl drew a whetstone from his pack. “And what’s all in store for ‘em folk after they’re used? After they’re worn, rough, ragged? So tired they can’t stand, so sore they can’t move? A clean death...?” He started sharpening his axe, long smooth strokes.

Shing...

“Nar. Gets sold as chattel. Slaves.” Karl stared into the fire. “Was a young lass, bit older’n me. Gwendolyn was her name. A pretty lass. Got all sorts of attentions on account of her golden hair. Hung down to her waist.” Karl took another sip. “Fuckers...

“Weren’t nothing to the killing. The defiling. Yer god turns a blind eye to it. Just like he done with everything else.”

Shing...

“Now you know why I’m so devout.” I leaned past him, keeping my gaze low, away from the fire, preserving my night-eyes. A picket of Teutonics ringed the camp, most watching out, more than a few watching in.

A massive shadow eclipsed the Teutonic campfire, wide hobnail boots crunching in the frozen grit.

Gaunt loomed over, glaring down. “Were you both properly provisioned?”

“We were, and may I say, your quartermaster’s a delight. Question though...” I raised a finger. “Why pick a fellow sporting more warts than a toad’s arse-hole to be in charge of handling the food? Know what else is a delight?” I lifted a brick of hard-tack between thumb and forefinger, my pinky finger extended as I nibbled a corner. “Are those notes of weevil or grub I’m tasting? I prefer grub, but weevil has such a rich, nutty aftertaste, not to mention the crunch. Picking carapace from between your teeth, though...?”

Karl bit into a piece of his own and chewed, crunched, dead-eying Gaunt all the while.

Shing...

If Gaunt noticed, he didn’t let on.

I forced myself to swallow. “That why you came over? Ensure we’re eating? Gonna burp us and tuck us in, too?”

“Nay, Krait,” Gaunt growled low. “I wish to ascertain what’s happening with the Teutonic force en route to Esdraelon. My men and I have been long in the saddle, hard months, ranging across the Grey Waste, skirting the World-Scar, hunting reaver and giant, clearing a path, forging the way.”

“Genocide, I think, is the term you’re looking for.”

Shing...

“Call it what you will. There is no us in conjunction with them.” Gaunt wiped his chin. “There’s only us or them, and it’s the task set before me to ensure the Brethren gain purchase here. It is a simple task, though not, admittedly, an easy one. And what little I hear of the Teutonic army is fourth-hand and subject to keen suspicion. But it is of import. Keen import.”

“You mean you don’t trust the word of your fellow Brethren?”

“My reports tell that Komtur Habermund and Coin-Master Chevaleaux were murdered.”

“But,” I fanned myself furiously, “you’d trust my word?”

“I can smell the stench of lies.”

“Then yer camp must reek.” Karl’s eyes blazed by firelight. I could tell he was spoiling for a fight, mainly cause he was conscious.

“Keep your mongrel on a tight leash, Krait, lest I neuter him.”

Karl flipped his axe over, started working the sinister side.

Shing...

“Don’t know. Be a tough job,” I held my thumb and forefinger apart, “his cock and balls being so tiny.”

Karl failed to appreciate the humor.

Gaunt’s hand found the hilt of his war-mace.

“So, are you the one they’re calling Jack the Giant-Slayer?” I interjected. “Or the Cripple? Cause I’ve heard both.”

“I am neither, Krait.”

“Giant-Slayer seems fair evident.” I looked up, unnervingly up. “But why’s it they call you the Cripple?”

I swear his leather face creaked as he frowned.

“None call me it, not to my face, anyway.” Gaunt dug a finger into his mail shirt’s collar and scratched. “Not that I would care one whit if they did. It’s what I am now, though I’ve long toiled to mitigate it. And if you must know...” He peeled back his sleeve. Beneath was a forearm and hand of iron. A skeletal prosthetic. Rigid. Cold. Unnerving. A thing of hellish design, black misery forged with rose-headed rivets. Absently, he manipulated the articulated fingers with his good hand. “I lost it in Asylum.”

“The golem?”

“Nay, the shedim,” Gaunt’s eyes narrowed, “the corpse-devil. It proved a foe beyond my ken. My abilities. I should have died, should have been slaughtered, should have been joined as one into the horror. Yet, I was not. My faith preserved me.” He crossed himself. “My men found me, days later, laid low, burned, battered, broken. And so I survived, but fell stricken with this.” He brandished his hellish appendage.

“You get lock-jaw every time you take a piss?” I asked.

Karl would’ve snickered, if Karl were the type to snicker at anything, but I knew he appreciated it, somewhere deep.

“You lied to me earlier.” Gaunt continued on as though oblivious. “You ken more than you let on. The Brethren tell me it was you who were appointed to investigate the Komtur and Coin-Master’s murders.”

“Because I am universally respected.” I brushed the dust off my pauldrons.

“Reviled, you mean to say.”

I shrugged. “Six of one, a half-dozen of the other.”

“I simply wish to ascertain the truth.”

“Yeah, sure, it’s truth,” I said. “Your Brethren roped me into it. And by rope, I mean noose. Two were murdered en route, Marshal Habermund and Coin-Master Chevaleaux. As I’m sure you know, both pillars of the Teutonic community. Another was slain in Riga. Cardinal Molimcrest.”

“Aye, the cardinal,” Gaunt rumbled. “I ken it, for I was there. And were you unaware the fugitive witch had only one arm? Whilst the one in the tent bore two? A glaring piece of evidence for a justiciar to miss. Especially the justiciar who brought her in.”

“Brother Marius got the laurels.” I shrugged. “And alls I kenned was that a Bad-Hand was in that tent. I didn’t lay eyes on her. We done?”

“We break camp come dawn.” Gaunt let his mail sleeve fall. “A giant enclave lies within the Spike. A massive draw in the World-Scar to the southeast. About ten miles. That’s where the reaver-witch’s tracks seem to lead.”

“Yeah,” I glanced sidelong at Karl, “I think my compatriot and I are in agreement when I say ‘go fuck yourself.’ We’ve done enough. Let the stupid bitch go. She ain’t worth it. Nothing is.”

“She murdered my Brethren.”

“Or maybe she has nothing to do with it.”

“Tell me what you know.”

“I know she’s a long-shot at best,” I said. “I know Marshal Emeric’s obsessed with finding his reaver-adopted daughter. Thinks she might be a Bad-Hand, or connected somehow.”

“I’m told the lords’ grievous wounds were wrought by some preternatural force. Some witch-craft or powers beyond the purview of man. The power of the Bad-Hands.”

“Yeah, they were ... strange,” I admitted.

“Can you tell me a Bad-Hand Witch could not inflict such wounds?”

“What I ken about Bad-Hand Witches couldn’t fill a thimble.” I swallowed, laying a hand to my throat. “What I can tell you is the wounds don’t fit. And Bad-Hand Witch wasn’t around for Cardinal Molimcrest or Komtur Habermund, and she was caged before, during, and after Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s murder.”

“I’m told you bear a personal quest in all this as well.” Gaunt crossed his arms, taking a long labored breath. “I’m told you search for Jews. Or one Jew, in particular.” A cold cramp strictured my gut. “I’m told these giants raided a Teutonic colony north of here, New Samaria.”

“Yeah.” My mouth went dry. “I’ve heard of it.”

“My scouts tell me there was a sizable Jewish population there, and I’m told the giants took prisoners. Many prisoners.”

“What of it? You trying to sweeten a pot full of warm piss?”

“You and I both know there aren’t many Jews out here, Krait. It’s a tight-knit community. You and I both know that even if this Jew you’re looking for wasn’t taken, there stands a middling chance or better that someone there knows him, has seen him, or kens where he’s gone.”

“Fair-thin reasoning, you ask me,” I glared past the fire, “that I care enough about some Jew to risk my neck bearding giants. I’m thinking me and Karl are heading north tomorrow, meet back up with the army. I’ve more of your Brethren to question, anyway.”

“I’m also told you speak Old Russik, Tartar and Ester-Venn. Reaver-Speak, too.”

“Told by whom?” I crossed my arms.

“Does it matter, Krait?”

“Sure as shit, yeah, it matters. I’ll hamstring the bloody bastard.”

“Then it is truth.”

“I get around.” I shrugged. “What’s it to you?”

“I’m told the ogre tongue is a degenerate pidgin of those four, forming the backbone of their vernacular.”

“Thanks for the language lesson, but again, you can shove the backbone of their vernacular up your arse.”

“I require a new translator, Krait.” Gaunt leaned in close, his face horrid over the fire. “If nothing else I’ve said sways you, this last is all that holds water. The Brethren need you, so you’re coming with us. You’re going to aid us. Steel your mind to it. Steel it swiftly. Steel it completely.”

“You need a new translator...”

“Aye, to treat with the giants, the ogres, to treat with their king, a bestial monstrosity named Grogoldr.”

“Treat with the giant king?” I shook my head. “Jesus. Seems like the apex of awful ideas. Any thoughts on what to say to get them to turn over the witch? Assuming she’s suicidal enough to flee there?”

“You expect me to believe you’ll be at a loss for words for once in your life?”

“Well, I’ve got a few choice ones I’d like to try out—”

“Diplomacy is the sole way to capture this Bad-Hand Witch,” Gaunt said.

“And what about you?” I asked. “Where you gonna be?”

“It’s best King Grogoldr remains unaware of my involvement. It would prove an impediment, and thus, Brother Urwitz shall act as lead-diplomat. Worry not about what you need say. Say only what Brother Urwitz instructs you to.

“Truthfully, there are no sure-fire methods, Krait, no adamantine options in dealing with giants. A clandestine approach, to take them unawares, is the only tactic holding any hope. Diplomacy is merely better than a headlong assault, which is all this flat, cursed land offers. And all I need is you, Krait. You can unleash your mongrel, send him north, send him south, send him skittering off to hell with his tail between his legs. It matters not to me.”

“I’ll be staying, you ugly ogre fuck.” Karl fingered his axe.

“Great,” I clapped my hands, “I think I speak for both of us when I say we’re both cautiously optimistic.”

“If that is all...?” Gaunt grumbled, nodded, rose. “I’ll bid you good eve. Rest. For we have a long and arduous journey with a task at trail’s end one might endeavor to call Herculean.”

“You never said what happened to your last translator.”

“No, Krait,” Gaunt strode off toward the stars, “I never did.”
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...reavers would not stand against the heavy charge of the iron-men. They would simply melt away on their smaller, faster steeds, regrouping into that wheel within a wheel formation, raining death. As riders, they have no parallel...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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WE KEPT OUR DISTANCE from the giant enclave. Not much distance, mind you. Certainly not enough, that’s for damn sure. I’d have been happier with miles, leagues, maybe a kingdom or two acting as borderland. In the lee of a barrow, rising like the hump of a leviathan from the depths of an alabaster sea, Karl and I hunkered, watching.

Safest distance you can spy an enemy camp from?

Simple.

Use my Uncle Charles’s rule of thumb. If you can’t cover the entire encampment by holding up your thumb, blocking it all out at arm’s length, then you’re still a damned sight too close. Which is exactly where we stood.

One giant squatted before a cook-fire, its stooped silhouette monstrous for its inhuman proportions. Its colossal skull. Its too long arms dangling nigh on knuckle-dragging to the ground. Its bowed, crooked legs bent weird, its misshapen back hunched as it jabbed at the fire with a two-tined skewer.

“Wind’s changing, lad,” Karl clamped a hand on my shoulder, “best get moving.”

“Yeah,” I grunted, nodded, started onward. Giants had fair keen senses of smell, fee, fie, foe, fum, and all that, so we kept downwind as best we could, angling always throughout our approach. A squad of four Teutonics led by wide-eyed Brother Urwitz tailed us about twenty yards off, watching the enclave, watching us, the very best of friends.

“Bloody hell...” I stopped dead, dropped my hands, my last vestiges of hope, “her fucking tracks lead right into camp.”

“Heading on in then...” Karl growled.

“Yeah.” I licked my lips. “Nice knowing you.”

“Hrrm, can’t say the same.” Karl scratched his beard. “Ye ken how this Urwitz fuck’s gonna wheedle the Bad-Hand Witch back?”

“Don’t know. Maybe ask, ‘Mind if we steal one of your allies’ sacred daughters? Cause we’d like to continue torturing—’” I froze, caught a fleeting whiff of what was cooking, knew in that moment it wasn’t beef. Wasn’t lamb. And I’d just let it slide. Hadn’t thought on it. The whiff slapped me hard across the face, forced me to confront reality. Reality, not often a keen ally to the uninitiated.

The giant tilted to a side, scratching its arse, knuckling in deep, prodigious deep, then pulled the skewer from the blaze, adjusted its corpse-load like a kid roasting sausages, then held it back over, no doubt trying for a nice even char. The carcass’s arms flopped blistering red, browning by the second, then blackening to a pink-fissured burst.

“Impaled bastard ain’t no witch,” Karl grunted. “It’s a man. Can see his beard.”

“Think we could shave him? Pretty him up...?” I said, cause I meant it. If it were the Bad-Hand Witch, our job was done, here and now.

There were no pickets, no sentries, no guards stationed around the giant enclave. Which made me nervous. In truth, more nervous, cause I’d been nervous to start with. But maybe fuckers sitting atop the pyramid, predators poised that high, had little concerning them.

“I count a fist o’ the fuckers,” Karl grunted. Five mounds, slumbering giants, lay out on the ground round the bale-fire, covered in hide blankets.

“You can count that high?”

“Almost had to get naked.”

“Thank God for tiny mercies.”

Karl rumbled a laugh. Always nice to stare death in the face and crack dick jokes. Break the tension. Lighten the despair. Somewhat, anyway. Hell, it’s better than shivering in piss-soaked pants. That comes later.

“Hrrmm...” Firelight twinkled in Karl’s eyes. “What’s it called when ye off yerself?”

“Suicide.”

“Hrrm... Yar... Ugly word.”

“Ugly act,” I said.

“Odin’s eye, that’s what this is.”

“Jesus. You’re a bowl full of Christmas cheer.”

“Overflowing. Yar,” Karl growled. “And even if those fuckers are sleeping? Bad odds. And the one gnawing roasted fuckers ain’t.”

“Roasted fuckers are delicious,” I admitted.

“Yar. Either way, don’t make no difference. Fighting giants? For dim-wits and corpse-fodder. Ye might slit one throat with that pig-sticker o’ yours, you get lucky, but the others...?”

“Think they might take exception?”

Karl’s stupid mug screwed up in confusion. “Huh?”

“They might wake up, pound us to bone-meal, spread us across toast, devour us whole.” I glared back across the plains, towards the Scab-Lands, where Gaunt and his men were stationed. Waiting. A good mile off...

“Gaunt has a fair number of knights.” I started running the numbers, focusing on that rather than hyperventilation. “Almost half Teutonics. Nasty pricks. Nasty, devious pricks. What’s more, they believe they’re in the right. Always and without exception. And madness like that...? Ain’t worth nothing.”

“But none of ‘em ain’t worth a shite with slinking.” Karl thumbed over his shoulder. “And this approach? Long and flat? Almost no cover?”

“You still want to bolt.” It wasn’t a question.

“And you don’t?”

“Yeah, shit, ‘course I do.”

I squinted past the glare of cook-fire and deformed monstrosity, searching the compound, straining my eyes for some sign of Ring-Wyrm. There were her tracks, but other than that? Nothing but tupiks and pillars and roasting corpses. “See any prisoners? Any sign? Anything?”

Karl adjusted, resettled, shielded his eyes against the sun, gave the place another go. I said nothing. Just let him scan the enclave, take it in, weigh its measure, while hoping for some facet found wanting. “Can’t see nothing.” Karl craned his neck. “Hrrm... Probably in one o’ them tents. Or already gone.”

“Gone...” I took a deep breath, settled my heart, my mind, my soul. Ordered my thoughts, picturing what horrors lay within King Grogoldr’s tupik. Worked through what I’d do. How I’d do it. “If there’s someone in there knows about Benjamin. Or hell, maybe he’s a prisoner...” I shook my head. It was all falling flat, so I went back to my one wellspring. “I gave my word to Sarah and Joshua.”

“Odin’s eye, lad. The kids are square. Sarah practically ain’t a kid no more. Be a woman soon. Full growed. Making her own decisions, her own life. And Joshua ain’t far behind.”

“Yeah.” I licked my lips. “Even so.”

“Gonna die on account of a bloody even so?” Karl growled. “Even odds these Teutonic fuckers’ll all be dead come dawn. And the ones ain’t? They’ll be caged up alongside them as already is. Breakfast or dinner. Don’t see no point in joining either camp.”

“Yeah...” I nodded, crossed my arms. “Can’t hardly argue.”

“Teutonic fucks...” Karl spat. “Thrice-damned giants...”

“Who’s worse?”

“Can kill each other fer all I care.”

“Yeah. Same here. Just tell me how.”

“Then why we waiting?” Karl glared out over the tundra, the limitless plain of snow and dirt and cold black sky. He gripped that thane-axe of his, white knuckling it like a sailor grips rigging midst a storm, buffeted by wind and wave, deck rolling underfoot, assaulted on all quarters.

“Cause I know you.”

Karl glared venom my way, a kind of hatred glowing in his eyes.

“And so I know what’s coming.”

“Using me fer an excuse?”

“No.” I shook my head decisively. “It’s just that I’ve always got Stephan in the back of my mind. Just thinking on what he’d do were he here. What he’d want me to do. Expect me to do. Force me to.”

“He never forced nothing.”

“Yeah. Just appealed to our better angels.”

“That little prick brother o’ yours...?” Karl hocked a lunger. “Better than both o’ us put together, lad.”

“Still ain’t saying much.”

“Yar,” Karl glared off toward the encampment, “true.”

“You thinking of the prisoners?”

“Hrmm... Yar. Womenfolk. Little ones...”

“Gwendolyn?” I said softly.

Karl twitched a nod. “And you?”

“Yeah. Same. And how we can’t abandon them.”

“To be roasted. Raped. Eaten.”

“Yeah...” I chewed my lower lip, nodded once. “Diplomacy.”

Karl gripped my shoulder, fingers biting like iron, eyes blazing like he had something to say, something heavy, something harsh, but he said nothing.
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...watched the battle from the baggage train as the men of the west were slaughtered, broken, driven back. Yet again, my prayers went...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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A WHIRLWIND OF CARNAGE had struck the giant enclave. Least that’s how it appeared up close. Bones littered the grit. Bones of every size, every shape, every walk, every nature. Webs of dried sinew still connected to gobs of desiccated flesh. Broken skulls. A wake of vultures perched atop the ridges of the great tupiks. Short rawhide strips stitched together leather skeins. A great misshapen fist the color of dried blood blazed splattered across their sides.

“Not overly fastidious bastards, are they?” I commented.

The vultures leered down at the open cesspit to the east. Karl grumbled at the carnage. Possibly at the word ‘fastidious,’ too.

“Something ain’t right...”

The lone giant sat cross-legged in the muck, head lolling forward, nibbling a ribcage, using his outer row of incisors to pull the ribs apart one by one, getting at the meat in between. Each of its teeth was of a different size, a different shape, a different shade of dog-shite brown. Its tiny black eyes, twin coals of malevolence, lay situated amid whirlpools of creased sallow skin. Those tiny eyes watched me, watched Karl, watched Brother Urwitz and his four warrior-saints marching at my back, the four fuckers lucky enough to draw the shortest of shorts.

Beyond the central tupik, another giant staggered into view, coughing hard, wiping its prodigious nose. Male or female I couldn’t suss. One leg was shorter by far than the other, its arms in a similar state, its head so heavy it kinked over to one side. With the long arm, it dragged the carcass of some hoofed beast behind, pausing when it saw us, blinking dumbly, grey drool dripping massive from its lower lip.

“More than enough inbreeding going on,” I muttered.

“Yar. Look as bad as they reek.” Karl turned his head, spat. “Hrmm, Thor’s hammer, worse.”

“Easy with the Thor talk,” I said. “Ain’t over-popular with the giant-folk.”

“Who is?”

I kicked a carcass aside. “Sure as shit ain’t the maid.”

“Probably ate her, too, poor lass.”

“Better than mucking the cesspit.” I breathed through my mouth, swallowed my gorge, forged on.

As we marched toward the center of camp, the two giants followed, slowly, carefully, at a distance, though with their strides it could narrow in the twitch of a finger. Precipice, a word that failed to truly approximate my present emotional state.

“Something’s wrong...” Karl glared over his shoulder at the tail we were growing. “Just can’t place it.”

“Maybe just the pervading sense of impending doom?”

“Nar. That’s normal,” Karl rumbled. “This? This is something different. Something bad. Something worse’n bad.”

“Worse than bad...?” I looked around. “Hard to imagine.”

For what good it’d do, we entered under the universal sign of ‘Please Don’t Murder Me,’ a flag of truce, a great white pinion you couldn’t miss, not a mile off. And maybe it was doing some good, cause we weren’t dead. Yet. Or maybe it wasn’t quite so universal, and the spiders were just shocked at having flies buzz so recklessly into their web.

We entered on foot, leaving our mounts behind, far behind, knowing giants’ll eat most anything, anyone, but have a special fondness in the arena of horseflesh. Figured not serving up a main course might dissuade them from devouring the hors d’oeuvres. It was a shite plan, and I’d suffer the most immediate consequences when and if it went south, but it was Brother Urwitz’s plan, not mine.

So I had that going for me.

Karl glanced around at the carnage, scattered carcasses strewn everywhere. “Fuckers ain’t starving.”

“Yeah. Neither are the vultures. By the way,” I lowered my voice, “where is your Thor Giant-Slayer when we need him? Taking a powder?”

“Nar. Waiting on Jormungandr, the Midgard wyrm. Meet him at the end of days. Ragnarok. Die in his coils, hammering the fuck out o’ his skull.”

“Well, a whole lot of waiting, feasting, and fucking in Odin’s great hall, followed by a few moments of pants-shitting terror? Coupled with the low expectation of certain death? Sign me up.”

“Gotta kill the bugger-wyrm, though, remember?”

“The world-serpent.”

“Yar. And that ain’t nothing.”

“With all the feasting I’d do? I’d make damn-sure the fucker choked to death on me.”

“Yer a true hero of old.”

“I can but don the mantle allotted me.” I turned a corner, stutter-stepping to a halt before the enclave standard. “Jesus Fucking Christ...”

“Grimnir’s beard...” Karl paused, cast me a glare, then spared one for the giant’s standard. “Got our own Ragnarok right here.”

The two giants behind stood shoulder to shoulder, watching, one fingering his lip, the other picking his nose.

“Yeah, lucky us.” I swallowed, following his gaze. “See any place for housing prisoners?”

“Nar,” Karl rumbled, “still nothing.”

Behind, a Teutonic keeled over to his hands and knees, retching.

“That Urwitz?” Karl asked.

“No, Urwitz is the one pissed himself.” I glanced back over my shoulder. “Not that I blame him.”

“Something...” Karl ground his teeth, still puzzling-out the joint. “What is it...?”

Me...? I was more concerned with their accoutrements.

The giant-king’s standard loomed above. A thick wood piling driven into the ground with a pair of cross-braces tied high and low. Nailed to the standard was the skin of a man, stretched taut, his features deformed, inhuman, a long white beard wafting, his nose nothing but twin slits, the wind whistling softly through.

“Sweet Lord’s favor — it’s Brother Kilmar — Brother John’s translator,” Brother Urwitz gasped.

“Yeah,” I swallowed my gorge, “what’s left of him.”

Which wasn’t much.

The nauseous Teutonic recommenced retching. It was good to know we could count on him for something. The others blanched. Paled. Even Karl looked a mite queasy.

The center of camp was staked full of pilings, a veritable forest, with a body or skin adorning each.

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Can we quit now?”

“Might be it’s too late.” Karl rounded on the giants, watching from afar.

“Maybe if we all run away screaming in different directions?”

“Bold tactic.”

“They say fortune favors the bold.”

The Teutonic finished retching.

“Mother of mercy.” Sergeant Caerenin crossed himself. “Brother Kilmar led a diplomatic mission here about two weeks past.”

“For Gaunt.” I nodded. “Under flag of truce, yeah?”

“Aye, Sir Luther, or so the rumor goes.”

I glanced up at our white flag, hanging flaccid as my cock. “Seems it didn’t go so well.”

“We’re all going to die...” someone moaned.

“Easy, brother...” Sergeant Caerenin laid a gauntleted hand on his doubled-over brother. “Breathe...”

“Hail Mary, full of grace...” Brother Urwitz crossed himself with a quivering hand.

“Yeah, you’re right. We’re all gonna die.” I wracked my mind for some rousing twist with an inspiring finish, something to bolster their spirits in time of need, and came up with only, “Someday.”

“Today’s looking ripe,” Karl muttered.

“I don’t think you’re helping.”

“Ain’t trying to.”

“Well, keep at it, then. You’re doing a hell of a job.” I waved my hand, shoved Brother Urwitz on ahead. “C’mon. Jesus. Let’s get this over with. One way or the other.”

“Inspiring speech,” Karl growled.

“What my wife said on our wedding night.”

It was a stroll worthy of the nine levels of hell. At the enclave’s center, the giant-king’s tupik stood higher and wider than a moderate castle. Great swathes of disparate, skins stitched into one, loomed above.

“Sweet Lord...” Brother Urwitz gripped his lower lip.

I craned my neck, wondering how many skins it’d taken to forge this hellhole. How many hundreds? Thousands...? “Think this is the place?”

No one said a damn thing.

Massive supports creaked and groaned, shifting in the breeze, the leather walls sucking in, holding, then expanding as the wind rose, breathing like some titan beast lying in ambush. I turned to Sergeant Caerenin. “Karl finds them not posting guards more worrisome than posting them.” I peered around the corner. “Any thoughts...?”

“I ... I should be hard-pressed to argue.” Sergeant Caerenin swallowed.

Karl gripped his crossbow. For what good it’d do. Maybe catch some monstrosity in the eye. More like to just piss it off. “Something ain’t right.”

“You keep saying that. Care to elaborate?”

“Hail Mary, full of...” Brother Urwitz picked his way towards the tupik’s entrance.

“Ain’t talking no cesspit nor corpse-pile,” Karl said. “Giants ain’t this filthy. Ain’t this stupid. This lax, neither. Ain’t usual. Ain’t right.” He glared over his shoulder. “Should be an honor guard, a champion, war-dogs. Grimnir’s spear, should be something.”

I nodded over at our inbred tail of two watching from afar. “What about them?”

“Ain’t nothing but chaff.” Karl shook his head. “Their version of you.”

“Not quite so handsome, though,” I said. “Maybe the king thinks we don’t warrant an honor guard...?”

“Sure as shit, know you don’t.”

“Yeah. Well. Ain’t gonna argue.” I turned to Brother Urwitz and his men. “Ready?” A few nods, a cough, another retch. “Good. I’d each of us keep a dagger close at hand.”

“W-What’s a blooming dagger going to do against one of th-those monstrosities?” Brother Urwitz asked.

I drew open the heavy leather slit, and said, “Not a damned thing.”
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...Wild-Flower led us, and we regrouped at our winter camp. Our stores had been raided and hunting scarce, so we were forced to slaughter and eat our beloved...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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A FETID BREEZE, LIKE the warm breath of a dying ox, oozed from within the tent slit. The reek of rotten meat and offal, dung, and other bodily excretions best left uncharted. “Oh, holy hell...” I covered my nose and mouth against the gale reek and trod after Brother Urwitz, picking his way forth wide-eyed through the gloom.

Karl gagged audibly along with the Teutonic entourage.

The disparate domed ceilings of the tupik sagged on all quarters, creaking, groaning, moaning, under strain of the wind. The support poles, a forest of fair-sized tree trunks, were slotted into the ground haphazard. Rather than use any sort of well-wrought engineering, they’d overpowered gravity by sheer number.

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and it’ll collapse on us,” I managed.

“Sure’d be quicker,” Karl gagged.

We continued onward, inward, diminishing with each step.

“I ... I can’t do this.” Brother Urwitz cringed before a low-burning campfire, some poor fuck slow-roasting, skewered on a spit, face frozen in leathered terror. A monstrous throne of cyclopean bone stood at the chamber’s far end, wreathed in shadow, its tusk armrests barely visible in the gloom, the hands resting upon them massive, deformed, unmoving.

“Now ain’t the time,” I hissed.

“I ... I need to rest.” Brother Urwitz loosened his collar with a finger, then sat down in the dirt. “I can’t breathe...”

“It is not so often that rodents beard the serpent’s lair,” a voice rolled like thunder.

I turned toward the throne, gripping Brother Urwitz by the scruff of the neck, trying to lift him. “Get up, you stupid fuck.”

“Forgive me, I ... I simply can’t.”

“What the hell do you want me to say?”

“Y-You’ll think of something, Sir Luther,” Brother Urwitz patted my hand, “I have faith.”

Then he slit his own throat, blood gushing as he rag-dolled over.

“What the—?” Dumbstruck, I tried dragging him to his feet again. “Get on your feet, you stupid—”

“Lad.” Karl laid a hand on my shoulder. “Best come to grips. Say something.”

I whirled, scowled, forced my fingers open, one by one, to let go, while Brother Urwitz keeled over, gushing in the dirt.

I turned from the firelight, toward the darkness beyond, the throne standing within.

“Uh... Your Majesty, King Grogoldr, I presume.” I cleared my throat, pawed sweat from my beaded brow, “my name is Sir Luther Slythe Krait. I come on behalf of the Order of the Brothers of the German House of Saint Mary in Jerusalem to treat with you.” I held a hand over Brother Urwitz’s corpse. “We, uh, come bearing a ... a gift.”

Possibly not the strongest of starts.

“A gift, the man-kin says...?” The throne creaked, rattled, as the ogre-king, Grogoldr, shifted in its embrace. “Aye, this is good.” His breath came harsh, coarse, the sound of phlegm rattling in his throat. “Sir Luther Slythe Krait, you say...?” His voice was deep, steady, powerful. “Hurrm ... I’ve not heard it before.”

“Not much reason you should have, Your Majesty.”

“And so a worthless shite of a man-kin comes to treat with the last king of the Glormcraster Clan.”

“A bit harsh, but yeah, sure, more or less.”

“Hurmm...” King Grogoldr’s head edged forward into the light, a shock of iron grey hair hanging down over a grim rictus wide as my arm, teeth filed to points. “And I see you have brought more of your God-Warriors. Are they, too, gifts to be had? Are they offerings as well? Have they come all to decorate my doorstep?” His voice was the sound of two boulders shifting, scraping, jostling beneath the earth, but his lips hadn’t moved. His face still held that mad, cock-eyed leer, teeth bared the whole while.

“Uh, that’s a neat trick...” I cleared my throat, straightened, nearly shit my pants and ran. Which would’ve been the smart play. But I was stupid and stayed, trying all the while to parse words from four different languages and form coherent sentences.

“I posed you a question, Sir Knight.” Still, just that toothsome mad rictus.

A second head hove into view — I started, involuntarily stutter-stepped back. This head was oblong and distorted, lesion riddled, looking as though someone had melted two heads together, compressing them sideways into one. It still bore but two eyes, but they were far-spread, off-kilter, twin pupiled, goat-like. Bones creaked as King Grogoldr gripped the armrest of his fossil throne. “Do you not understand my tongue?”

“Which one?” I swallowed, nearly laughed, fought it back, cleared my throat. Tried not focusing on his goiter sporting eyeballs and teeth. “Forgive me. I understand ... Y-Your Majesty.”

“You claim to ken my speech, but do you ken the underlying niceties? Mmm... Aye, that verdict lies still in question.” The weird goiter-head gnashed its needle teeth, neck straining, veins and tendons bulging. It put me in mind of the insane monkey of a fruit-monger in Damascus, fighting against his taut leash, scrabbling, spitting, biting, straining.

“There-there, brother...” King Grogoldr laid a hand upon the smaller head, easing it back, massaging its scalp. “My brother Brill is ravenous, Sir Luther, yet that is his wonted state.” The big head, the one I took to be King Grogoldr, dangled a floppy strip of slick flesh before the goiter-head, Brill, jiggling it like bait tempting a fish. The needle-toothed monstrosity bit into it like a viper and slurped it down in a bounding gulp.

“Charming.” I swallowed my gorge, along with any hope of seeing the morrow.

“So then, Sir Luther, what is it you seek?” King Grogoldr sneered, revealing stubby black teeth as he wiped ichor seeping down his jaw. “Or have you come to mine realm only to gloat?”

“Gloat...?” I took a breath, let it out slowly, evenly. Jesus Christ. My ears were buzzing. “No, Your Majesty, just to relay a message. The Teutonic Brotherhood wishes you to—”

“The Teutonic Brotherhood...?” King Grogoldr’s eyes narrowed. “You speak as though you are a thing apart. What is that creature emblazoned across your tabard?” He turned his head near sideways, leaned forth, squinting through one treacle-weeping eye. “A serpent, aye, and not the black cross. Treachery incarnate, but which one the more? Are you not one amongst them? Are you not part of their whole?”

“Typically, I want nothing to do with their holes.” I shook my head. “And no. I ain’t. I’m a free-lance, a mercenary, a sell-sword. On my better days.”

“Your better days...?” King Grogoldr’s misshapen eyes narrowed. “I should hazard this not one.”

“You’d hazard rightly, Your Majesty.”

The air shifted, and a fresh breeze stole in through the morass alongside a shaft of sunlight, our two watchdog giants sliding in through the tent slit, creeping forth, heads down.

“Lad—” Karl rasped.

“I see ‘em.” I muttered. “What about Ring-Wyrm? The prisoners? See anything...?”

“Yar. Death striding right afore our eyes.”

“Good talk.”

“My nephews!” King Grogoldr pounded his armrests. “Gilthrain and Mogoldyr, exalted spawn of my Queen.”

“They’re very...” I fought for something, “very handsome.”

“So, sell-sword,” King Grogoldr cast his glare back on me, “you come then, wagering your neck merely on account of coin? Is that it? You sell your services to the highest bidder?”

“No, Your Most August Majesty.” I laid a hand on my chest. “I came for information.”

“August...?” King Grogoldr’s lip twitched in confusion. “What information is it you seek?”

“I’m searching for a man who might’ve been imprisoned by you.”

Brill strained against his unnatural limitations, gnashing his teeth, slavering drool.

“Easy, mine kin.” King Grogoldr pushed Brill aside with a firm, brotherly mien. “You make demands...?”

“No, Your Majesty.” I wrung my hands together. “Like I said, I’m just a messenger. Nothing more.”

“Yet you bear your own concerns.”

“I had to come, and I want to know, so I’m here, I’m asking. You can tell me to go fuck myself. A lot of folk do.”

“Go fuck your—?” A coughing jag crippled King Grogoldr over, his trembling hands gripping the skeletal throne as he shuddered to one knee. Brill watched on, wide-eyed, in mute concern. It was almost touching. “Fear not, brother, I shall endeavor to survive.” King Grogoldr held up a hand. “The Teutonic Brotherhood wishes me cede the last vestiges of land granted me by my ancestor, Koshay Deathless. They wish us cede land the Deathless One carved out for himself, with his own two hands, through will, through perseverance. They who encroach from on all quarters, attacking ceaselessly, slaughtering us with their grim tricks, their devil-handed designs, their two-faced promises. Little by little, they strip our domain, and yet now they come to treat...?”

Brill’s lips peeled back over needle teeth.

“Jesus Christ.”

I was fair sure I didn’t have Brill’s vote.

“Nay, Sweet Brill, I thought not, either.” King Grogoldr’s eyes narrowed. “Eh...?”

“Nothing, just doing a little praying.” I glanced back at Karl, Sergeant Caerenin, the others. Karl alone kenned shards of our parley. The others could no doubt sense I was killing it. Or more precisely, killing us. “Look, I don’t give a shit about the Teutonic Brotherhood. I hate these bastards near much as you. But they’ve got me by the balls. I have to find this man. And to do that, I have to travel through their land. And to travel, I have to do their bid—”

King Grogoldr slammed his armrests. “This is NOT their land.”

“Yeah, sure.” I raised my hands up, open, outward. “Apologies. Their towns, then. Their villages, their cities. I’m just trying to find this one man.”

“And why do you seek this one man?”

“Cause of an oath I made to his kin. Two kids. Children. A girl and a boy. He’s all the kin they have, if he’s still alive.” I licked my lips. “Do you have prisoners here, Your Majesty? Male ones?”

“Aye, we have man-kin fodder, we have provisions, we have prisoners.” King Grogoldr laid his hand upon the haft of a great wooden club, longer than I was tall. “Yet if you seek a man amongst them, you’ll find he has little much to say.” He yanked a wall of skein, pulling it open, revealing ten corpses of men hanging upside down over a low smoking fire.

“Gonna call that a big no,” I breathed.

“Lad...” Karl growled low.

“I know.” I rubbed my throat, coughed, clearing it. “Your Majesty, any chance we can treat for the lives of the rest? The women? The children? Whoever, whatever.”

“Don’t try to convince me you care about any lives beyond your own.”

“Alright, fine, I won’t. Just figured maybe I can do something might put me in a warmer light should I be so lucky as to walk out of here.”

From shadows beyond the throne, a rotund figure waddled out, thick, short arms knobbed with muscle and black carbuncles. Greasy iron hair dangled straight down over a face only a blind mother could stand. She — I assumed it a she, for it had pendulous breasts swinging like boulders beneath its bear-skein shift — laid a hand upon the throne, leaned into her king, and whispered, slavering something low in the king’s cauliflower ear.

“My wife,” King Grogoldr extended a hand, “Queen Glenexeia.”

Queen Glenexiea leered my way, her bracelets of bone rattling softly. An iron crown sat fixed to the brim of her skull with bent, rusted nails.

“She’s ... uh ... quite lovely,” I said, “Your Majesty.”

“It was I who skinned your predecessor,” Queen Glenexiea said softly, almost sweetly. “The white-beard. It was I who skinned him alive, then fixed his skein upon the cross outside. I who stretched it, and I who prepared it for its place in our hallowed home.” She waved a hand across the leather ceiling. “It was I who boiled his bones for broth.”

“Well, they say that’s where all the flavor is,” I deadpanned.

“He tasted awful, but I ate his flesh despite. But he was aged, infirm, shriveled as an old goat.” Queen Glenexiea’s eyes glowed. “You, though, you are not old. Yes, my-my, you are hale, you are hearty, you are tender...”

“Uh, thanks...” I swallowed. “You’ll have to forgive me, Your Majesty. I just shit my pants.”

Queen Glenexiea burst out in harsh laughter.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here—” Karl growled beneath his breath.

“Still think it’s an option?”

“Only one way to find out.”

“Come hither, little man.” Queen Glenexiea crooned as she drew aside a curtain of stitched skein. Behind, Ring-Wyrm stood slumping, trembling, gripping her stumped arm, her lone eye blazing like fire. “She is the reason you have come? Is she not? Come. There’s more she wishes to show you. She has something she wishes to share with you.”

I straightened, licked my lips, “Yeah...?”

“Why, all the prisoners you query about are here, too.” Queen Glenexiea smiled, revealing teeth, far too many teeth. “She wants to slaughter them, yet I wish to bring you to them, to offer them some glimmer of hope. I want to see the look in their eyes before I snatch it away. I want to watch the dying of their light.” Queen Glenexiea clapped her hands together, giggling like a ten ton school-girl. “They hail from a settlement not far from here. To the northwest. I never learned its name, and a good thing, too, for it is gone. It is all gone. And of what use is it to learn of things that are gone and never to return?” The queen beckoned with one stubby finger. “Come, come, inside, little man. It is warm, it is close, it is inviting.”

Ring-Wyrm shifted from foot to foot, her expression hard, unreadable.

“I, uh, wouldn’t want to do anything deemed improper, Your Highness,” I squeaked out.

“Improper...?” Queen Glenexiea slathered drool from her chin. “I shall pulverize your body with ecstasy...”

“Thanks, I just pulverized myself this morning,” I said.

“My-my,” Queen Glenexiea beamed. “Ooo, I can already taste him!”

“My Queen is wise.” King Grogoldr grinned. “Go with her, Sir Luther. Do as she bids.”

“The man I seek ain’t here, and if he is, he’s dead, yeah?” I swallowed. “And I’ll pass on the Bad-Hand Witch, begging her forgiveness. So I’d rather just get going. Head back. Report back to the Brethren.” Get the fuck out of here. Run, cry, vomit. “Report to their lord.”

“And who might be this lord?” Goat eyes narrowing, King Grogoldr leaned forth in his throne, Brill leering, mad-eyes goggling cocked, bulging, fit to burst.

“His name is Gaunt, Brother—”

“Gaunt?! The Iron-Hand? The Giant-Slayer?” King Grogoldr tore a mammoth tusk from his armrest and hurled it flipping through the gloom. “Damn you to shades, Krait!” He clambered from his throne, levering himself up with his great ivory war-club, whisking it over his head, Brill keening like a songbird in delight. “I’ll roast your bones, Krait! I’ll grind them to dust!”
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...raised me as her own as a Sister of the Hand. I had nothing until she showed me how to survive, how to live, how to thrive. She bade me make peace with the folk, taught me the secrets of the tarn and its witchery, the art of gentling horses and riding as one should across the...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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KING GROGOLDR’S WAR-club slashed past — WHOOSH! — as I dove aside. “SLAUGHTER THEM! KILL THEM! BREAK THEIR BONES!”

On hands and feet, I scrambled, talons of cold-iron grazing snicker-snack across my back, flipping me skyward, spinning me midair like a lopsided top. A cacophony of echoes rang staccato, shuddering through my mind as I slammed down atop Brother Urwitz’s corpse.

“Skin them alive!” Queen Glenexiea keened.

I staggered to my feet, ducked another swing from King Grogoldr — WHOOSH! — the very air blasting me back, sideways, arse over eyeballs. Ring-Wyrm snatched a spear from behind the curtain, making for a Teutonic.

“Krait!” King Grogoldr roared. “I’ll crack your bloody bones!”

Upside down, I watched as King Grogoldr stomped forth, Brill leering like a sentient pustule throbbing at his neck, teeth bared, his, its, their Queen Glenexiea behind, a look of rabid-glee contorting her mug, her one hand gripping the throat of a screaming Teutonic, her other stripping a fistful of mail and skin, throat to belly and below, til it snapped free in a christening spatter of body and blood.

And the poor fucker was still screaming.

Yolanda sang free, bared and in hand as King Grogoldr planted his feet before me, raising his war-club overhead, two-handed. “Don’t you bloody move—”

As he swung, I swallowed, blinked, stepped in and just off line, Yolanda raised overhead in the window-guard. Then I ducked, a tiny tremor riffling the air as King Grogoldr’s war-club whistled past, striking a roof support, snapping it in twain, collapsing the sky.

Ring-Wyrm skewered a Teutonic from below, jagging up under his mail, then bit his face with those monstrous teeth as the sky toppled.

“KRAIT!”

Running, swearing, scrambling through the inundation of toppling skein, something struck me a glancing blow, knocking me rotten. I froze before a giant, gripping a Teutonic overhead, pulling an arm and leg in opposite directions. “Please-please no! NO! NOOooo!” the Teutonic screamed — crack! — then stopped.

On all fours, King Grogoldr fought his way free of the collapse, grunting, growling, ripping wreckage aside, freeing Brill, his black gums bared as they crawled through the tangle toward me.

“Move lad!” Karl yelled, shoving me toward the entrance. “Go on!” He whirled about, took aim with his crossbow and loosed — thwock! — hitting Brill dead-center in the forehead. Brill’s eyes cocked wild, spinning from the impact. But King Grogoldr kept charging, snorting like a lord-gorgon.

I slashed through the forest of supports, ducking a rope strung with smoked carcasses, stomping through a smoldering cook-fire, praying to Zeus and Thor and to Jesus Christ. Karl gasped, huffed, swore by my side as the glow of the entrance appeared. Sergeant Caerenin swung his war-hammer, catching a giant in the thigh, burying the pick-head to the bone, lodging it solid.

“Sergeant! Let go!” Me and Karl careened past for the door. “Run!”

Where we’d run once we fought free was anyone’s guess.

Miles of flat, miles of nothing, miles of wasteland lay in every direction.

Sergeant Caerenin let go in time to be swiped aside, flung flipping, a boneless rag-doll.

“Hrrrh?” The giant turned, head on a swivel, setting his sights on us.

An instant later, we burst out the front door, four earthquakes with bad manners and worse intentions thundering after. The sunlight was blinding. Head down, I shielded my eyes, kept running, staggering, huffing, hacking, one hand throttling Yolanda, the other horse-collaring Karl, dragging him along full bore on stubby legs.

“KRAIT!” King Grogoldr tore out the tupik slit. “YOU. ARE. MINE!”

The blast of sound knocked me to my knees, my gut, my core, and I clipped a bent crucifix, the dead fucker affixed to it watching on with aplomb, me staggering sideways, hacking, hauling Karl down as the king and queen and last two retainers stormed forth.

“KRAIT!”

King Grogoldr ripped Karl’s bolt from between Brill’s goggled eyes, just a thin stream of crimson bisecting his pale awful visage. Keening with glee, Queen Glenexiea tossed aside a Teutonic’s flensed carcass, wiped her hands on her hide-mail skirt. Ring-Wyrm staggered wild into the daylight, pausing, shielding the sun, her spear black with blood.

“Krait,” a voice said calmly from beyond, “duck.”

I turned. Rubbed my eyes.

“Mother of fuck—”

It was Gaunt.

Gaunt and his company.

And what they’d done was either madness or genius or a cool mix of both. The crucifix I’d struck in my blind furor stood ramrod straight but shivering. As were all the crucifixes facing the tupik entrance. Gaunt and his men had looped heavy ropes over their tops, wound them round with what looked like a cross between a catapult arm and a spear-thrower. They’d driven spiked lanyards into the hard earth to hold them down. Torsion throwers. Loads of energy built up. Akin to a torsion catapult, and Gaunt’d loaded the throwing arms with heavy iron javelins.

I could barely make heads or hyenas of what the hell was going on, but I obliged, ducking aside as Gaunt, on his mount, yelled, “Damnation and hellfire, LOOSE!” and twenty Teutonics wielding twenty longswords cut twenty lanyards holding back their makeshift siege weapons. As one, the ballistas launched, a thicket of iron slinging forth en mass.

King Grogoldr’s eyes bulged wide — “Glenexiea!” — realizing an instant after it was too late. He lunged, shielding her, trying to cover his queen as steel punched through his hide armor, felling him to one knee. Four ballistas protruded from him, two through his gut, one his neck, another his thigh. Behind, his two nephews lay pin-cushioned dead, Ring-Wyrm tangled amid their crippled limbs. His Queen Glenexiea lay upon her back, eyes blank to the skies, caught by the barrage, skewered thrice, her corpse dangling back in the collapsed tupik walls in a sort of sling, her one hand reaching out, dangling.

Choking, gurgling, spitting his own blood, King Grogoldr turned to Gaunt and rose to one knee, lurching forth, dragging one useless leg behind.

“Yes!” Gaunt cried, spurring his steed onward, snapping his visor shut, lowering his lance. “YES!”

Limping, gimping, dragging along, King Grogoldr raised his war-club overhead as Gaunt charged. Grunting, gurgling blood, King Grogoldr whipped the club down as Gaunt lowered his iron-tipped lance, catching the ogre’s throat, exploding through, blood bursting, driving him back and over.

King Grogoldr’s war-club smote down, just missing Gaunt’s head, smashing his steed’s hindquarters. Ducking forth, leaping off his screaming horse, Gaunt snatched onto the javelin lodged in the ogre’s gut and ripped sideways, levering the hidden point in a wide arc. King Grogoldr screamed, roaring as his innards ripped outward. But not Brill. Snaking forth with a leering rictus, he bit into Gaunt’s shoulder, teeth scoring steel pauldron.

“Son of Cain!” Gaunt roared, ripping the iron javelin once more from King Grogoldr’s belly. Then he plunged it back in. Once... twice... thrice... “More! More! MORE!”

With a rumble, the tupik collapsed behind, and King Grogoldr lay still.

Gaunt roared his bloody work, blood spattering, Brill keening, trilling, gurgling until Gaunt gripped him by the throat and pulled, squeezed, twisted. Stepping one foot atop the carcass for leverage, “Damnation and hellfire!” Gaunt tore back once more. A sickening rip as he tore Brill out, a rampant weed, a long trickle of kinked vertebrae glistening slick and dripping in the sun’s white blare.

Breathing harsh, rasping hard, tossing the severed head aside, Gaunt raised his head and turned, “Seize the Bad-Hand Witch.”
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...Arrow-Head, my first steed. I named her so for the white blazon in the shape of an arrow down her forehead. If Wild-Flower had shown me I was still worthy of love, Arrow-Head showed me I might still impart it upon...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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THE DAGGER HISSED AND sputtered, crackling as snow dropped in wadded, wet clumps upon its glowing, sizzling blade. Crooked and slick and slender, Brother Geoffrey rose and turned, the blade orange as a second sunset, just not quite as inviting. “Aye, Brother Gaunt, it’s ready.”

“Good,” Gaunt loomed tall and straight over Ring-Wyrm, bound to a stake driven into the hard earth, “bring it here, Brother, and ply thy trade.”

The forest of stakes stood behind, King Grogoldr’s tupik, his corpse, his queen and subjects, all fixing in for the long rot. Along with all the folk haling from New Samaria.

Brother Geoffrey strode from the fire toward the circle of Teutonics. The circle’s weapons lay bare, gleaming in the firelight. Karl stood trembling by my side, his axe in hand.

“I told you I’ll take no part in this,” I said cause I wouldn’t.

“I garner no pleasure from it, Krait.” Gaunt stared impassively. “It’s merely a means to an end, a spur to the ribs, a jog to shake something loose. Even if she didn’t kill Komtur Habermund or Coin-Master—”

“She didn’t,” I spat. “She couldn’t have.”

“Aye, so you say, but someone possessing of black witchcraft did, and these Bad-Hands are rife with the stuff. They fairly reek of it, and so this must be done. We must know what she knows.”

“I don’t give a fuck.”

Gaunt stepped aside as Brother Geoffrey sidled up next to Ring-Wyrm. Eye bulging, teeth bared, she sneered, lunged to bite, but the gag and bindings stifled her hard.

“Talk to her,” Gaunt said. “Make her see some modicum of reason.”

“I did. I tried. She won’t.” My hands balled into fists. “That’s all there is.”

“I don’t recall you being so squeamish.”

“I ain’t. And I’ve played all parts in this passion play. Will probably again, but not here, not now, and not with her. Christ. She’s suffered enough. Seen enough of this shit.”

“And yet she still refuses to talk...”

“Just fucking end it.”

“The Teutonic Council shall make that pronouncement, not I.”

“How many reavers have you killed? Tens...? Hundreds...? And you balk at one more?”

“Nothing, Krait...? Very well.” Gaunt nodded to Brother Geoffrey. “Proceed, Brother.”

Brother Geoffrey leaned forward, that burning blade black but still sizzling hard.

“What use will it be if she can’t answer?”

“Perhaps it shall serve, if only in goading you to aid.”

I swallowed. “Unlikely.”

“I also don’t recall you having overmuch in the way of grit. I can’t imagine you shall endeavor to last long. Him though...?” Gaunt’s gaze settled on Karl. “He may require killing...”

“Odin’s eye,” Karl stepped forward, “bring it on.”

The Teutonic cordon bristled around us.

“Easy...” I snagged Karl back by the shoulder, lowered my voice. “Can’t kill ‘em if you’re dead.”

“There are other options, Krait,” Gaunt announced.

“And none of them’ll buy you the answers you seek.”

“Then what shall garner that which I’m ordered to retrieve?”

A pair of Teutonics manhandled Ring-Wyrm, forcing her head back under Brother Geoffrey’s careful direction. He raised the flat of the burning blade. “Hold her tight, Brothers...”

“We’re five days from camp, yeah?” My mind reeled for some path out of this, some way to put it right, put it off. “So even if you put her to the pain, and she broke, right here, right now, spilling all you could ever hope to know, the Teutonic Lords still won’t ken it for five days.”

Brother Geoffrey poised the smoking blade inches from Ring-Wyrm’s throat.

“Hold, brother—” Gaunt held a hand up. “What is it you propose?”

“Let her ride alongside me,” I said. “Let me talk—”

“Give a reaver a horse?” Gaunt frowned. “A means of escape? Perhaps I should just grant her wings to fly as well.”

“Alright,” I scratched my chin, “how about she rides with me, then? Give me five days to talk to her. Five days back to camp. Five days for her to let something slide. Five days to change her mind. Maybe hanging around me’ll be enough to break her will. It worked with my wife.”

“You and she together...?”

“Yeah.

Gaunt crossed his arms. “She’ll wear manacles.”

“Fine by me.”

“Manacles attached to you.”

“Jesus.” I took a breath. “Fuck. Fine. That it?”

“And you shall bear no weapons of any sort. You shall be searched meticulously, and guarded throughout, even when you so much as go to take a shite.”

“We could just take the manacles off then, no?”

“One last thing, Krait,” I couldn’t tell if Gaunt was scowling or grinning, “the reaver-hag is your ultimate responsibility. If she escapes, if she commits suicide, if she’s struck by an errant bolt of lightning, your life on the spot is forfeit. Are those terms to your satisfaction?”

“No, but fuck it,” I said. “Go get your bloody manacles.”

***
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RING-WYRM PRESSED AGAINST my back, leering off into the distance, her hot breath stinking like rot against the back of my neck. Her bird-boned body tensed against mine at one point, far out across the Grey Waste. Could feel her arm stiffen, as though she were about to wrap it over my head, around my throat, throttle me with manacle chains. Our guards didn’t notice. Or maybe they did, and just didn’t care.

We rode past obelisks and menhirs, barrows and graveyards.

“You kill me,” I hissed over my shoulder, “and you’re making their day.”

Her rot breath reeked.

“It’ll be burning blades and sizzling skin,” I warned, “at best.”

The manacle chains clinked, and I waited.

“You talk, tell ‘em what they want, and maybe they’ll stop this shite. Maybe they’ll let you go. Leave you out here all by your lonesome.” I shook my head. “Guess I wouldn’t bet on it, though.”

We rode for hours.

We rode for days.

“That big fuck?” I said. “The nightmare titan who looks part giant himself? He hates me.”

Our mount picked its way down a narrow draw.

“Now I know what you’re gonna say. What’s the big deal? He hates you, too.”

I shook my head.

“Thing is, he doesn’t hate you. He hasn’t given you enough thought to hate you. You’re just an obstacle on the road to Christian civilization. You’re a rock, a river, a mountain. He has to roll you aside, surmount you with a bridge, tunnel through you with drill and swage. You saw what he did back there. To those giant fucks.” I glared back over the endless horizon. “If you weren’t in his way, you’d be nothing.

“Me...?” I shook my head. “I’d pray to be nothing.”

For five days she rode behind me, and for five days she listened in silence.
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...seemingly just a rash, it began spreading from my fingertips to my hand, up my arm to my shoulder and neck. I could feel it, itching its way beneath my skin, burrowing like some sort of infestation of...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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AFTER A WEEK-LONG SLOG north across the Grey Waste, and three Skull-Collar engagements later, Gaunt’s company met back with their Teutonic Brethren. Ring-Wyrm was back behind bars, testing new fire-brands. Karl and me...? We were back haunting the Moveable Feast, slamming back flagons of piss-warm drivel, trying to gather enough kindling to spark a respectable fire. But the kindling was wet, and warmth proved fleeting. You get used to disappointment on the road. Especially when that’s what it’s paved in.

I took another pull, rubbed my eyes, listening to Lonn drone on. “...yah, says the poor fucker had them tore right outta his side. For the love of Saint Pete, says they was all burst out, like when you run over a toad and their guts are all burst out.”

Seems another of the high-hat Teutonic fucks bought it the night before we left. Or rather, someone’d bought it for him.

“So...” I glared up, rubbed my forehead, took another pull. “Which one of the lucky pricks drew the short straw?”

“The Hospitaller.” Lonn stood across the bar, pouring a drink.

“The dago.”

“Yah, that’s the one.” Lonn snapped his fingers a few times. “What’s his name...?”

“No idea.” I shrugged, cause I didn’t care what his name was or that he was dead. In truth, he hadn’t seemed the worst of the bunch, but that wasn’t saying much.

“Shite...” Karl grumbled into his cup.

“Oh?” Lonn wiped down the bar. “Was he a friend of yours, Master Karl?”

“Yeah,” I grinned, “Karl wrote his eulogy.”

Karl chuffed a laugh, shook his head, took another pull.

“Don’t worry.” I patted Karl on the shoulder. “You’ll do the old lad proud. Weave together a tapestry of honor and virtue befitting a man of his vaunted station.”

“Brother Unmaro.” Lonn snapped his fingers.

“Brother Unmaro...” I slapped the bar. “Quesisto. That sounds about right. How’d he buy it, again?”

“Word is, he had his lungs ripped out of his chest or some such horror.” Lonn slung a flagon down the bar to a waiting patron. “But then, you know how word runs rampant round these parts.”

“As certain as Saturday eve and welcome as Sunday morn.”

Tendrils of frost clawed in as someone opened the tent flap, staggered in, rubbing his hands.

Karl glared over his shoulder, cursed beneath his breath.

“Jesus...” I took a sip. “They here already?”

“The fuckers?” Karl shifted by my side. “Yar. It’s him. Them. Big fucker’s here, too.”

I took a pull off my flagon as Gaunt, Marshal Emeric, Land-Meister Deutchmund, and Quartermaster Croxton strode in, followed by ten White-Cloaks. I turned on my stool. “Heard you’re still short of a quorum.”

“You are one smug son of a bitch, you know that?” Marshal Emeric’s piercing eyes blazed.

“I’ve been made aware,” I deadpanned.

“Before you departed, there was another killing.” Quartermaster Croxton stepped in, laying a hand on the Marshal’s chest. “Easy, Brother Hasculf.”

“Just heard. Quesisto bought it, yeah?” I said. “Same as the others?”

“Yes, Sir Luther, I bid you come see for yourself, neh?” Quartermaster Croxton nodded.

Gaunt loomed behind Marshal Emeric.

I glared up at him. “You the new resident Hospitaller? Heard there was an opening.”

Gaunt’s horrid face twisted. “There’ll be a new opening in your skull if you continue in such a manner.”

“Fair enough. Please,” I stood, killed my flagon, held out a hand, “after you.”

***
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THE TENT WAS COLD, stacks of black ice laid out like basalt pillars, fallen obelisks, exuding a pall reminiscent of the corpse-cities beneath Paris. The bodies wrapped in linen and laid out across the ice slabs completed the scene.

“Where’d you find him?”

“A diener on guard patrol found him,” Quartermaster Croxton explained. “Behind the hospital tent. It seemed he was returning from rounds, late in the eve. Like the others. His chest,” he shook his head slowly, closing his eyes, “you’ll see.”

I took a deep breath. “Any wounds besides the chest?”

The Teutonic Lords stood in a grim line across from me, watching, weighing, judging.

“Nay,” Marshal Emeric shook his head, “we found only the one.”

“Well,” I swept the linen sheet off Hospitaller Unmaro Quesisto’s corpse, “one was enough.” Lonn’d been wrong. But only just. I stared into the half-empty chest cavity. Or was it half-full? It wasn’t Brother Unmaro’s lungs that’d been torn out of his body. It’d been his heart and his left lung only.

Other than the burst chest, Brother Unmaro’s body was fair untouched. His face and body, sans ribcage underneath his left arm, looked fully intact. They felt intact, too. I did my usual head-to-toe survey course in horror and homicide. Found little beyond the heart and left lung, not to mention the gaping hole, ribs sticking out like some twisted indigent’s grin. The surrounding flesh was desiccated, puckered, blue. Old hat at this point.

I glanced at Gaunt. “You see anything?” He’d probably forgotten more about wounds than I’d ever know.

“Nay.” Gaunt shook his head a twitch. “The bluish tint of the flesh surrounding the wound seemed at first glance to be bruising, but on further consideration, I stand uncertain. I’ve not seen its like before. I’m told Komtur Habermund and Coin-Master Chevaleaux suffered similar wounds.”

“You give ‘em a once over?” I asked.

“Nay.”

“No? How come?”

Gaunt said nothing, his gaze shifting almost imperceptibly toward the Marshal.

Marshal Emeric cleared his throat. “Despite the care taken to preserve the bodies, discoloration, suppuration, indignation, have all set their fell hooks in and taken their toll. Indeed, I fear only their bones might survive the long trek to Outremer.”

“Survive, huh?” I muttered. “Interesting word choice.”

“Krait—” Gaunt growled, but the Quartermaster stilled him with a glance.

“Tread with care and the grace of God, Brother,” Quartermaster Croxton said. “I would hear what good Sir Luther has to offer, neh? And I find often that even the sourest of chefs might fix victuals holding ample nourishment.”

Land-Meister Deutchmund nodded in agreement.

“It was the same with the others. You saw it.” I nodded. “Hideous wounds surrounded by blued flesh. Not bruised, as Gaunt—”

“Brother John.”

“Yeah, as Brother John said. As he saw. I’ve not seen it before.” I scratched my chin. “You never said much about Molimcrest, the Cardinal that bought it in Riga.”

“You never asked.”

“Not sure that’s true, but either way, I’m asking now.”

Land-Meister Deutchmund cleared his throat. “Cardinal Molimcrest was held in the highest esteem by His Eminence’s rule. It is true he held a firm hand with regards to—”

“He was an asshole.” I pulled the sheet back over Hospitaller Quesisto. “He was in charge of the slave trade, yeah? He collected, tallied, and disbursed all the slaves abducted from anywhere south and east of Riga, yeah? All across the Grey-Waste. Christians and savages alike.”

“Sir Luther, I must protest—”

“Don’t bother.” I cut him off with a hand. “I don’t give a shit about him. I don’t give a shit about his character. No one does. That ship’s sailed. You all were there, yeah? The night the good cardinal turned in his mitre?”

“Yes, Sir Luther, but—”

“Any of you see his corpse?”

Marshal Emeric began, “Sir Luther, this is none of—”

“None of us saw the body.” Gaunt cut him off. “Only Komtur Habermund inspected it. He had it buried shortly after.”

Eyes wide, Marshal Emeric rounded on Gaunt.

“You want this done, Brother?” Arms crossed, Gaunt stood unmoved.

“So what’s the word?” I asked. “How’d Molimcrest bite it?”

“I’m still uncertain,” Marshal Emeric began. “There was much rumor and—”

“Rumor had it that his sternum had been hacked out in some obscene manner,” Gaunt finished. “What implement was used was not certain. His heart and liver, too, had been removed in a similar manner. His heart was reportedly missing.”

Marshal Emeric glared in wordless fury.

“A cardinal, huh?” I nodded. “A cardinal, a komtur, a coin-master, and now a hospitaller. Bunch of bigwig high-hats buying it, and at a slick premium. Leaves a fair bit of room round the top.”

Marshal Emeric drew himself up. “What are you insinuating, Sir Luther?”

“Insinuating...? Me?” I stared each Teutonic Lord in the eye, one after another, taking their measure. Or trying to, anyway. “I’m not insinuating anything. Just stating facts. Plain and simple. They all had some good years ahead of them, and there was no room for movement.” I studied each face in turn. “Now they don’t, and there sure as shit is.”
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...deformed hand strong as any man’s. And my ruined visage? Deaf in one ear, my other hears more now, hears finer, hears further. Only then did I realize how little I heard before...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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TAKING A HARD PULL from my cold flask, I stumbled back through the pressing dark, through the precise streets cut between the Teutonic encampment, toward a sad little bedroll under a crooked tent, huddled beside the Moveable Feast. My destination. My dream. My Mecca. Despite the camp’s precise layout, or because of it, everything looking the same, losing my way came easy, so I navigated by stars, trudging along, keeping Polaris over my right shoulder, huffing through the cold, past tent after tent, row after row, offering the pass phrase when challenged at every fifth intersection.

“Hey,” someone rasped in reaver-speak. “Hey, you there...”

I knew who it was before I turned.

“You there, Pretty-Man...”

I kept walking.

“Please, wait—”

“Jesus.” I stopped, took a breath, turned.

“Come here, Pretty-Man. Yes, come closer...”

“Now you’ll talk?” I scoffed. “Five days on horseback and you’re silent. And now...?”

“Come here. Come closer.”

“We gotta stop meeting like this.” I meant it.

“Is it because I’m so pretty?” Her voice was spoiled milk, rotten cabbage, bile oozing out between her cage bars. Ring-Wyrm. Her lone bulbous eye glinted yellow, flickering through blinks, an artifact of far-off firelight? Or something else? Something worse? Her long slender arm, heavy as lead, wormed out through the bars, one long, lone serpentine Circe finger beckoning, pleading, imploring.

“Sure,” I lied.

“I was once pretty.” Ring-Wyrm hugged her arm around herself, shivering. “I was once beautiful. So beautiful. The other girls were always jealous, even the women. It was a gift the day I drank from the waters of the Olanash Tarn, becoming a Sister of the Hand, the day I drank of its black brine, its heady sorrow, the day I lost half of my face and one of my eyes.”

“Sounds grand.” I took a sip, kept my distance.

That ruined face and slender arm were marred by fresh burn. “Fancy giving me a taste of whatever it is you’re sipping?”

I glanced over my shoulder at a guard huddled off in the corner of the square, some poor diener shivering, hands splayed out over a tepid fire.

“You ... heh ... you be the one dragged me here, the one who set me so low, the one who took from me, the one that I owe...” Her hideous face, half-suffocated in burn and scar, twisted up toward the stars. “Just an old song my mother used to sing...”

“Bet you slept like a baby.”

“I could have killed you on our little ride.”

“I get that a lot.”

“I could have wrapped the chain around your pretty neck...”

“Could’ve, should’ve, would’ve.” I shrugged, watched my breath steam white in the cold. “You sound like my wife. Just slightly less terrifying.”

“A lucky woman, to seize the heart of such a pretty thing.”

“Bet you say that to all the fellas.”

“I say it to you. I say it here. I say it now.”

That yellow eye blazed as she pressed against the bars, her rag-wear thin, torn, ephemeral, her one hand clutching the cold iron. “By the dead-end fates, it’s cold. Cold and lonely, Pretty-Man. Come closer, yes? I almost had you, when we first met.” Her voice fought beyond its new rasp, fighting to lyrical, becoming as strangely inviting as the rest of her was not. “Offer a lick of your bottle, and I’ll offer a lick as well.” Her razorback teeth gleamed.

“Share a...” I cleared my throat. She stood fair even with me in size, and even though one-armed, half-frozen, and fully starved, I was fair sure she could wring my neck with minimal effort. “Alas, the bars’d ruin the mood.”

“I counter. They would serve to heighten it.”

I considered, shrugged, “You may be right, but there’s only one way to go.”

A smirk torqued the corner of her face yet untouched by ruin. She hadn’t lied. But for her curse, she’d have been a raven-haired beauty. “It could be done.”

“Oh, I know.”

“For you’ve attempted such convoluted trysts in the past?”

“Yeah. Sure. No sheep in any pen was ever safe in my domain.”

“Difficult then, but not impossible.”

“Sorry lady, I ain’t one much for difficult. Or murder. Or castration. Particularly my own.”

Ring-Wyrm settled back, waved a hand. “You’re but their lap-dog. I shouldn’t have expected any more.”

“A fair accurate statement, but with one flaw.” I scratched my beard, considered. “Look, you hate them, I get it. But I ain’t their lap-dog. And if we’re both running a race to see who hates them more, you’d win. Sure. But we’d be neck and neck for a stretch.” I turned back on my heel.

“Wait—” Ring-Wyrm clutched at herself, shivering as she folded to her knees. “Forgive me, please. Give me a sip or give me your steel, one or the other. That root. Have you more of it? I would take it now, I would take it all.” She reached out through the bars, hand splayed open, empty, the veins on her wrist throbbing. “Please. Show mercy. The iron-men offer me nothing but protracted pain and misery.”

“That’s all they offer anyone.” I stood under the dead night sky, watching her wilt, then offered my flask at arm’s length. “Here.”

Her head tilted up, that sallow eye narrowing.

“They took my steel, and I have no more of the root.” I waggled the flask. “Only this.”

Ring-Wyrm reached for it, holding back only just, her lone bloodshot eye studying me. “You’ve something of the saint about you, as well as the fox.”

“It’s called rabies.” I glanced over at the guard. “Here. Take it. Quick. Before I come to my senses.”

Ring-Wyrm hunkered forward on her haunches, snatching it from my hand as though it were a baited animal snare. She sniffed the flask’s mouth, touched it with her tongue, took a tentative sip. Then one not so tentative. Tilting back, groaning, her throat working, she collapsed against the bars. For a moment, I thought she might melt right through. After, she wiped her mouth with the back of her arm and offered back the flask.

“Finish it,” I said.

“I thank you...”

“No sweat.”

Tendons stood out on her neck as she took another pull. “You are the one searching for something, something of theirs, perhaps?”

“Yeah. Sure.” I shrugged. “More or less.”

Her eye narrowed. “Which is it, then?”

“Yeah. I’m the one searching.”

“Yet you claim to hate them...?”

“It’s a long story. And boring.” I looked down, away. “We’re heading in the same direction, and I don’t want to end my days on their chopping block.”

“They’re monsters.”

“We’re all monsters to someone. And besides, they say the same about you and yours.”

“Yet, we were here first.” Ring-Wyrm gripped the flask, nails digging into smooth metal. “We didn’t ask for you to come. Didn’t want you to come. Yet you came, anyway. You came into my village, my home, drove off my family, my people. And those that couldn’t flee...”

I stared at the ground. “It’s what these fuckers do.”

“You.” Ring-Wyrm gripped the stump of her arm. “You did this.”

“Yeah...” I rubbed my scarred throat, almost countered, but stifled myself just shy. “Fair enough.”

“We’ve been driven toward the morning sun since before your slaughtered-god was born. We fought the caesar-kings of the old empire. The caesar-kings and their plumed warriors with their spears of iron and shields of wood.”

I shifted from foot to foot. “It’s tough all around these days.”

“Tough...” Ring-Wyrm nodded, sipped, swallowed.

“Any idea why they haven’t killed you?”

Ring-Wyrm glanced up. “He has not finished asking questions. The flame-kissed killer, Blood-Mane.”

“Marshal Emeric,” I said. “He’s still asking about his daughter. Eleanor, yeah? She was supposedly kidnapped long ago. He ask about her?”

“Sometimes...”

“And you’re not her?”

Ring-Wyrm took another drink. She said nothing.

“What else does he ask?”

“What else...?” Ring-Wyrm bared her tusks. “Questions about my folk, this land. The best routes. Secrets of the World-Scar and watering holes. He asks questions about the giant-folk. Questions about where I came from.”

“Where do you come from?”

Ring-Wyrm didn’t answer.

“My advice,” I said, “tell him whatever he wants to hear.”

“And you think that shall make him stop?”

“Stop...? You got me there.” Glancing over my shoulder at the guard, I untied my cloak, dangled it out. “Here. Take it.” This was getting to be a habit, and not a good one.

“I don’t want it.”

“You’re freezing.”

“They’ll take it as soon as they see it. Like they did your last.”

“So don’t let them see it.”

Ring-Wyrm licked her lips, staring, hungry, ravenous.

“C’mon. Before I change my mind.” The cold was already setting in. I couldn’t imagine how she was still alive, clad only in rags. “Here. Catch.” I tossed it, and she caught it, dragged it in through the bars and wrapped it around, a brittle sigh erupting as she sheathed herself in its furred embrace.

“You didn’t kill them, did you?” I blew into my cupped hands. “You couldn’t have.”

Ring-Wyrm regarded me through the bars. “Kill who?”

“Well-played. The Lords of the Brethren, the Iron-Warriors, the Teutonic Brothers.”

“Ah,” Ring-Wyrm wagged a clawed finger, “this is what you seek, then, is it not?”

“Yeah.”

“Then no.” Ring-Wyrm shook her head slowly. “I would have killed them, given the chance, given the choice, given the means. I would have slaughtered them in rage, in pain and agony, in lust and glory. I would have done it slow. I would have done it quick. I would have done it completely.”

“Lot of that going around.” I stiffened as the guard glanced over. “Good night.”

“Wait...” Ring-Wyrm took another swig, brandished my flask, waggling it. “Don’t forget.”

“Thanks.”

Ring-Wyrm pressed against the bars, took another sip. “You have a name, Pretty-Man?”

“Luther. Sir Luther Slythe Krait,” I said. “You got a name?”

“Sir Luther.” Ring-Wyrm hugged the flask to her breast, staring at it, fingers caressing the smooth metal. “Have you seen the lights, Sir Luther?”

“The lights...?”

“You would know if you saw them.”

“The northern ones?” I felt a knot growing in my stomach. “In the sky?”

“No, these are different. They’re the trollskop lights.”

“Trollskop...?” I hugged myself against a shiver.

“These lights come in the dead of night, are the color of the day-sky. A light bereft of heat or hope, an aura of azure doom.”

“Azure, huh? Shit. Yeah, I’ve seen ‘em.” The night of Coin-Master Chevaleaux’s murder, fox-fire, out on Lake Golgotha. “What are they?”

“These are the trollskop. The lights of the risen, the lights of the ruined, the lights of the restless damned.”

“Restless damned...?”

“Warriors, Sir Luther...” Ring-Wyrm downed the last of my appropriated wine. It was low-grade, piss poor, and gone in the sliver of an instant. “Warriors of eld risen from the dirt, the mud, their cold-lonely barrow holes. They are draugr, Pretty-Man. They are what kills your Iron-Men Lords, and I pray to the four winds that they never stop.”
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...many summers hence, and the iron-men would not cease their advance.

Their numbers were like the never-ending flow of the Glaarung. The bison herds scattered as they descended upon us in the Scab-Lands. I once thought the slaughter the Skull-Collars had wrought upon my family something to behold, but these men of the black cross...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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“SUNBURNT AND FREEZING my balls off...” I spat as Father Salien’s wagon trundled along, bouncing, creaking, wobbling over the uneven scree. The great black lake sat on my left, north, our one constant companion. “And your wagon sucks, too. It’s a bloody torture contraption.”

“Shut it, Susan,” Karl growled.

I was in a mood.

Karl was in a mood.

We were both in a mood.

“Eh...?” Father Salien steadied the massive tome opened wide across his lap.

I took a swig of some low-grade wine or high-grade vinegar. Slow drizzles of smoke rose off to the south. Camp fires of the reavers — Bad-Hands or Skull Collars or Ogre-Kin, depending on who you asked — watching from afar, keeping pace. Tabs.

“Big bump coming up,” Karl rumbled, guiding the reins.

“Forgive me, Sir Luther. Oh—!” Father Salien lurched as we hit the bump. He righted himself against the twin lines of book shelving running inside the wagon bed. “It was provided to me by the Brethren for purposes—”

“Forget it.” I rubbed my lower back, massaged my numb arse cheeks. Father Salien’s horse, Matilda, trundled along, head down, behind a dozen other horses. I could count her ribs even squinting. Which hardly set her apart. “You said you might’ve found something useful about the killings, the draugr, these spectral killers. Ring-Wyrm said—”

“Eh?” Father Salien cupped an ear. “Pardon? Who...?”

“Ring-Wyrm, the reaver-witch. The Teutonic’s prisoner.”

“Oh, yes,” Father adjusted his glasses, “you mean to say you’ve spoken with her?”

“Uh... Yeah.”

“What had she to say?”

“Only what I’ve told you about the fox-fire lights and draugr.”

“Draugr...?” Father Salien frowned, shaking his head. “Mmm, no. Confounding.”

“Yeah, we already talked—”

“No, no, no, none of that, my dear lad.” Father Salien steadied the thick tome sitting on his lap. “You see, draugr, is a word of north-man origin, not reaver, or so I am given to understand. Which makes it a puzzle that this reaver woman even knows it. I think that perhaps this reaver-witch, this Ring-Wyrm, as you say, arrives not wholly of reaver stock.”

“You think she was kidnapped?” I steadied myself as we hit another bump. “Taken?”

“Yes! Precisely. Stories abound on the Grey Waste of entire villages kidnapped. One night they stand firm in their entirety, and the next? Gone. Simply all gone. Nothing but fickle winds and smoking ruins.”

“Not much of a stretch,” I said. “‘Entire villages’ is a bit off the mark, though, Father. They’ll slaughter entire villages, put them to the steel, burn them, use them for target practice, but they can’t take ‘em all on the road.” A vision of Leotis and his mother flashed before my eyes, of the hilltop circle before the battle, of the poor flensed sod crippling across stone. “Just the ones young enough for indoctrination, but old enough to pull their own weight. The rest, though...”

“I...” Father Salien blanched. “I recall reading somewhere that the birth rates among horse-borne civilizations can be, Mmmm, rather low. Was it the Crow-Lander Chronicles or the Venerable Bede...?” Father Salien waved a hand. “Never mind. Simply put, the action of being in the saddle near constantly acts to induce a large number of miscarriages.”

“Fascinating,” I deadpanned. “Nomads saddled up all day having trouble saddling up come night, yeah?”

“Eh, ah, I don’t think the author intended to insinuate that—”

“Whatever,” I cut him off. “Anyway, these spectral killers, what’d you find?”

“Watch it, ye blind fuck!” Karl snapped the reins, angling us round a wagon that’d somehow run out of the ruts and off the road. Beyond, a lone mound jutted up on the horizon, looking at first like some distant mountain. But as we approached, it was clear it was nothing so grand. Just another barrow raised to house the dead of some ancient skirmish.

“Spectral, hmm...?” Father Salien bolted up straight, brandishing his finger like a schoolmarm. “Nay, nay, I should say these creatures, or, er, beings, or entities, are more of a corporeal rather than incorporeal nature.”

“What the hell’s that mean?”

“Yer left!” Karl roared at the wagon ahead. “Nar, yer other left!”

I steadied myself, shook my head, snarled out a curse.

“Yes, well, your draugr, were I to guess, are creatures formed of this world, Sir Luther.” Father Salien closed his eyes, rubbed them, let out a sigh. “Their form, at any rate. Perhaps the spirit or will or essence motivating them hails from the dark beyond, but their forms are very much things of a stolid, earthly nature. You said the wounds to the victims were quite, hmmm, what’s the word?”

“Monstrously horrific...?”

“Yes, precisely,” Father Salien said. “Nary a creature amalgamate of ether could hope to break bones, let alone skin. And why should it? If it could simply effuse into one’s body, why go through the trouble of causing such grievous wounds? Why, a creature composed purely of ether—” Father Salien paused, feeling my ire.

“Forgive me for prattling on so. But these draugr, seem to be, as I said, some sort of north-man legend. I’ve found snippet and whisper but nothing wholly material.” Father Salien took a sip of wine. “Though, I might add, I’ve read of other undead corporeal entities that seem, barring nomenclature, to match our fine draugr nearly stride for stride. Yes, indeed. Barrow-wights might be a more Anglicized description of the monstrosity, if that is what we are in fact dealing with. Revenant might be another such moniker.”

“Yeah, well, remember, it snuck past a legion of guards. Through an entire military camp. And killed ‘em all within easy earshot of half the army. Would take some doing.”

“Take some doing, yes, yes indeed, it would. They are silent creatures, as we know. Forgive me, I have it here somewhere.” Hovering like a vulture over the tome, Father Salien slid a finger along a line. “Hmmm ... where? Here. Yes. It says ‘the revenant bears with it a rapacious hunger for the hearts of mankind...’”

“Well, that seems fair straightforward and accurate,” I deadpanned. “Anything about blue wounds?”

“Eh...? No, nothing, I’m afraid. But indeed, indeed, listen to this.” Father Salien flipped the page. “Hmm, ‘for the hearts of mankind as well as bearing auguries of pestilence and doom and darkness, the stench and silence and stillness of their barrow-homes.’”

“Auguries...?”

“Omens, Sir Luther.”

“So, they bring omens of...”

“Well, err, perhaps the author sought to add some poetic—”

“Shitty. Perhaps he was being shitty,” I said. “But plague’s been rampant in the camp. And as for darkness...”

“I thought it more prudent to focus on the latter portion of the text. ‘For the revenant bears with it ... the stench and silence and stillness of their barrow homes. Perhaps this is an allusion to, hmm, what did we call it? A shroud of silence, perhaps...? Perhaps these creatures are naturally silent and instill this silence somehow upon their surroundings.”

Finger on my lip, I considered for a moment, then ceded a nod. “Yeah sure. What book is that, anyway?”

“Eh, ah, one of Germanic origin. Urgh...” Father Salien groaned as he levered the tome up, offering the cracked leather cover. What looked like a pale stain bisected it top to bottom. He made the sign of the cross, then muttered some prayer. “It’s original title is De Vermis Mysteriis, which translates to—”

“The Mysteries of the Worm, yeah?” I said. “Sounds like some black-hearted shite, Father.”

“Eh? Oh, yes, yes, of course.” Father Salien withdrew a key on a chain from inside his collar, brandishing it. “It is, my good lad, it is indeed. That’s why I keep it under lock and key. In Mariënburg, Komtur Habermund bade me take it in secret. It’s to be locked away in a vault in Esdraelon.” He closed the tome, leaned forward, whispered, “Only I, and now you, are aware of its existence.”

“Alright...”

“Forgive me, Sir Luther. This tome exacts a toll, you might say, pouring through it.” Father Salien took a deep breath, closing his bloodshot eyes, rubbing his temples. He looked pale, worn, exhausted. “How is it you come to speak such a number of languages?”

“I get around.”

“How many do you speak?”

Ahead, the Teutonic spear piercing the heart of the Grey Waste began settling round the barrow-mound, staking out its nightly claim along Golgotha’s shore.

I shook my head, shrugged. “A lot of a few and a little of a lot. First thing I learn when I hit a new place? How to ask where the taverns lie. My lexicon just sort of builds from there.”

“Amazing. I myself have studied all of the Romance languages, but on paper, in books and—”

“Yeah, sure.” I waved a hand. “If you can read one, you can muddle your way through the rest. It’s the accents, pronunciations, weird local shit that trips you up.” I glanced over his shoulder at the book. “Any word on the lights? These fox-fire lights? Or trollskop, maybe?”

“Yes. Fox-fire. Where was it...?” Father Salien flipped open the book, slathering through pages. “Ah, here. ‘...arises a venomous aura caused by the friction of the shifting barrier separating the lands of the damned from those of the living,’” Father Salien read. “Or so claims our illustrious author.”

“What the hell’s that mean?”

“I... Well, I really couldn’t say, not for certain.” Father Salien removed his glasses and polished them on his sleeve. “Perhaps again, it was some sort of poetic license taken by Goodman Prinn.”

“Think maybe he’s just making shit up?”

“Well,” Father Salien shrugged, “it’s certainly possible.”

“Alright then, question is, what’s waking these bastards?”

“Forgive me, Sir Luther.” Father Salien raised his hands. “I know not. And Prinn remains studiously mum on the subject. As silent as these draugr, it would seem. It’s possible if I continue researching that I may uncover more ample information...” He left the rest unsaid as Karl drove the wagon trundling into the midst of the growing camp, the barrow-mound rising like an island amid a cesspit of humanity.

OceanofPDF.com

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 39.

[image: image]


...saved my life again, for she had foreseen the attack, warned the men, and had been rebuffed yet again. Jackal-Teeth laughed at her, derided her, said we were too far within our own lands to worry of such slow, cumbersome adversaries.

It was not his first mistake, nor was it...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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THEY WERE FASTIDIOUS bastards, I’d give them that. The Teutonics. Judging solely by its interior, their tent-chapel might’ve been a stone church standing for centuries for all the decor adorning the nave.

During the day, the dagged ceiling vaulted high, its edges crenelated inward, casting down illuminated angels from the heavens above. But now? At night? A wide swathe open to the sky? One thing to say about the Grey Waste, for all its endless nothing, its numbing boredom, for all that the eye begged for something different, something noteworthy, something — anything — the night skies truly were a glorious sight.

“Apologies, Sir Luther, but I recall nothing unusual.” Brother Kamrick’s great-helm lay next to where he knelt, praying upon the cold earth. “It was just another day.”

Just another day...

Just another day in a seemingly endless series of grey days. One blending into another. Wake up, clothe, arm, eat, break camp, ride, set up camp, eat, pray, sleep. And along the way, just pray you don’t get plague-bit, speared by reavers, or murdered by giants. Wash. Rinse. Repeat. I adjusted myself on the prayer mat, trying to get blood flowing back to my feet.

It was just past compline, night prayers, which meant I should’ve been headed for bed rather than jawing with these pious goons. But what I want and what I get?

Ever at cross purposes.

“And Hospitaller Quesisto said nothing to you?” I glanced at Brother Kamrick’s compatriot, Brother Goadde, a broad fellow who tried hiding pox marks behind a beard thinner than my excuses for missing Sunday Mass. The two were Brothers of the Body, White-Cloaked praetorian guards to the Teutonic Lords. The best and brightest, according to Marshal Emeric.

“Either of you notice anything strange that day?” I asked. “Or that night? Or maybe the days leading up to Hospitaller Quesisto’s murder?”

“Nay, Sir Luther,” Brother Goadde scratched his flea-bitten beard, wincing as he squeezed out a wet fart, “not that I recall.”

“The best and brightest...” I muttered.

“Huh?”

“The best and the brightest.” I raised a hand toward the night sky glimmering above. “Just marveling at our Good Lord’s nightly masterpiece.”

“Oh...”

I almost stood up, marched out of the tent, but I didn’t. Cause I had one more question, one I wasn’t looking forward to asking. “How about the Teutonic Lords? You blokes ever notice anything strange concerning them?” But it had to be asked. A man’s murdered and you ask who knew him. Who benefited from his death? Who made out? Problem is, a man at the top of the pyramid dies, and everyone benefits. Everyone makes out. Everyone looking to step up. And everyone was always looking to step up.

The two brothers glanced at one another.

“What exactly are you asking us?” Brother Goadde lowered his voice.

“I mean, they don’t seem to get along. None of them. A fair bit of mutual animosity. And it was no different with Komtur Habermund, Coin-Master Chevaleaux, or Hospitaller Quesisto. The day of the reaver executions, Komtur Habermund and Marshal Emeric almost came to blows. Thought they were going to throw down right there.”

“Oh...?”

“Yeah.” I fixed Brother Goadde an eye. “Were you there? Either of you?”

Brother Goadde glanced at the tent slit. “Aye, I was present.”

“Then you saw what I saw.”

Brother Kamrick laid a hand on Brother Goadde’s shoulder. “Brother—”

“What you saw was a disagreement, nothing more,” Brother Goadde said.

“Over that Bad-Hand Witch’s impending execution?”

“Aye.”

“Komtur Habermund wanted her executed,” I said.

Brother Goadde nodded. “Aye.”

“And Marshal Emeric didn’t.”

Another nod.

“Why the difference of opinion?”

“Know first, Sir Luther, I’ll not speak ill against the dead.” Brother Goadde crossed his arms.

“And we’ll not speak ill against any of the Brethren, living or dead,” Brother Kamrick growled.

“Easy, relax.” I pumped my hands up and down. “I’m just trying to get a lay of the land.”

Neither said a word.

“Well, that clears things up.” I shifted position, waited. For loads more silence, it seemed. “Any chance that reaver-witch knew Marshal Emeric’s daughter? Eleanor? I’ve heard she was kidnapped by reavers, a long while past. Some twenty years, give or take.”

“The reavers abduct many good Christians.” Brother Goadde frowned. “You always hear tales of them, children abducted in raids. She was merely one of many. Marshal Emeric is fanatical about returning those abducted to their Christian status. Komtur Habermund was less so. That, no doubt, is what they fought over.”

“Argued,” Brother Kamrick growled. “And an accord was struck.”

“What is it?” Brother Goadde glanced at Brother Kamrick.

“Can’t you see? He’s trying to implicate Marshal Emeric in the Komtur’s death? Or foist it upon him? All of their deaths?” Brother Kamrick stood, hands balled into fists. “You should leave. Now.”

“Apologies.” I stood up, hands raised. “I meant no offense. Have a good night.”

Nigh on through the tent slit, Brother Goadde said, “Pardon, Sir Luther...”

I turned. “Yeah?”

“It...” Brother Goadde scratched his beard. “Nay. It’s most likely nothing.”

Brother Kamrick’s eyebrows furrowed over his grimace.

“What is it?”

“The night of the Hospitaller’s murder.” Brother Goadde picked at a scab on his chin. “Hospitaller Quesisto was limping after the construction of the redoubt. I recall, for he had helped dig the trench. After compline and our evening meal, he ... he had some trouble walking. A lot of trouble, truth be told. I recall asking him if he had twisted his ankle.” Brother Goadde glanced at Brother Kamrick. “Do you remember?”

“Hospitaller Quesisto...?” Brother Kamrick shook his head. “Nay. You’re confusing him with Komtur Habermund. It was the Komtur who had trouble walking the night after the executions. Don’t you remember?”

“Of course, I remember,” Brother Goadde barked. “And I recall speaking to Hospitaller Quesisto of it. I queried whether he wished me to fetch a bone-setter.”

“Nay, brother.” Brother Kamrick waved a hand. “That was Komtur Habermund. He was having some episode, some sort of foot pain. I escorted him to the medical tent myself. He said it was a cold numbness from the arch of his foot, lancing up through his ankle and into his calf.”

“I’m sure it was Hospitaller Quesisto, Brother.”

“And I am sure it was—”

“Wait.” I cut them off with a chop. “Brother Kamrick, you were on duty the night Komtur Habermund was murdered, yeah?”

“Aye...” Brother Kamrick looked down, away, crossing himself. “And a black mark upon me it shall be to the end of my days.”

“Right.” I tried not rolling my eyes. “When was the last time you actually saw the Komtur?”

“T’was during the battle, the reaver raid, or right after the thick of it, rather. The aftermath. Komtur Habermund had remained in the heart of the redoubt, directing the overall defense. I recall him suffering a great pain, making ambulation increasingly difficult.”

I glanced at Brother Goadde. “Ring any bells...?”

“Aye.” Brother Goadde nodded. “It was similar, if not the same, with Hospitaller Quesisto.”

“You’re sure you’re not confusing the two?”

“Nay, Sir Luther, I never even saw Komtur Habermund after the reaver executions.”

“Tell me about that night.”

“Well, alright...” Brother Goadde licked his lips. “Marshal Emeric had ordered me to reinforce the western wall. I was stationed in command upon its central tower. We engaged a number of reavers, were even able to fell a few. Once they learned our crossbow range, though...” He shook his head. “I maintained my post along with my men well into dawn, and so had no contact with the Komtur at all that eve. Though as Brother Kamrick said, the Komtur’s symptoms sound similar if not identical to those Hospitaller Quesisto suffered the night of his own demise.”

“Crippling foot pain...?” I said.

“Aye. Hospitaller Quesisto could barely place any weight upon his...” Brother Goadde stroked his wispy beard, “his right foot, I believe.”

I looked to Brother Kamrick. “That jibe with what you remember?”

“I was guarding the Fourth Corridor East on the eve of Hospitaller Quesisto’s murder, so I don’t remember, I’m afraid. I held post all night, breaking my fast only once, soon after matins.”

“So, there’s no chance either of you is confusing this ... this foot pain suffered by either lord?” I dead-eyed each one in turn. I’d seen no foot or leg wounds on either corpse. Coin-Master Chevaleaux had his club foot, but nothing with the other two. “So they both suffered it? You’re certain? Both? Iron-clad certain?”

Brother Goadde swallowed, nodded, offered Brother Kamrick a glance. “Aye, Sir Luther, so it would seem.”

Brother Kamrick scratched his brow. “But, Sir Luther, what does it mean?”

“That’s a fair question.” I shook my head. “And I don’t have a fucking clue.”
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...calling praise always to their slaughtered-god.

Amid a mounting blizzard, we abandoned our tupiks, our hide stock, our food, scrambling out onto the endless tundra with only the garments on our backs and what few mounts we might muster...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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“INDEED, SIR LUTHER,” Marshal Emeric knocked back a cup of wine, slapped it down, glanced knowingly toward the other Teutonic Lords, seated round the table, “and what drives your revenant monstrosities, your — draugr was it? — to strike?”

“They ain’t mine,” I said. “And I don’t know.”

“Yet you mentioned their — what was it?” Marshal Emeric leaned forth over the table, steepling his fingers. The tent was warm, a cook-fire blazing in its midst. “Their rapacious hunger for human hearts, I believe?”

“Yeah, more or less.” A bead of sweat rolled down my spine.

“Indeed, what you fail to explain is why these insidious creatures have a preference for the hearts of lords of the Teutonic Brotherhood. What you fail to explain is how these beings seem to choose members of high standing as victims. What you fail to explain, Sir Luther,” he said my name the way most people say genital wart, “is how these nonsensical creatures could march past hundreds of potential victims strewn about camp, all for the pleasure of killing these men of worth.” He paused, his cup of wine at his lips. “Are men of worth more pleasing to the palate?”

“Don’t know,” I shrugged, “haven’t seen any around.”

“Again, he disparages,” Marshal Emeric scoffed. “First, he prattles on, concocting lurid tales of assassination within our Brotherhood. Now he concocts stories of haunts rising from the grave, offering no proof, mind you.”

“You’re the fuckers who hired me,” I growled. “And by ‘hired’ I mean strong-armed. Coerced. Forced. You want me done with all this? You want me out of here? Want me to leave? Just say the bloody word. I’ll gladly oblige.” I rose, bowed, making damn sure to knock back the rest of my wine, snatch my steak, and snort down a handful of peas. Not my most graceful exit.

Marshal Emeric rose. “I could have you hanged like a common thief.”

“I’m sure you could, you piece of shit.”

“And yet still you cast jibes about like some prepubescent urchin.”

“Just trying to get on your good side.” I took a ragged bite of steak. “I know how much you like prepubescent urchins.”

“Gentlemen, gentlemen, please, please...” Quartermaster Croxton crooned, raising his hands. “We must all come to some accord. Brother Hasculf,” he turned to Marshal Emeric, “we hired Sir Luther to uncover truths, and in so doing, he has searched under every rock privy to him. That is the task we bade him to accomplish.”

“I’ll not have him prying into—”

“That is precisely what he should do,” Gaunt’s voice boomed.

“Aye, indeed,” Land-Meister Deutchmund slapped the table, Quartermaster Croxton nodding in agreement. “Hear, hear!”

Marshal Emeric proved more recalcitrant. “You are a snake, Sir Luther.”

I patted the crimson serpent emblem on my chest. “That’s what they tell me.”

“Enough!” Gaunt slammed a fist down on the table. “Is it truth that these fell monstrosities exist?” The tent went silent. All eyes were mine.

“I believe it so,” I said.

“Then from where are they coming?”

“They’re also called a half-dozen different names in a half-dozen different languages.”

“I asked from whence they came.”

“One of their names is barrow-wight.” I nodded toward the eastern wall of the tent. “And there happens to be a barrow sitting fat and happy right inside the walls of your bloody fortress.”

“Eh—?” Necks craned toward the open tent slit.

“Just a guess, but,” I shrugged, “might be they’re coming from inside one of those.”

All eyes turned toward Marshal Emeric. As the war-leader of the army, it was his say as to what ground they chose. The Marshal drew himself up. “With the giants and reavers about, I felt it necessary to hold the lone spot of high ground, to set a watch atop it.”

“I’m not saying you don’t have a reason,” I said. “Just saying you might’ve built your chicken coop over a fox den.”

“Indeed, yet I don’t recall any barrows nearby when Coin-Master Chevaleaux was murdered.”

I paused, considered. “Yeah...”

“I think this reaver-witch has bedeviled you, Sir Luther.” Marshal Emeric crossed his arms. He looked gaunt, drawn, spent. “You’ve fallen prey to the sin of lust, and—”

“She has half a face,” I deadpanned. “And the other half? Jesus...”

“Even so, a jack-a-nape of such low-quality as yourself might avail yourself of—”

“Well,” I considered, “I guess if she caught me on the right night...”

“I think it more likely, Sir Luther, that this reaver-witch is struggling to ward off suspicion and blame from herself, from her own people.” Marshal Emeric’s lips curled back, baring his teeth. “So, she invents these bogey-men, these fanciful draugrs that are somehow able to circumvent a Teutonic cordon and commit murder in the dark. Repeatedly. And though this Father Salien has no doubt toiled on our behalf, must we place all our trust in old myths and legends?”

“This, coming from a priest.”

“I could have you hanged.”

“You already said that. And it’s fine. I’m safe.” I patted my chest. “They ain’t coming after worthless pieces of shite.”

“Indeed,” Marshal Emeric barked. “We shall double the guard tonight, nay, indeed, triple it.”

“Yet...” Quartermaster Croxton raised his hand. “Truly, Brother Hasculf, if it be our necks on the chopping block, should we not investigate this barrow, if not outrightly secure it?”

“Aye, someone ought to delve into it.” Gaunt tore off a hunk of bread.

“We cannot afford to waste men on such ventures, Brother John,” Marshal Emeric said.

“I agree in full, Brother,” Gaunt rumbled.

It was only a matter of moments before all eyes turned back on me.
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...Jackal-Teeth proved our lone salvation. He and his men led them astray. Even half-clothed and starving, they shielded us from their never-ending forward advance. Up and down the World-Scar, Jackal-Teeth led them on a wild...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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THE BOULDER SHIFTED, scraping, dirt and rock tumbling in an avalanche, revealing the dark passage within. Gaunt shouldered the boulder aside, then rose, wiping his hands. “I shall endeavor to stand watch until you return.” Gaunt stepped aside, holding out his iron hand.

“Go fuck yourself,” I replied pleasantly.

Karl offered his own views, in less poetic terms.

Arms akimbo, I glared at the mouth of the tunnel, about four feet in diameter, burrowed into the steep wall. Above, the barrow rose stark against the night sky, blotting out the myriad stars and sickle moon.

“Reminds me of Husk,” Karl grunted.

“Yeah, nothing but fond memories.” I stepped aside, held out a hand, mirroring Gaunt, offered a stilted bow. “After you, good sir.”

“Hrrm...” Karl scratched his ragged beard.

“You are the most badger-like.”

“Ye sure?”

“Absolutely, you’re little and furry with a ridiculous nose and a ferocious—”

“About the count, ye stupid fuck. Grimnir’s beard, is it my bloody turn?”

“You brought up Husk,” I started counting on my fingers, “where, I might add, I took point. Siege at Jaarheim, that was you. Crawling under that hovel in that village south of Stettin? That, sadly, was me.”

“Fuck.”

“Ah,” I waggled a finger, “you do remember.”

“Dirty son of a...” Karl clamped a dagger between his teeth, shoved his thane-axe in ahead, was on his hands and knees, scuffling in like a rabid badger before I’d blinked.

I held out a hand, “Bulls-eye.”

One of the Teutonic pricks handed me a bulls-eye lantern. I held it up to the name-stone set above the tunnel-maw. The etching was worn smooth by time and wind and grit. Squinting, trying to suss it, I ran my hand along its cold face, feeling the grooves. Couldn’t make heads nor tails. “Fuck it.” Then I was on hands and knees, war-hammer in hand, wedging my way inside the tunnel maw, turning side-wise and kicking in, cursing, crawling after Karl.

“How the fuck can you see anything?” I spat. “Jesus...”

“Can’t.” Karl’s muffled voice sounded like it came from twenty feet beneath the earth.

“Rrrrg...” I crawled on, worming my way, craning my neck, shoulders scraping dirt and rock and empty cobweb. Hopefully empty, anyway. Spiders in the dark. Jesus. I scurried on, couldn’t see Karl, heard him scrambling ahead. Then I couldn’t.

“Karl...?” I gulped. In a manly manner.

“Odin’s eye,” Karl’s voice came muffled, “ya piss yourself, Susan?”

“My name’s not Susan. And I’m working up to it,” I breathed, cleared my throat, continued crawling. “Rrrg... My fucking knees.”

“You’d think blowing so many fuckers’d build calluses.”

“They’re gentlemen, I’ll have you know. They always offer a pillow.”

“Heh...” Karl rumbled, “yer Uncle Charles’d be proud.”

“Finally.” I felt around the end of the tunnel, palpating along rounded edges before spilling forth from the claustrophobic crush. I stood, bumping my head on a low cap-rock jutting from the ceiling. “Jesus...”

“Watch yer head,” Karl deadpanned.

“Bite me.”

I brushed off the dust and dirt and cobwebs, opened the bulls-eye aperture full bore. It was a chamber maybe fifteen feet in diameter, give or take. The walls were decorated with spears and skulls and rusted blades, burnished bronze helms, scarred shields molting from their paint shells. A crowned skeleton in rusted mail lay upon a crooked bier.

“Well this,” I rubbed my aching skull, “is a fucking shit-hole.”

Even Karl felt the need to stoop. “Ain’t it the barrow of a king?”

“Maybe one of your shitty little Thuringian kings. On par with a pig farmer.” I picked up a conical helm that damn near disintegrated to rusted dust. “Been here a while.” I coughed, let it drop, shatter, wiped my hand on my pants. “Tartar?”

“Hrmm...” Karl squinted up at the walls. “Yar. Lotta old style. Real old.”

“A lot like the reavers. The Skull-Collars, anyway. Less festooning with bones, though.”

“How about that?” Karl pointed to a horse-skull attached to the wall.

“I stand corrected.” I shuffled over to the honored dead, snatched up a broken quarterstaff laid across his chest. “Think maybe he was a wizard?”

Karl scowled and shook his head, upending a chest full of what appeared to be rodent droppings. He cast it aside. “Nothing...”

“I think we’re safe from this one. He ain’t going anywhere anytime soon.” I poked the corpse’s skull with the quarterstaff.

Karl glared over his shoulder. “Eh?”

“Only has one leg.” I pointed with the staff.

“Yer standing on the other one.”

“Oh...?” I looked underfoot. “And so I am.” Gingerly, I stepped off, “Shhh...” nudging it with a toe under the bier. “Is it possible he’d come hopping after us?”

“Unsettling thought,” Karl scratched his beard, “fer some reason I can’t put a handle on.”

“Yeah. Maybe we should make sure that ain’t an option,” I said. “Just in case.”

“Hrmm...”

“Want the honors?” I flipped my war-hammer in hand, held it up, catching the light.

“What? Afraid ye might piss him off?”

“No,” I lied.

Shaking his shaggy head, Karl examined a cracked skull, eyeballing its innards.

“Alright.” I looked away, kicked a stone. “Maybe...”

“Gimme the bloody hammer.” Karl chucked the skull, held out a hand.

I slapped it in his palm. “You’re welcome.”

Karl loomed over. “Crown worth anything?”

“It’s made of tin, I think.”

Karl tested the war-hammer’s heft, frowning thoughtfully.

“Your Highness,” I cupped a hand to the dead-king’s nonexistent ear, “in case you do decide to shamble forth from Valhalla to wreak vengeance on us for desecrating your grave, the fella with the hammer’s name is Karl. Karl Skull-Splitter. He’s not a very nice man.”
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...for years rode and hunted with Wild-Flower, embedded in a small band of Skull-Collars, offering what occult wisdom we Sisters of the Hand might offer. Jackal-Teeth came penitent on many occasions, using our visions to plan his sorties against the Men of the Cross...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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A REAVER BAND STRUCK again in the night, riding in from the east, riding in hard, harrying the Teutonic redoubt with arrow and invective, pinning them down with weapon and willpower. Pinning them down as another band, or the same, split, wheeled, attacked the camp followers from the southwest, killing some fifteen poor fuckers and carrying off another ten, give or take. But mostly take.

I slept through it.

We all slept through it.

Lying scattered inside Lonn’s tent, I didn’t hear a thing, mainly for Lonn and Karl’s snoring. But then, our tent was pitched north. And the strike’d happened so fast few were aware til morn. Folk were crying, lamenting, wishing against hope for some good word. But the only words to be had were anything but. And that wasn’t the big news.

Sergeant Caerenin stood waiting outside our tent.

“Gotta stop meeting like this.” I pulled my cloak tight around me as I ducked out. “There’s been another killing, yeah?”

Sergeant Caerenin rubbed the back of his neck. “Aye...”

“You’re getting to be a regular grim reaper. You know that?” I yawned, stretched, pawed my belly. Something was brewing. “Who was it this time?”

“Land-Meister Deutchmund.”

“Deutchmund, huh...?” I rubbed my eyes. “Got time to take a shit?”

“Quartermaster Croxton requests your presence forthwith.”

“Forthwith, huh?” I stretched. “Where we headed?”

“The north latrine.”

“Latrine, huh?” I nodded. “Finally, some good news.”

***
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IF I WAS GONNA SHIT my pants, at least I was in the right place.

I strode the perimeter of the Teutonic fort’s north latrine. A picturesque locale. It was situated just inside the wall. Wasn’t much to it. Just a pit about five by fifteen, a mound of similar scope and size offering some respite from the view. Less so the stench. Someone’d had the forethought to stake a rope near the edge, making the precarious act of squatting bare-ass and by your lonesome a mite less harrowing.

The Teutonic Lords stood as one by the mound, watching silently, a crowd of White-Cloaks surrounding them. Grey-Mantles and dieners strode by or stood post on the wall, at intersections, everyone seemingly going about their day-to-day business of dismantling camp, taking down towers, packing up tents, but all eyes, despite, lay on Land-Meister Deutchmund’s corpse.

I shook my head, sighed. Mightily. Then remembered to breathe through my mouth. I was done with this shit, with them, or wanted to be, anyway.

Land-Meister Deutchmund had been attacked while taking a piss. Sometime in the middle of the night. After matins. Not a storied means for a final bow. No poems about it, no sagas, epic or otherwise. No great ballads sung about fumbling with your cock on a cold winter night, hips jutted forward, knees knocking, playing the angle of the wind to keep your legs dry, and along creeps some hatchet-man, your name gracing his blade.

Brown eyes to the skies, Land-Meister Deutchmund lay on his back, a few feet shy of the latrine. Footprints mashed the ground, thrash marks, but nothing legible. Nothing I could suss clean.

“At least he didn’t fall in,” I deadpanned.

Whoever’d slain the Land-Meister’d come at him from behind, tore through him like sack cloth. Turned his innards into outtards. Objectively, it was horrific, but I’d seen this show before, and the human mind was nothing if not capable of heroic acts of stillborn apathy.

I cut open his night-shirt. Jesus. His flesh was blue around the wounds, the considerable wounds across his side and back. His ribs’d been torn from his spine, bent out til they cracked, popped, spattered, his lungs strewn in damp fistfuls of bluish pulp.

“What do you see?” Marshal Emeric held a handkerchief covering his nose and mouth.

“Looks like some half-arsed attempt at a blood-eagle,” I muttered. “But for the most part? Same as the others. Blue wounds. Jesus...” Thoughts of the fox-fire flickered through my mind. Was there some connection between the glow and the wounds? “Hmm...” I poked around with a dagger inside the Land-Meister’s ribcage. “Heart’s missing.” I rose from one knee, regarded the audience, such as they were. Marshal Emeric, Quartermaster Croxton, Hospitaller Gaunt. The three lords left standing after the music stopped.

Or was it still playing...?

I glanced round the latrine, at the wide-eyed diener plumbing the depths of the cesspit with a makeshift rake.

“Any luck?” I asked.

The diener adjusted the wrap covering his nose and mouth. “Nein, Sir Luther.”

Whether he meant his efforts at finding Land-Meister Deutchmund’s heart or his current station in life, he didn’t elaborate. “You can stop.”

The diener crossed his chest and fair sprinted off. I didn’t blame him.

Marshal Emeric stomped forward, waving a hand. “Sir Luther, a comprehensive search must be conducted. Every effort must be made to—”

“We didn’t find the others’ hearts, yeah?”

“No, we did not—”

“And this is the same as that, yeah?”

“It’s not entirely the same.”

“Close enough for horseshoes and hot lead,” I deadpanned.

“Sir Luther, I have grave misgivings concerning your lack of—”

“C’mon. Whoever killed the Komtur, the Coin-Master, the Hospitaller, and Cardinal Molimcrest,” I nodded down at the corpse, “killed your Land-Meister. Bloody hell. Am I the only one sees it?”

Marshal Emeric’s lip trembled. Possibly from holding back from attacking me. Possibly from the weight of his mustache. It was fifty-fifty. “Sir Luther, I’m taking over—”

“Easy, Brother.” Quartermaster Croxton stepped in. “Sir Luther, you still believe it was this mythical draugr-creature and not the Bad-hand Reavers? Might you not illuminate us? What of your sojourn into the barrow-mound last night, neh? I’ve read your report but would prefer to hear it first-hand. Was there no evidence of some disturbance?”

“None I could see.” I stepped aside as a company of dieners carried a piece of dismantled tower past.

“Indeed, but what assurances can you provide?” Marshal Emeric spat. “You’re little more than an indigent—”

“I’m exactly an indigent,” I deadpanned. “Still doesn’t change what I saw. What I did. We hauled his skull out, smashed it to bits. That still wasn’t enough?”

“A tremendous amount of good it did, too,” Marshal Emeric scoffed.

“He was there.” I frowned at Gaunt. “Ask him if you don’t believe me.”

“I don’t.”

“I can attest.” Gaunt nodded. “Sir Luther and his compatriot were diligent in their efforts to allay the rising of any such creatures from the barrow.”

“Indeed,” Marshal Emeric crossed his arms, “yet here lies poor Brother Alwin. Were Sir Luther more diligent in his efforts, might it not be? So who seems the more likely culprit? Some ephemeral undead monstrosity, dreamed up from storybooks and wild imaginings, reconstituted through the dust of ages...? Or the reavers? Reavers we can see and, yes indeed, combat on a nearly daily basis? Reavers, I might add, who struck again last night, around the time of Brother Alwin’s murder. It seems a perfect diversion were one to commit— ”

“Look,” I cut him off, “maybe they’re connected to the reavers somehow. Christ. I don’t know.”

“Ignorance seems your only strength, Sir Luther,” Marshal Emeric said.

“And diddling altar boys is yours,” I barked. “Now, maybe there’s some reaver sorcery at play. But how could they know about each of you? There’s no contact. No relations. Nothing to set you apart.”

“You have uncovered nothing of substance.”

“What about the link between the Komtur and Hospitaller Quesisto?”

“What!? A ... a sprained ankle? That’s your grand theory? By the dead!” Marshal Emeric tossed up his hands. “Chilblains, frostbite, twisted ankles?! This is all you have?”

“Their feet and legs showed no—”

“Sir Luther, the Ester-Venn share reaver-blood.” Quartermaster Croxton cut in. “Perhaps you might dig in a little further on that front, neh?”

“I already questioned them, but sure, why not?” I said. “I love pounding my head against rocks.”

“I’m told there’s a half-breed bastard under the care of the tavern owner.” Marshal Emeric stroked his mustache. “Perhaps he holds some affection for the reaver blood coursing through his veins. Perhaps we should find where his true loyalties lie? Sir Luther, you frequent that tavern. What’s the boy’s name?”

“The boy’s name is ‘go fuck yourself.’ It’s French.”

That really set his mustache trembling.

Marshal Emeric nodded over to a White-Cloak. “Brother Rebus, form a squadron and visit yon tavern. There’s a half-breed there. Gather him and his sire. Bring them here. I would question them both.”

“Your will, Marshal.” The White-Cloak saluted, marched off.

“You hurt a hair on his head—”

“Sir Luther,” Quartermaster Croxton raised a hand, “no harm will come to the lad. You have my word, on my honor as both a knight and priest.”

“You know what that’s worth to me?” I asked.

“Why not the reaver-witch, Krait?” Gaunt rumbled. “Ensconced in her cage, like a spider at the center of a web, she watches. Could she not be the malady’s source? Through sorcery or fell purpose or some other means?”

“Jesus Christ, how many times we gotta go over this? She wasn’t in Riga for Cardinal Molimcrest,” I said. “Or here for Komtur Habermund.”

“She was for Inmarde — Coin-Master Chevaleaux,” Marshal Emeric snarled. “As she was for poor Brother Alwin.” His finger was in my face, his spittle, too. “You seem to be protecting her, Sir Luther. Just as you’re trying to protect this half-breed. And you understand their customs, their ways, and you speak their wretched tongue. Not to mention this Jew you seek. What is this affinity between you and these pagan savages? What’s wrong with good Christian values? Where do your true loyalties lie? And what was it that happened in that witch’s den? Before Brother Marius arrived? He claimed you and she were having some sort of parley.”

“Brother Marius was a lying sack of shit.”

“And yet, one of the guards claims seeing you speaking to her in her gaol.” Marshal Emeric turned toward the others. “What was it you two spoke of? Were you entreating her to some dark design? Some fell purpose? Could it be she ensorcelled you? Was it her dark powers, or what she bears between her legs?”

“Look, I’m here cause you fuckers forced me,” I said.

“And thus, he avoids the answer.”

“Think I want to stick my dick in a hornets’ nest?” I said. “I had a business. A successful business, too, for once in my bloody life. And you fuckers ripped it away. You took everything. So, you truly want to know where my loyalties lie?”

“Sedition,” Marshal Emeric hissed.

“Go. Fuck. Yourself.”

“In the name of God, I’ll have your head!”

We stood toe to toe, eye to eye.

“Gentlemen — Gentlemen!” Quartermaster Croxton pried us apart. “Stand down! Stand back! We’re getting nowhere with all this, neh? Please! Cooler heads must prevail. It’s the only way. We’re all that’s left of the command. Please.” He lowered his voice. “They’re all watching. It is we who steer this ship. We who navigate through the vast storm. We who set the example. And to do so, we need to formulate a plan. Marshal...?”

Marshal Emeric sputtered, his eyes bulging near to burst.

“Easy, Hasculf. Easy...” Quartermaster Croxton laid a hand on the Marshal’s shoulder. “Sir Luther...?”

I blinked away the red. Snorted. Eloquently. “You still want me in all this shit?”

“No, we do not,” Quartermaster Croxton said. “And we didn’t want you from the start. None of us did, but we had no other choice. Our mutual distrust of you was the sole commonality binding us as one.” He raised his hands. “Forgive me. A harsh truth, but a truth nonetheless. Were there another way, perhaps we would entertain it, neh? Sadly, there is not. And you are here now. You understand what is going on, perhaps better than any, and you have expertise in a realm not privy to the rest of us.”

Marshal Emeric wheeled away, cursing beneath his breath.

“Forget him,” Quartermaster Croxton spoke low. “We need you, for there is no other option. Not exactly silver-gilded words, but they are true, and that must count for something. I am not without my own means, Sir Luther, my own connections. The office of Quartermaster requires me to provision all over our realm. I have contacts within every city, every town, every village. I shall bring my resources to bear to aid you in finding this Jew you seek. What say you to that?”

“Fine.” I nodded. “I’ll need to talk to the guards on duty last night. Especially the ones between the latrine and barrow. Can you set that up?”

“I shall direct you to the Grey-Mantles on watch following today’s march. That should prove sufficient, neh?”

“I want the White-Cloak in charge of the guard detail. But, yeah, you can toss your Grey-Mantles and dieners in, too, for good measure.”

“Good measure...?” Marshal Emeric stormed back. “The Brethren are not at your beck and—”

“Enough, Brother.” Gaunt stepped in front of Marshal Emeric.

“Was either of them Brother Kamrick or Goadde?” I asked. “The White-Cloak in charge of the guard detail?”

“Aye.” Gaunt nodded. “Brother Kamrick bore charge.”

“Brother Kamrick, huh?” That prick. “I’m gonna want to talk to him first.”
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...in the Scab-Lands, across from the iron-men’s encampment. It was a small group, one that might be taken easily if done so unawares. But these iron-men were keen-eyed and...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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BROTHER KAMRICK CROSSED his arms, shifting uneasily as Diener Gildren shouldered his mattock, wiped sweat from his brow, cleared his throat, “T’was after compline and afore matins.” Compline being the monks’ prayer around seven pm, matins the dead of night. “Figured it for a trick o’ the eye, being on guard duty quite some time by then, and feeling...” he glanced sidelong at Brother Kamrick, leaving the rest unsaid.

Diener Gildren stood knee-deep in the trench he was digging, east to west, his part in the day’s new camp. Or night’s. The pilgrim village of Tyre stood nearby, along the eastern shore of Lake Golgotha. Not much more than a couple dozen farms, a few quays, and a half-raised barn. Out on the lake, a quintet of cogs sat engulfed by ice and silence, their bare masts reaching up skeletal into the encroaching eve.

“Dead on your feet?” I offered.

Another pained look and Diener Gildren knuckled his forehead. “More or less, Sir Luther, aye...”

“More digging! Less bellyaching!” Brother Kamrick stomped down the line of dieners, mattocks rising and falling as they each dug their section of moat, ten feet long, four feet wide and three deep. “Put your backs into it!”

I raised an eyebrow. “Safe to say closer to matins then?”

“Shortly afore the reavers struck, aye.” Diener Gildren glared after Brother Kamrick, took a moment, then nodded. “Was marching in place, stomping my feet to allay the cold when I seen it. Thought it were fatigue, slumber coming, thought I was dreaming on me own two feet. T’was a glow out over the horizon, over the Golgotha, nearly beyond the horizon.”

“What’d you think it was?”

“Thought maybe it were Esdraelon, out across the water, but—”

“Esdraelon’s north of us now. Far north.”

“Aye.” Diener Gildren rotated his arm in a circle, something popping. “Mind was numb with cold, t’was, but I came to it, eventually.”

I glanced at Brother Kamrick, whipping into a diener with a mailed hand, screaming at him all the while, hammering the poor fucker like a nail. “Why one of you fuckers hasn’t taken a mattock to the back of his skull...”

Diener Gildren gripped his mattock, pursed his lips, said nothing.

“Came to what?” I moved on.

“Huh...?”

Brother Kamrick stepped over the beaten diener, stomped his way back.

“You said your mind was numb with cold, fatigue, but you came to it eventually. Came to what?”

“Oh. Eh. Aye.” Diener Gildren glanced sidelong at Brother Kamrick, arms crossed, looming large. “Figured it for a distraction. Them lighting some fire out there, spooking us, or having us looking left when we should right. Reavers are right sneaky bastards—” He shook his head. “Forgive the colorful language.”

“Fear not,” I laid a fist to my chest, “I’m made of stern stuff.”

“Eh...” Diener Gildren knuckled his forehead, “sometimes I forget myself.”

“And that’s what I’m here for, diener,” Brother Kamrick clamped a heavy hand on Diener Gildren’s shoulder, “to remind you of what you are. A cog in a wheel. And when one lonely little cog don’t turn...”

“A-Aye,” Diener Gildren cringed, “and I thank thee for it.”

“So you took this light for reavers?” I ignored Brother Kamrick. Or tried to, anyway. “What’d you do next?”

“I reported to Brother Kamrick, but by the time he laid eyes on it, a cold fog had done rolled in, and we couldn’t see a speck of nothing.”

Brother Kamrick knocked on the diener’s head. “Fog as thick as Diener Gildren’s wits here.”

“How long after did the reavers attack?”

“Afore matins, maybe an hour, half-hour, but I’d be guessing.”

I nodded. That jibed with the guard who’d seen Land-Meister Deutchmund last. Fella guarding an intersection between the Land-Meister’s quarters and the north latrine.

“Funny,” I said, “causing a distraction, then sitting on it near an hour.”

Brother Kamrick glared, ground his teeth. He seemed fair proficient at both.

“Other folk’ve seen the same lights as you,” I said. “What color were they?”

“They, uh, they looked blue, er, rather bluish, I’d have to say.”

“Hogwash,” Brother Kamrick snorted. “Perhaps, diener, if you’re physically and mentally incapable of performing your duties with the efficiency and reliability the Brethren require, you can go back to your previous life. What was it you did, diener? What hole did we drag your sorry carcass from?”

Diener Gildren licked his lips, swallowed, lifted his mattock. “I ... there’s no call for it, Brother Kamrick. I ... I’ll forge a cleaner path, I will. I’ll be pliant, I’ll be staid, I’ll be good.” He started digging with renewed ferocity.

“I saw them, too,” I said. “The lights.”

They both snapped around.

“Just not last night.” I nodded. “Was a couple months back. The night Coin-Master Chevaleaux bought it. Miles from here. Hundreds. West. Saw them out over the lake, too. Figured the same as you. Reavers. Skull-Collars. Some trickery, some sorcery, something beyond my ken.”

“Sounds as though it still is,” Brother Kamrick said.

“You’re not wrong. Mostly. It’s beyond my ken, but it wasn’t reavers. Or, it wasn’t them lighting some fire out on the ice. I know cause I checked. I hoofed it out there into the cold, flat silence. Til there was nothing in any direction but ice and sky. Couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began.”

“And were you drinking to excess?” Brother Kamrick inflated his chest, standing akimbo. “For you’ve a solid reputation to drink in such a manner.”

“Solid, huh? Seems I’m moving up in the world.”

“Not from what I hear.”

“That what they’re saying in the circle-jerk?”

Brother Kamrick stepped towards me, and I matched him, met him eye to eye, taking him off guard. He was used to being the head of the pack, the alpha hound surrounded by broke pups.

“Rule of Saint Benedict decree you got to be a prick?” I asked.

“Why, I’ll—” He reared back with his mailed glove, and I ducked his blow, just a quick little slip as his hand whiffed over, sneaking in a little hook, just beneath his ribcage, that precious point, dropping him gasping to a knee. The entire line of wide-eyed dieners’d halted their dig. Not a one said a thing. Not a one moved to assist. More than one stifled the glimmer of a grin.

“Thanks for the help.” I glanced down the line. “You fellas decide to dig the hole a few feet deeper, I’d be glad to help filling it in.”
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...brown-beard named Kilmar. He approached bereft of weapons, was not even clad in the iron-skein of his people. He spoke our language and understood much of our customs. Though he came bearing thick woolen blankets, iron arrowheads, and other gifts in hand and plenty, the elders soundly rebuffed...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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THE NIGHT AIR CHILLED my breath, a clouded mist as I slunk from the close confines of the Moveable Feast. The raucous jeers muffled to nothing as I slumped through the haphazard camp, along the clean lines of Teutonic wall, and into the village of Tyre. Such a historic name for a freshly minted backwater gaffe. Which hardly set it apart. But they had booze. More booze than they had folk to drink it. So I could forgive them their delusions of grandeur.

Head down against a frigid gale, I approached the quayside, cloak drawn tight against the tundra grit ripping like horizontal hail across the escarpment. Sheltering in the lee of a shed, I took a swig, savored it, waiting for it to pass. Massive shadows loomed beyond, the bulwark of five cogs sitting tilted, hulls frozen solid in the ice. The great lake beyond stretched westward into infinity, still and silent, vast and cyclopean as the endless ocean.

At the end of a dock, a drunk lolled against a crooked piling, upending a bottle, eyes wary, keen, silent, as I strode past.

“See anything?” I paused, shielded my eyes, gazed out over the Golgotha.

The drunk took a swig, smacked his lips, burped. “See a fellow with little to no sense.”

“Well, your eyes’ll do.”

I continued past to the end of the quay, clambered down as another gale blast tore on, peppering me with grit, the symphony of pebble and stone tinkling across the ice, fading with the wind. The ice was smooth and dark and shiny. Felt like gliding across the night sky, nigh on plunging through. Falling forever. Like something huge watched me from below, something monstrous, something intent on surging upwards, shattering, seizing me through the ice.

Ominous, a word that came to mind.

At the forefront of the cog-bulwark, the Bacchanalian Song sat tilting to port, thick timbers wedged against its hull helping maintain its verticality. If there were any place a bacchanalian song belonged, Tyre sure as shit wasn’t it.

“Ahoy!” I hollered up through two hands.

Nothing. No answer.

I clambered up her hull, gripping rope, looping a leg over her gunwale, pulling myself up, in.

“Hello...”

No answer again. No one stood watch. Which made little sense. You take the time to create a half-arsed bulwark, then leave no one on watch...? I turned, looked toward the village, the camp and fortress beyond, imagining the sliver of amber in the tent slit of the Moveable Feast, feeling in that instant a fleeting warmth.

Then it was gone.

The rigging creaked as another gale ripped past. Kneeling, arm raised to ward it off, I waited for it to pass. When it finally did, I gripped the rigging, set foot on the gunwale, offered a hypocritical prayer to the Almighty, Poseidon, to whoever held jurisdiction over inland seas, and started climbing.

The hoary rope bit into my palms as I clambered up, wishing maybe I’d left my gloves on, but knowing my grip’d suffer. And a suffering grip’d do me no good seventy feet above the drink. As I rose, the wind grew stronger, whipping me back and forth like a spider in its web, hanging on for dear life, moving one arm, one foot, one leg, at a time as the crow’s nest loomed larger and larger. I scuttled lizard-wise, headfirst over the edge, flopping onto my back unceremoniously, seething as I pulled on my gloves, then just lay there breathing, shivering, staring up at the stars.

Didn’t know what I’d see. Didn’t know if it’d be a waste of time, a waste of sanity, a waste of breath. But I’d wasted enough getting here that the dregs weren’t worth much more than the already-spent. I gazed out over the sky, the land, the ice.

I kept watch long into the night.

The wind died down, finally, and I could see clear.

Funny, the things you’ll see, staring long enough into the dark. The things you’ll think you see. Half-asleep, head lolling, cradling Karl’s flask, something caught my eye. Out over the ice, far out, nigh on the horizon. Just a glimmer. A bluish glimmer. A bluish glow.

I squinted.

“Hmm...?”

Fox-fire? Or was it some settlement on Golgotha’s western shore? New Damascus, maybe? That was the only settlement within reason. Could it be some artifact of light, a watch-fire maybe, bouncing off the sky and onto the ice? Could it throw light this far? Somehow...? I’d seen fair strange phenomena at sea. Seen the lights of Saint Erasmus shimmer like purple lightning along the masts and yardarms of more than one ship. But that was during storms, and now...?

The skies were clear.

So no. It couldn’t be New Damascus. I thought on it more, recalling a map in Father Salien’s atlas. Lake Golgotha had a narrow straight in its middle, but either end was fair wide. And the lake ran roughly northwest to southeast. We weren’t at its widest part, according to the maps, but far from its narrowest.

So...

It had to be something else.

What time was it? Could it be the coming dawn? No. I was staring west. The call for matins hadn’t yet rung. Even as I watched, the light receded, waning away to nothing so quickly I questioned whether I’d even seen it. I rubbed my eyes, stared, took a quick three-sixty, looking for reaver bands, stalking giants, undead monstrosities set to attack, looking for something, anything...

But I saw nothing.

As I settled back, resuming my watch, I glanced toward the landward side. Squinted. Lights moved within the Teutonic fortress walls. Something had happened. I lurched to my feet, steadying myself against the mast as a horn blared.
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...why they allowed Kilmar to live? That, I cannot say. Perhaps it was his gifts, his open manner, or simply the fact that he spoke our language. Be that as it may, we came soon to regret...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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HIS MAIL SHIRT’D BEEN torn open, neck to nuts, riveted rings busted wide, littering the ground inside his tent, sparkling in the gloom like fallen constellations. It was the Quartermaster, Thomas Croxton. Dead. Murdered. Hideously so. It looked as though he’d been sleeping in his armor, or the poor bastard was a fast dresser. Either way, it hadn’t helped.

“Watch it.” I shouldered past Marshal Emeric, standing wooden, bent, hollow.

The tent was close. Could practically taste the wine souring Marshal Emeric’s breath.

“Dear Father in heaven,” Marshal Emeric covered his mouth, crossed himself with his free hand, “it ... it’s an affront before my eyes.” He wasn’t wrong. “An affront before the eyes of all that is holy.”

“A lot of that going around.” I stood over the Quartermaster.

He lay spilled half-out of his cot, mashed face-first into the grit, the rest of him still snug and cozy and warm. He’d been savaged, ribs torn out, lungs limp and pink and damp, exposed like the stuffing of a torn cushion. In short, same as the others.

“His heart...?” I knelt next to him, swiped a chunk of bluish bone aside. Figured his heart for gone, but due diligence and all...

“Gone. Aye,” Marshal Emeric upended a bottle, killed it, let it drop, “as with the others.”

I glanced back. The Marshal was losing his shit. If he had any left to lose. Hackles risen, I pivoted so my back wasn’t to him, cleared my throat, ran a finger along the edge of the Quartermaster’s torn hauberk. It wasn’t lost on me that of all the Teutonics, Quartermaster Croxton had seemed the most level-headed, the most open to compromise, the one most willing to listen. “Anyone see anything?”

Marshal Emeric ran his fingers through his hair, clenching them into fists. “No,” he muttered.

“You see anything?” I asked.

Marshal Emeric slowly shook his head.

Gaunt slid into the tent, brushing snow off his shoulders, his massive presence devouring the already close space.

“Would take some doing,” I said.

“Am I blind—?” Marshal Emeric snarled. “Is that what you’re saying? I saw what you saw, did I not? I saw all of them dead. Dead! Side by side. Laid out, one by one, my brothers. Like a catacomb, a-a crypt, a tomb. Were you not there?”

I let the mail slide through my fingers, fall limply to his chest, links ringing softly. The Marshal wasn’t spoiling for a fight. He was spoiling for murder. There’s a difference, albeit a subtle one.

Marshal Emeric pointed an accusatory finger. “And here you kneel penitent before a man ten — nay — a hundred times your better, and asking fool questions. Making fool comments. ‘It would take some doing?’ I think, Sir Luther, you should take—”

“You’re missing my point.” I took a breath, relaxed my shoulders, readied for anything.

“Indeed, Sir Luther,” Marshal Emeric laid a hand to his dagger, “rest assured, my next point shan’t.”

“Easy, Brother.” Gaunt stepped between us, stooping in the close confines. “What of it, Krait?”

“What battle does not entail broken armor in need of repair?” Marshal Emeric demanded. “And all of their wounds were strange, impossible, horrific.”

Gaunt cast a sidelong glare. “Marshal Emeric has a point.”

“And not just the dagger at his hip.” I rose slowly from the corpse. “Something tore Croxton open. Something tore them all open.”

“You should leave,” Marshal Emeric grimaced. “Now.”

“You take a hard look in here?” I raised my arms. “Ain’t much to it, yeah? Ain’t room to swing a weapon and not do damage. Some damage. To something. Somewhere.” I ran a hand along the tent’s canvas roof, feeling the waxed texture of the fabric, the seams, searching for cuts, slits, abrasions. “But the roof’s fair intact. Some wear here and there. Nothing major, though. No nicks. No cuts. No scrapes. Nothing that says two fuckers fought to the death in here.” I glanced over. Or one, really. “Either of you see any damage? Anything? Anywhere?”

Marshal Emeric scowled at the ceiling as though it’d raped his mother. “Nay...”

Gaunt grunted, running a hand along a seam. Then another. Together, we scoured its surface.

“I got nothing,” I said. “You...?”

Gaunt shook his head. “Nay...”

I didn’t bother asking the Marshal.

He was busy grinding his teeth. “What is the point of this idiocy?”

“Just hang on.” I took in the rest of the tent. Nothing but a footlocker and cot, some rough wool blankets. Quartermaster Croxton’s war-kit lay in the corner, a sword, a shield, a great helm. “Hmm...” Something was missing. A Teutonic war-kit usually included a dagger. “Maybe...” I clambered down on hands and knees, peered past the corpse, under the cot, saw nothing. I pulled his strewn blanket aside and froze.

“What is it?” Gaunt asked.

“Hang on.” Something glinted beyond the Quartermaster’s corpse.

“Krait—”

“Almost...” It was a dagger. I reached in, picked it up, tested its edge. It was adroitly forged. Sharp. Very sharp. And it’d been noticeably bent halfway up its blade. “This Croxton’s?”

“Quartermaster Croxton—” Marshal Emeric snatched it from my hand and examined it.

“Well...?”

Marshal Emeric licked his lips. “Aye, it was his.”

“How certain are you, Brother?” Gaunt asked.

“It bears his family crest.” Marshal Emeric brandished the blade. “A ... A gift from his father, a reminder of his life before he took the vows. He was a young man then, full of...” Tears welled in his eyes. “It was his.”

I studied the bronze cross-guard, made out a family crest, a lion with a man’s head.

“A manticore.” Marshal Emeric stroked the sigil with his thumb.

“Thought the Brethren forbade personal items.”

“Indeed,” Marshal Emeric jogged from his fugue, “some brothers hide mementos of their life before their vows. A ... A minor infraction.”

“Looks like it was used,” I nodded, “and fair vigorously.”

“Such is their purpose.”

“He fought,” I said.

“He would have.”

“So this is new, yeah? The bend, the damage?”

“I ... I,” Marshal Emeric cleared his throat, “I know not.”

“Looks like he stabbed something. Maybe got it caught halfway in. Torqued it down.” I pointed. “Point’s intact, and no blood, though.”

“Strange...” Marshal Emeric turned the blade over with trembling hands.

I left it at that. Quartermaster Croxton hadn’t seemed the type to leave his weapons to disrepair. Especially a family heirloom. And I didn’t press Marshal Emeric on his familiarity with another brother’s hidden memento. Figured that a private discussion for when I was sick of breathing. “Quartermaster Croxton was found by his personal guard, going in to wake him for matins, yeah? Is that usual?”

“Aye, Sir Luther.” Marshal Emeric nodded. “It was Brother Thomas’s duty to lead the service. And whosever duty it is always arrives early to ... to prepare. And Brother Thomas was diligent in all of his duties. How a reaver managed to penetrate the defenses—?”

“Jesus.” I shook my head.

“You have something to say?”

“You still think it was them.”

“Aye, Sir Luther.” Marshal Emeric aimed the dagger point at my face. Bent though it was, it was still sharp as hell. Might be he could cut me around corners, too. “That I do.”

“You doubled the guard.”

“Tripled it.” Marshal Emeric’s hands trembled. “I tripled it, damn you. I took every conceivable precaution. I-In Outremer they speak of a sect of men, men tainted by addiction to a plant extract that offers them extraordinary—”

“A second ago it was reavers, now it’s Assassins?” I cut him off. “A little far north for their operation, don’t you think?”

“Indeed, you cast aspersions, yet there’s not a barrow within ten leagues of here. Not a one!” Marshal Emeric cast a hand out. “Show me! Show me from whence your supposed barrow-wights arise! Show me their lair! No...? Nothing? See?! You cannot!”

“We’re just missing something.”

“You’re missing something, you ingrate. You’re missing everything. I ... I,” Marshal Emeric sputtered, stuttered, swallowed. “P-Perhaps the reavers or giants have some commensurate—”

“Jesus Christ,” I barked. “This wasn’t a giant, and reavers are shite without their steeds. You’ve seen ‘em, yeah? A bunch of pigeon-toed, bandy-legged, stoop-shouldered nobodies. To a man. None of them are creeping in here past your legion of fanatic assholes.”

“Enough! Indeed, I’m done with your caustic tongue,” Marshal Emeric sneered. “I am done with your insipid wit. Indeed, I am quite done with the whole totality of Sir Luther Slythe Krait.”

“Can you name any weapon might’ve done the murder?” I held my hands out, let whole totality’s redundancy slide. “Any weapon at all? Most that’d inflict this sort of damage? They’d have heft. Impact. An axe or a war-hammer. A halberd, maybe. Something swung, and once it gets going...” I scratched my beard. “Can you see any of those wielded in here?” Thoughts of Asylum flooded my mind, thoughts of a mad lord ripping through mail with a hand axe.

“A hand axe, Krait.” Gaunt read my mind.

“Aye... certainly ... a hand axe,” Marshal Emeric echoed warily.

“But here’s the thing,” I said. “There’s no damage to anything. Not a scratch. Not a scrape by our axe-wielding maniac. Barely any blood but what’s on the ground.”

Gaunt took another gander round the tent.

“That proves nothing,” Marshal Emeric spat.

“And an axe didn’t inflict Croxton’s wounds,” I said. “Or any of the others’. Jesus. They ... they all looked as though they’d been caused by ... by something else. Like someone digging in by hand, gripping bone, twisting it to splinter. Ripping out fists full of flesh. Chunks of it.”

“Brother John,” Marshal Emeric rose to his full height, “detain Sir Luther. He’s obviously mad. Detain him and fetter him and—”

“Damnation and hellfire...” Gaunt knelt in the half light, examining the corpse. With a black-iron finger, he palpated the splintered end of an exposed rib, then another. His eyes widened.

“Yeah. Even you’d be hard-pressed pulling that sort of shit.” I stifled a shudder, flooded suddenly with images of King Grogoldr stalking through the dark. Why was I never suddenly inundated with images of randy tavern wenches?

“It would be impossible for a man.” Gaunt glared up at the Marshal.

“Brother John—” Marshal Emeric warned.

“The mail?” I said, ignoring him. “Or the flesh?”

“Either,” Gaunt grunted. “Both.”

Teeth bared, Marshal Emeric stormed out. “Guards!” his voice echoed.

“Think I’d best get moving,” I said.

Glaring back down at Quartermaster Croxton’s corpse, examining it, Gaunt said nothing.
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...a powerful sickness gripped the people not long after that devil Kilmar’s visit. My daughters, hale and healthy by the eastern rise of the sun, lay bed bound and dying by its western descent...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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SHIELDED BY TENTS, a crowd gathered to the east. Marshal Emeric had clomped off shouting, roaring, gathering a welcome brigade in my honor. Or, more likely, a farewell. I pulled Quartermaster Croxton’s white hood up over my head, yanked off his badge of office, and slid off down the row.

A phalanx of Grey-Mantles marching towards me stomped to a halt, pivoted off like doors opening, making way. I saluted crisply. A wake of fist to heart salutes followed as I marched out into the square, glancing over my shoulder, leaving the gauntlet behind. Across the square, a pair of White-Cloaks marched shoulder to shoulder. I strode off at an angle, screened by Ring-Wyrm’s cage in the square’s center.

The White-Cloaks continued on past.

The dawn sky started to pink.

“Pretty-Man...” Ring-Wyrm whispered from behind.

“Jesus Christ—” I nearly shit myself, took a breath, turned.

By night, Ring-Wyrm’s face was horror. By light of dawn, it was unmitigated horror. Where darkness sheathed in mystery, the light of day illuminated every fold, every flap, every crevice of worm-textured flesh. She leered against the bars of her cage, yellow eye glaring, teeth bared. “Not moving today, eh, Pretty-Man...?”

“That a question?” I glanced through the bars, watching the White-Cloaks march off.

“Of course.” Ring-Wyrm winced, shifting. “What do you think?”

“No one gives a fuck what I think.” I gave her a once over. Fresh, raw burns festooned the old, and if she’d been a slender branch before, now she was a shriveled twig, dry and thin and fit only for cinder. “You look like shit.”

“Not all primped and preened like you.”

“I am quite the specimen,” I deadpanned. “What are they keeping you for?”

“His amusement, the Blood-Mane’s.”

“You are a barrel of laughs,” I admitted. “What’s he asking now?”

“The same as before.” Her lone eye narrowed. “About me. My people. Our ways. About our connection to this land and its spirits.”

“And you still haven’t spilled?”

Ring-Wyrm bared those gleaming teeth, all cavalier and then some, but beneath it all, she was spent.

“Me...?” I swallowed. “I’d have spilled everything. Anything. I’d have begged to.”

“I shall greet the dead-end fates first.”

“Well, good to see you and he are both of one mind.” I froze as Marshal Emeric’s voice echoed over the camp. “Speak of the devil. So, why’s it you’re talking now? And to the one guy who can’t do shite.”

Again that grin, that sneer, that chuffed laughter. “It’s just a game, because I think you feel badly about me. I can see it in your eyes. I don’t know why, but it pains you. It shrivels you up like a burnt snake. In here.” Ring-Wyrm laid a hand across her heart. “And it is all I can do.”

“Jesus, you sound like my mother-in-law,” I said. “Where you from?”

“The Steppes of the Forever Plains. Where the Scab-Lands touch the Northern Glaarung.”

“No. Originally. You’re not of reaver blood. You weren’t always a Bad-Hand, yeah?”

“The saint but also the fox...” Ring-Wyrm shook her head slowly. “I don’t remember its name. It was a great city, seated along the long-water, where men spoke many tongues. I remember sitting on the docks, watching the ships, their sails full, gliding off to lands unknown.”

Footsteps clomped as dieners hustled to muster.

“Ever think about going back?”

“That’s what he asks me. Would I go back? Would I mend my ways? Would I accept the flesh of your slaughtered-god?”

I turned surreptitiously as a squad of Grey-Mantles double-timed it past.

“Go back? And be what to them?” Ring-Wyrm demanded. “Your people? A freak? A monster? No.”

“It’s better out here, living with them?”

“This in all my years have I learned.” Ring-Wyrm pressed her face between the bars. “Every gift is a curse. The strong protect the weak, and thus, they die first. Beauty, when I possessed it, was no gift, yet neither was monstrosity. Power...? Another curse, another plague. There are no gifts in this world, Pretty-Man, only curses. Only you and your kind. Me and mine. And wherever men walk, so too does pain and sorrow. Do you know what men do to you when you’re not a pretty thing?”

“No. What?”

“The same as when you are,” Ring-Wyrm breathed mist into the night, “they just do it to you last.”

“Jesus, I should have—”

“What? Killed me? Given me a clean death?” Ring-Wyrm pressed a fist to her chest. “I still draw breath. I still can fight. My story is not yet ended. And what is all this to you, Sir Luther?” Her one eye narrowed, focusing on my new white cloak. “Ah... What have you done? You slink in guise.”

“You looking for a roommate?” I eyeballed the square footage of Ring-Wyrm’s cage, its accoutrements, accommodations. “Cause you might get one.”

“They want your head, perhaps?”

“No perhaps about it.” I snatched a glare toward someone yelling down a row. Sounded like Marshal Emeric. Boots clomped with intent as his voice echoed. “And they ain’t the first.”

“Apologies,” I circled round the far side of the cage, “but I gotta get moving.”

Ring-Wyrm matched me step for step, crawling spider-wise along the floor. “Then you and I are in the same pack.”

I stopped, glared the cage up and down. “Might want to reconsider. I’m the only one less popular than you right now.” And I sauntered off west, away from the furor.

“Pretty-Man, wait—”

I turned. “What is it?”

“Last night, another lord was slain, yes?”

I glanced over my shoulder, watching for who was watching. “That another question?”

“No. A certainty.” Ravenous hunger glowed in her eye. “Which one was it?”

“Not the one you want.”

“I want them all.”

“I’d re-prioritize my murder-fantasies if I were you.”

“I wish them all dead.” Ring-Wyrm grimaced. It was terrifying.

“Then what is it you know?” I gripped the bars. “You tell me something useful, maybe there’s something I can do for you.”

“Like what? Like get me out of here? Free me?”

I licked my lips, winced. “We both know that ain’t gonna happen.”

“Then what?”

“Sneak in another blanket,” if I’m still alive, “more food, more water,” unless I’m your new roommate, “something to make it tolerable—”

“Unless they capture you.”

“Yeah, more or less...” I had a sudden thought and turned, craned my neck, trying for a sight-line from the cage to the Quartermaster’s tent. Thought for a moment she could’ve seen something. Maybe a struggle. Maybe the killer. But there was no sight-line. Even so, I asked, “What’d you see?”

Ring-Wyrm scratched at a furrow running through her ruin of a face.

“Then what?” I scowled. “Was it your people? Your sorcery? Was it you that somehow murdered them?” I stalked back to the cage, scouring the ground. Looking for a sign, some cypher, or code she was leaving behind for her reaver clans-folk. Was she signaling them? Tipping them off? Cursing us? Was Marshal Emeric right? Was it the Bad-Hands? But there was nothing.

“Shit.” I straightened.

A squadron of Grey-Mantles marched into the square, led by a White-Cloak. His eyes squared on me, recognition, determination, indignation, all sparking hard.

“Good luck.” I bolted into the closest row, took a left, then hustled right, headed west, using the cog masts in the distance to plot my course. I passed the makeshift corral, the horses within meandering wide-eyed through the churned muck.

I skidded to a halt.

Leading a sorry-looking gelding came the stable boy. “Oy, Sir Luther.” He offered a half-hearted wave.

“Oy, kid.” Otto. Otto was his name. “Hey Otto.”

He squinted at my white cloak. “They promote you, or something?”

“Yeah. Sure.” I adjusted my hood as low as it’d go. “I’m running the joint.”

“Well, uh, congratulations.” Otto looked askance. Jesus. Even he wasn’t buying it. “Glad you’re still alive.”

“Not looking to be a long-term prospect, but thanks.”

“I never did hear nothing about your Benjamin fellow in Gethsemane.” Otto nodded. “I asked around a bit.”

“Thanks, kid.”

Otto brushed hair out of his eyes. “I heard of some of your adventures and such. Battling reavers and bloody giants. Cut down three of ‘em, single-handed, they say.” He stroked his skeletal horse’s neck. Looked like something Death’d ride come Judgment Day. “Shush... There, there.” A tear rolled down Otto’s cheek, and he wiped it away.

A pair of Grey-Mantles hustled past.

I looked away. “Everything alright, kid?”

“Huh?” Otto sniffed, wiped his nose. “Aye, yes, everything ... everything’s fine, Sir Luther. It’s just ... just that...” He stroked the horse’s neck again. I could see Otto’s lip trembling, his knees wobbling.

I stepped beside the horse, reached through the fence and stroked his back, using him as a screen as a diener company mustered up beyond the corral. “They making you kill him?”

Otto nodded, eyes squeezed shut, wringing out tears. “I ... I know I shouldn’t get attached to ‘em. Know they’s just dumb animals, but—”

“They’re better than most people,” I said cause it was true. “Have more personality, more honor, more trust, more of everything worth anything.”

Otto offered a sidelong glance and nodded, lips working, mouth moving, but no words coming.

“And they need the meat, yeah?” What little there was.

“Aye...” Barely a whisper.

I took a deep breath, gripped Yolanda’s hilt. “Want me to do it, kid?”

“Naw, I...” Otto slumped. “I don’t know. I should be the one.”

“Got a sword sharper than God’s sense of irony.” I patted Yolanda’s hilt. “It’d be quick. Nigh on painless.” I stroked the horse’s forehead. “That’s a good boy. He got a name?”

“Agamemnon,” Otto whispered.

“Good name. That’s a boy. Not enough feed to go around, yeah?”

Otto nodded, sobbing.

“And he’s sick, yeah?” I could see he was sicker even than the quarter-feed rationing warranted. “What color’s his piss?”

“B-Black...”

“Shit.” I frowned. “He ain’t gonna make it, kid.”

“I ... I ken it.”

I nodded. “Let me do it.”

“I ... I really should.”

“What are you gonna use?”

“Eh...?” Otto looked up, down, around, shoulders slumping. “I ... I don’t know.”

I stuck a foot on the fence slat, stepped up, hopped over, landing in the churned muck. “Whoa. Easy, Agamemnon, easy.” I laid a hand on his neck and stroked, long, slow, smooth. “I remember my first horse. Swift-Wind. Called her Swifty. Must’ve been around ten. Old piebald mare. Good learning horse. I loved her, and the poor fucker, she loved me right back. She’d have died for me, and I for her.” I shook my head. “Got colic. A bad case, worst the horse-master ever saw. Said he thought her innards got twisted.” I looked down, sniffed, blinked. “Huh...” Otto wore as fine a pair of boots as I’d seen since the Komtur’s. Even the stable-muck couldn’t conceal their quality. “Nice boots, kid.”

“Uh...?” Otto crushed away tears, whispered a half-hearted, “Oh, thanks...”

“Whose corpse you nick ‘em off?”

“Wha—?” Otto’s eyes bulged. “Naw, I ain’t never stole nothing from nobody, Sir Luther. Not even the dead. I swear it. I paid for ‘em myself.”

“Yeah? Jesus,” I said. “What’re they paying stable boys nowadays?”

“Me? Pay...? I been on loan from Lord Kesseltree. One of the Cripple’s men.” Otto thumbed over his shoulder to where the secular knights were camped. “Ain’t getting paid nothing. Just room and chaw fer keeping mind over the horses.” His lip trembled. “But they keeps on dying and...”

“Everyone’s dying, kid. The cattle. The sheep. The folk. Everyone. It’d be a miracle if the horses survived. Rain-scald, mud-fever, starvation. Not to mention the reavers and bloody fucking giants.” I nodded down at his boots. “How’d you afford ‘em, the cloak, too, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Naw, I don’t mind, Sir Luther.” Otto glanced over his shoulder and reached beneath his cloak. “Here, I... I found this.” For an instant, I thought I’d bought a one-way trip to Hades’ playground. But when Otto opened his clenched fist, in it lay a spike, long, thick, strong.

“Jesus.” It was silver. “May I...?”

“Eh...? Oh, sure.” Otto offered it.

“Thanks, kid.” I turned it over, studying it. “Where’d you find it?”

Otto nodded towards the makeshift stable. “Over there. It’s always over there.”

“Huh?” I looked up. “What do you mean? It’s always...? We’ve only been here a day or—”

“Naw, here. Look at these.” Otto drew out another pair. They were near duplicates of the first.

“Jesus. Where’d you say?”

“By the stables,” Otto said. “They’re always pounded deep. Found the first by luck. Stubbed a toe one morning when I come walking out to pack up. Couldn’t believe it. Then, about a week or two later, a second one caught my eye, glinting in the rising sun.” He shook his head, wide-eyed. “Now? I look for ‘em every night, every dawn.”

“How many you find?” I asked, already guessing the answer. “It five, by any chance?”

“Yeah, Sir Luther. How’d you ken it?”

“Always been good with numbers,” I said. “Any chance you found them the mornings after the Komtur Murders?”

Otto looked down, kicked a rock, offered a nod. “You gonna tell?”

“What? Turn you in?” I shook my head. “Fuck no. Spoils of war, kid. But, shit...” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Look, I gotta take one.”

Otto blanched.

“For evidence, yeah? Proof.” To save my own bloody neck. “Look, I’ll owe you.”

“But—” Opening his mouth in protest, Otto froze, eyes blaring.

“What is it, kid?” I turned as a Grey-Mantle emerged, marching down a row, followed by ten dieners, headed directly for me.

“Shit.” I turned, but another squad emerged from the far side.

“By the Lord,” Otto crossed himself, “they coming for me? For the silver? Here, take ‘em! I never—”

“No, kid. They’re coming for me.” I tucked the spike in my belt. “Put the rest away, hide ‘em, and clam up. I won’t squawk. And about the horses, good luck. If there’s any left to be had.” I turned as the two squads converged on me. “Miss me?” I forced a rakish grin.

“Repeatedly, it would seem.” Sergeant Caerenin frowned at my White-Cloak. “But no more, Sir Luther.”

“My coffin being measured?”

“Even as we speak, along with the noose to put you in it. Hold—” Sergeant Caerenin raised an open hand as I reached for my blade. “Half the camp means to execute you. The other half demands you continue your investigation.”

“Gaunt’s half?”

“Hospitaller Gaunt, aye.”

“And which half are you?”

“The sane half,” Sergeant Caerenin said. “I’m here to escort you out. And, Sir Luther, though I hold you in no small amount of esteem, I must warn you that I’m ordered to ensure—”

I leaned in, lowering my voice, “I have to talk to Marshal Emeric.”

“I can see you’re not party to the sane half.”

“It’s necessary.”

“He’ll have you arrested instantly. Then hanged, if you’re lucky.”

“It’s about the Komtur Murders.”

“Surround him.” Sergeant Caerenin raised a hand, his men obeying instantly, forming a screen. “Sir Luther, they are watching. They are watching, and they are waiting. I command these twenty men, and if you wish to walk out of this fortress, to see the coming dawn, you will do so now. Time is a limited commodity, most limited.” He held out a hand. “Please, after you.”

His dieners crowded in close, concealing me as we marched hastily for the gates.

“Go, Sir Luther.” Sergeant Caerenin stepped aside as a wagon trundled through the gates. “Hide yourself somewhere, and perhaps—”

“Listen,” I glanced up at the guards manning the gatehouse, “I found a piece of the puzzle.”

“Mother of mercy, man, the entire camp is on alert.” Sergeant Caerenin’s face turned red. “If it had not been me that found you, and should you resist...” He swallowed. “Please, Sir Luther, don’t resist, don’t argue, don’t make a case. Just go.”

“Here. Wait. Just take a look at this.” I withdrew the silver spike. “It’s a piece of the puzzle. The Komtur Murders. A big piece.”

“A spike...?”

“A silver spike.”

Sergeant Caerenin raised an eyebrow. “Be that as it may, you must leave, and you must leave now.”

“Just a couple words—”

“Sir Luther—” Sergeant Caerenin gripped my shoulder. “Whatever this is, let it go. Your life is not worth it.”

“Fuck that.” I pressed the spike into his hand. “You take it. You show him. You tell him. Explain to him what I said. Then come find me.”

Sergeant Caerenin’s lips pursed as his fingers curled around the metal spike. “You have my word I’ll tell him, but what...? What should I tell him?”

“Tell him we’re not just dealing with draugr,” I said. “We’re also dealing with a bloody-fucking necromancer.”
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...not have underestimated their sorcery. For what magic might their slaughtered-god possess other than the power of life over death...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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SNOW CASCADED IN THICK clumps, wafting in swirls as they descended, landing silent, building drifts high as I was tall. I glanced up at the rafters of our little shack, wondered how much weight it’d withstand, how much wind. Our shack lay on the outskirts of Tyre, if such a thing existed. Cause Tyre was almost all outskirts. But I figured with a price on my head at a decades-high premium, discretion was the order of the day.

“A whole fist’s worth o’ killing...?” Karl sat by the door, sharpening a hand axe in his lap, its siblings seated within easy reach. “But weren’t there some prick killed in Riga?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Cardinal Molimcrest. For six total. But Otto wasn’t the Teutonic’s stable boy in Riga. They indentured him on the move. After we left. What I can’t suss is how the stables figure in with the killings?”

“Hrrm, stables...?” Karl scratched his beard, offering me a dead glare. “Odin’s eye, why give a shite who offs ‘em? Those fuckers? Ain’t never done nothing for no one. Only their own selves.”

“Cause of our original plan. I still aim to find Benjamin. Still aim to live. Figure me clearing my name makes both more likely.

“There’s also this,” I continued. “I suppose there’s been a few Teutonics worth their salt. More than a few joined cause their only other options were wandering, freezing, or starving to death. The poor fuckers packing and unpacking wagons, digging trenches every night, erecting towers...”

“Fuck ‘em all. Give ‘em what they want.” Karl glanced at Kelman and Lonn, lying back to back in the corner, wrapped in blankets, snoring lightly. When the Teutonics’d come for them, Karl’d been there, standing in their way. It hadn’t gone well. “Let ‘em all meet their bloody god.”

I had nothing to add, nothing to take away. So, I just sat there, tipping back a flask of Tyre’s worst, wrapped in my cloak, snuggled against a cord of firewood, drifting off to sleep to the sound of steel against stone.

***
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“HRRM... MAYBE THE CORRAL?”

“Huh—?” I bolted awake, rubbed my eyes. “What...?”

Shing...

“I said ‘the corral.’” Karl was still at it, sharpening another axe, or maybe the same one. I wasn’t sure. He was very particular about his axes. “Was just thinking’s all.” A fair good reason Karl was still alive. Educated? No. But world-wise and wily as a fox...? “Yer saying these silver spikes was pounded into the ground.”

Shing...

“Rrrrrrg...” I stretched my back til it cracked. “Otto was saying, but yeah.”

Karl glanced up from his work. “He spill anything about footprints?”

“Footprints...?” I took a pull, wincing. “Ugh. No, why?”

“This necromancer prick, raising these draugr shites, he’s the one been killing all the Teutonic fucks.”

“Pricks and shites and fucks.” I handed him my flask. “You do have a way with words.”

“And not just any Teutonic fucks.” Karl plowed on, took a rip off my flask, grimacing. “The high-hat fucks. Odin’s eye.” He eyeballed my flask, handed it back to me. “Shit tastes worse than shite.”

“Meaning you’ve tasted shit,” I took a sip, stifled a gag, trudged onward, “but, please, do go on.”

“This Otto a sharp fella?”

“Otto? Sharp...?” I considered for a moment. “He’s a good kid, but no, not especially. Good eye for horses, though. A good hand with ‘em. Not a book-learning sort, let’s say.”

“Hrrm... Ain’t worth nothing.” Karl took a pull, coughed, kept sharpening. “Ye consider the ground?”

“Huh?”

“The bloody earth beneath yer feet.”

“Where I hope to be buried someday?”

“Can make someday today.”

“I’ll pass, but please, do carry on.”

“Here.” Karl struck the ground with the flat of his axe. “Ground’s hard-packed. Froze solid.”

“Near solid as your head,” I said. “It’s winter, though. So, what’s your point? It’s a bloody spike, it’ll sink anywhere you pound it hard enough.”

Shing...

“Yer looking at it cock-eyed.”

“Words they’ll etch across my tombstone.”

“Listen, lad.” Karl wiped his chin with the back of his hand. “Witches and warlocks been using nails an spikes long as Odin’s been missing an eye. And folk say as nails have a certain power. Like binding a fella’s shadow. Causing pain. Marking folk for wrong-doings. Hexes and such. Ye ken it?”

“Yeah, sure. I’ve heard it. It’s why I know it’s a necromancer. He’s marking targets with the spikes. Somehow.”

“Yar. But it ain’t sinking spikes is yer problem. It’s marking the right fucker. It’s knowing and marking the right fucker. And the ground’s hard as steel. So, ain’t no footprints nowhere.” Karl took a pull. “Ground in the stables and corrals, though? It ain’t hard. It’s churned fair loose. Horses mucking about and all. Clad hooves. All the pounding, clomping, digging.”

“Yeah, alright...”

“How many horses the Teutonic pricks got?”

“Hmm...” I closed my eyes, working a count. “I don’t know. Even with disease? Still a lot.”

“And how many of the high-hats got one?”

“All of them.”

“And how many of them White-Cloaks?”

“Some. Probably most.”

“And them Grey-Mantles?”

“Hmm, not many. Just the senior sergeants, I’m guessing.”

“And them runty pissant fucks?”

“The dieners, you mean? At this point? Hmm, Jesus. I’m guessing none,” I said. “The rest are for drawing wagons. Hauling supplies. Provisions. A lot pulling double duty.”

“They house the work-nags with the high-hat stallions?”

“No. Guessing they wouldn’t want to set a precedent, even with horses. Might jump a fence or two. Give the low folk some high ideas.”

“Hrrm, so besides being the only spot anyone’s like to make a footprint,” Karl pointed with his current axe, “only pricks making ‘em are high-hat fuckers. Get it?”

“Still a lot of footprints, though,” I said.

“Whittled down.”

“Fair enough.” I considered. “You’re saying that whoever the necromancer—”

“Necro-fucker—”

“Yeah. Right. Whatever. Whoever this necro-fucker prick is, he’s driving silver spikes into footprints. Particular footprints, somehow marking who the target is.” I sat back, took a pull, scowled. “Footprints...”

Shing...

“That Komtur had a fine pair of boots,” Karl said. “We both seen ‘em. Set him apart. Necro-fucker-prick shite could’ve come after the Komtur set off. Seen his prints. Knew ‘em cause they was different. Or cause it was the stable of his favorite horse. Am I going too fast?” I waved a hand. “And then drove a spike into the one pair o’ boots weren’t hobnail pieces o’ worthless shite.”

“Coin-Master Chevaleaux,” I nodded, took a sip, winced, “he had a club foot. Same could’ve been done with him at any point. Look for the gimp-legged prints and drop a spike. Hrrm... How about the others? Anything set them apart?”

“Yar.” Karl nodded. “Each of those fuckers got his own war-horse. A solid destrier. And no secret whose it were.”

“No.” I took another sip, nearly puked, held it down. “So the fucker uses the corral and stables. Waits for the Teutonic Lords to drop off their horses after the long haul. Either watches or knows whose prints they are by their horse. Or boot prints. Maybe some nights the ground ain’t churned enough. Or he can’t find the right print. So it just doesn’t happen.”

“But some nights it does.”

“Jesus... Think that’s why the high-hats are complaining of foot pain the night of the murders?” I said. “Think the nail hurts them? Something? Somehow? Some magic or hex?”

“Don’t know. Mayhap.”

“And our necro-fucker-prick shite — that where we’re at?”

“Yar.”

“And our necro-fucker-prick shite hasn’t slipped up yet. No collateral damage.”

“Co-Collat—”

“Jesus. Folk killed weren’t meant to be,” I said. “No, scratch that. Some guards were killed, too. Four of ‘em, at least.”

“Hrmm, like I said,” Karl dug into his beard, scratching, “fuck ‘em.”

“Shit. Yeah. A fair and equitable assessment.” I deadpanned. “Maybe they came upon the draugr in the act of killing? Or got in their way.”

“No noise, though?” Karl white-knuckled his axe. “No alarm raised? In a tight-packed camp. Don’t make no sense...”

“Yeah.” Words Marshal Emeric had spat rang out in my mind. “And there’ve been murders on nights without a barrow in ten leagues.”

“Are draugr fast fuckers?”

“How the hell should I know?” I shrugged. “Maybe they can fly...?”

Karl scoffed.

“Blow me.” I looked down, away. “Yeah, alright, I know, it’s fair stupid. What about the reaver-witch? Ring-Wyrm? Think she’s calling them up? Or down? Summoning them from somewhere?”

“Nar. Only been in the camp since the second fucker was killed. What’s his name?”

“Yeah. Good old what’s-his-name,” I said. “So not the Cardinal, and not the Komtur.”

“Could she have done it afore she was taken prisoner?”

“Like she were stalking them, ye mean?”

“Yeah. Her or someone else? Jesus, we’re all over the place.”

“Hrmm...” Karl rubbed the back of his neck. “Don’t know. What’s it take to be a necro-fucker-prick shite?”

“What’s it take...?” I shrugged. “Don’t know. Have to know your shit, yeah? Have a lay of the land. Ken where there’s corpses fit for the raising. Ken how such magic is cast, or made, or whatever it is the fucker does. Gotta know rituals or spells, or whatever, too. A smart fucker. Which eliminates you.”

“With a load of silver,” Karl grumbled. “Plenty of coin in hand. Which crosses you out.”

“Touché.’”

“Ain’t much out here, less someone’s lugging it with ‘em.”

“Yeah. Riga’s a Hanseatic port, though. Big trade. Our necromancer had enough scratch, he could’ve bought the spikes there. Or the raw materials. Or had ‘em forged.”

“Yar.” Karl nodded. “So, a smart prick. Thinks ahead.”

“Yeah. Smart. Educated. And patient.”

“So smart, fair rich, and cold as a witch’s teat.”

“Don’t know about that last one, but yeah...” I nodded. “Has to be one of the high-hats. Or one of the well-to-do travelers. Has to have access to ... Jesus.”

“Ain’t much o’ them.” Karl glanced up from his handiwork. “What? Something gnawing at yer craw, lad?”

Shing...

“Spells, magic, alchemy, hexes, and bloody fucking grimoires...” I met Karl’s gaze. It’d been staring me right in the face. “Fucker’s gotta have access to books.”
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...Wild-Flower and I provided what succor we might, but our folk fell in droves. Nothing could stave off the fevers burning, the black boils erupting from their flesh, no medicine, no surgery, no force of will or magic...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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FATHER SALIEN’S BOOK-wagon sat on the western edge of camp, situated alongside a shallow draw running along the outskirts of Tyre. Karl and I strode for it without guile, without remorse, distraction, or discourse, skirting past tent and wagon, oxen past their prime and nigh on dying.

“Father?” I called softly into the book-wagon, waited, heard nothing in reply. “Father Salien...? You in there?”

Still nothing.

From a nearby tent all lit from within came the sound of singing, a small family whiling away the late night hours, doing what families ought do but most often don’t. Jesus Christ. I liked Father Salien. Held him in esteem. Something about him reminded me of my Brother Stephan. His attitude. His innocence. His uncluttered faith. The fact that he not only believed it, but lived it, too.

Or so it’d seemed.

I drew a dagger, glanced Karl’s way. I’ll take the front, I signed.

Karl nodded, drew a hand-axe, slunk round back.

The wagon bed was maybe ten by six, bookshelves lining either side, a cramped corridor down the middle for sleeping. The front entrance lay open, brimming with darkness. I tilted my bullseye lantern open, wincing at the tinny squeal, shedding a knife of light.

Father Salien’s skeletal horse, Matilda, stood dozing, head down, tied off a few paces away.

Matilda whickered, tail flicking, raising her head in recognition. “Easy, girl.” I laid a hand on her forehead, stroked it. “Go back to sleep.” I adjusted the blanket draped across her back.

“Father Salien,” the wagon shifted, creaking, as I stepped up, “you in there? It’s Krait. It’s Sir Luther...”

No response from within. No snoring, either. Couldn’t see anything. I adjusted my grip on my dagger. It’d be close work inside, if it came to it. My lantern could barely shed light through the pitch black. I set it down, fair sure the wagon was empty, and slid in, long stepping forth from my knees, immediately gripping the south end of Father Salien’s bedroll, yanking it, feeling no weight, nothing. I ripped it behind, worked my way to the back. I found the latch, undid it, shouldered open the back door.

Karl stood there, axe raised.

“Hold,” I raised a hand, “it’s just me.”

I breathed in the cold night air.

“No shit.” Karl kept his axe retracted. “Been waitin’ a long time fer this.”

“Oh, well then.” I offered my neck. “Carry on.”

Karl grumbled, glared over his shoulder, tucked his axe away. “Where the hell is he?”

“Don’t know. Not here,” I said. “What do librarians do for fun?”

“Hrrm... Strange bastards.” Karl nodded past. “Toss his shite. I’ll keep watch.”

“And invade his privacy without written consent?” I recoiled, aghast.

“Shut yer trap and get nosing. Or I’ll do it.”

“Yeah. Literature. Pouring through tomes. Reading. Right in your wheelhouse.”

“Only use is fer kindling or wiping yer arse.”

“Jesus. Might as well get some deaf fucker to give advice on singing. Gimme a moment.” I gripped my lantern, raised it to the multi-layered stacks, whistled. “Maybe two.”

“Yar.” Karl trudged off while I started through Father Salien’s things. He had little besides the books. A small trunk filled with all the things you’d think an old man’d have. Nothing outrageous. Nothing interesting. Some travel-worn pants. A second cloak. Threadbare priest vestments. No silver spikes lined in a quiver. But I knew he had that one black book somewhere. De Vermis Mysteriis...

I poked my head out the back. “Nothing yet. Gonna check the books. See anything?”

“Nar,” Karl rumbled from the shadows, “just a whore plying her trade over by that wagon.”

“Oh...?” Reflexively, I smelled my breath. “She good-looking?”

“Better than my hand.”

“Fair enough.”

One whole side of the shelves was bibles. Tall bibles. Short bibles. Thin bibles. Fat bibles. “Forgive me, father, for I’m about to sin.” One by one, I slid bibles off the shelf, fanned their pages upside down. I gave a shake, hoping for something to fall free. By the time I was knee deep in knowledge, I’d found nothing.

So I worked the other side.

The whole top shelf was bibles, too. I ripped through them fair quickly, left and lower, left and lower, emerging into the realm of ballads and epic poetry. Four shelves later, I was on the floor, at the front of the wagon. Fanning through the last few books, I elbowed the wall, skewing a board out of position. Licking my lips, I dug it out, slid it aside.

When I saw it, my heart jumped. A book sat within. The book. De Vermis Mysteriis. “Voila...” It was thick and hoary, bound in cracked brown leather, its vellum pages held shut by a heavy lock and chains.

“What is it?” Karl poked his head in.

“Found the fucker’s black book.”

Karl looked unimpressed.

“It’s sort of a how-to for necromancers.”

“This the one he showed ye?”

“Yeah.”

“And it didn’t ring no warning bells?”

“No...” I straightened.

“Fucking dumb-ass.”

“No argument here.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Guess I was disarmed. He said it was packed for safe-keeping. To be put in a vault in Esdraelon. Guess I figured a murderer wouldn’t brandish the murder weapon.”

Karl growled, shook his head, nodded at the tome’s prodigious lock. “Can ye open it?”

“Can my silver tongue charm open a maiden’s heart?”

“If ye trade it fer coin.”

“Bite me.” I grinned, brandishing a poniard. “Brought my key.” I started working the lock. Five minutes later, the chains clanged to the wagon bed. I kicked them aside, cracked open the book. The lantern light was dim. I squinted close, fighting to make sense of the pages. Blood began pounding in my ears, thumping like a drum, my mind twisting into knots as the words on the page seemed to shift, shiver, turn.

A voice whispered in my ear. My wife’s. Helen. My dead wife. Plague-wrought Helen and her sibilant whispers. Her cold breath chilled my ear, my neck, as she sidled close, “It’s been a long while, my love, and you’ve nary changed. You’re still the same selfish shite you were the day we met. The night we married.” I stiffened, could feel her smile. “Do you recall our wedding eve...? Our sweet ceremony? For I surely do. Our first night...? Prima nocta...?”

I slammed the book shut, her voice echoing, swirling away across a screaming void, a thousand other voices vying for reprisal. Then nothing but the pounding of blood in my ears.

I’d only lifted the cover.

Swallowing, breathing, gathering my composure, I riffled the pages from top to bottom, peering within for any sort of hole hidden within. But, of course, there was nothing. Only words, pictures, phrases, I fought not to see.

I fixed the chain back around it, snugged it, locked it tight.

“Jesus Christ...”

But what had I expected? Father Salien to hollow out some priceless grimoire? No. It’d be in another book. A book no one’d ever read. I scanned the books left. There were only a few. I ran a finger along the bindings, feeling the groove of tooled leather, and stopped on the last one. It was Piers Plowman, written by a sadist named Langland. If ever there was a book no sane person’d willingly crack open...

I slid it from the shelf and fanned its pages. Something fell out.

Thunk...

Jesus Christ...

It was a silver spike.

I snatched the spike, the book, ran my hand inside the hollow. Found a rawhide wrap coiled within. “Karl—” I hissed ... but nothing came out, nothing but stifled mist. I tucked the spike back in. “Karl—!”

Again nothing.

I rubbed my throat, cleared it, stuck a finger in my ear as I poked my head out the front of the wagon. “Hey stupid — Jesus Christ —!”

Karl dove aside as a skeletal monstrosity clove through Matilda’s skull, bone bits spraying, dropping her solid. But the thing, the barrow-wight, the draugr, caught her, snatching her head in two skeletal claws. Holding her upright, it bit into her throat, guzzled spurting blood, pouring from under its chin, splashing on the ground, poor Matilda’s legs twitching a vestigial jig, fast fading.

Karl was roaring, pointing, but no word, no sound, nothing came out. No sound from him, from Matilda, none from the monstrosity siphoning her life. I turned where he was pointing, past me, west, to a blue glow igniting the horizon. Fox-fire. Trollskop. What have you. The entire horizon blazed from beneath the black ice of Lake Golgotha.

The fox-fire was moving closer to shore.

Tossing the tome aside, I leaped from the wagon as Karl swung his thane-axe, burying it into the draugr’s side, mail links flying. Gaffing it like a fish, Karl yanked the monstrosity back and off Matilda’s steaming corpse, a rictus of mad-glee suffusing his face.

As I drew Yolanda, rime-knives erupted in jags down Karl’s axe. The haft froze, cracking, breaking, bursting to splinter, right up to Karl’s hands. He roared, cursed, let go, but still I heard nothing. As the draugr turned, it tore the axe head from its ribcage, let it drop. Karl didn’t back down, didn’t cede an inch — the dumb fuck — he just drew another axe, baring his teeth in a silent scream as the draugr’s blade whipped forth.

Karl didn’t move in time.

So I moved him.

Lunging forth, I shouldered him aside, taking the blow across Yolanda. It blasted me sideways into a tent, through a tent, collapsing in a kicking canvas heap, its occupants awaking to a suffocating silence. Stars screamed across my eyes. I ripped free from the guy lines and canvas, flailing for the draugr, but he was gone, trudging off through camp, towards the Teutonic fortress.

“Karl?” I huffed, could see my breath, hear my voice. Folk in the tent roared in fury as I cut myself clear, unwinding a rope, ripping an arm free. Karl knelt by Matilda’s carcass, tearing off his gloves, glaring daggers at his red hands.

“Odin’s eye...” Karl breathed.

“Ware!” I cupped my hands round my mouth and screamed into the night. “Ware! Incoming! Enemies! Enemies from the west! The West! From the lake!”

Even as I said it, a clamor roared from past the Teutonics’ eastern wall. The sound of horses pounding past, of reaver battle cries, the sound of war, the sound of death, the sound of slaughter. A fella poked his head from the tent, pointing and swearing and cursing me rotten. I told him to fuck off.

“Hey.” I glared at Karl’s hands. “You alright?”

“Yar...” Karl winced, making fists. His skin was raw. Blistered. Bleeding. “Any longer though...”

“Yeah, and your love-life was ruined.” I handed him the head of his thane-axe. “Here. I’ll carve you a new haft.”

“I’ll do it myself.” Karl snatched it, grumbled, grimaced as he tucked it away, and drew a hand axe. He winced, gripping it. “Grimnir’s spear...”

Beyond us, beyond the camp, beyond Tyre, lights glowed as ice along the shore shattered, erupting silently as a horde of draugr emerged, empty skull sockets glowing blue.

Then it hit me.

“Jesus...” My catechism. Geography lessons. My travels to Outremer, the Holy Land, Jerusalem. “Know what Golgotha means?”

“Nar.” Karl shook his shaggy head, finished wrapping his frost-burnt hands. “What...?”

“Was where Jesus Christ was crucified. Met his end. Means ‘The Place of the Skull.’”

“Hrrm...” Karl squared off, axes in either hand. “Whole fucking lake’s a barrow.”
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...surrounded our camp. Wild-Flower bade me flee with her, to escape into the night, but I refused. I was worn weak by illness and starvation, yet still, how could I abandon...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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“RUN!” I hollered loud as I could, for as long as I could. “Run for the fort! Run for the—” And then nothing. Just nothing.

Draugr stalked through Tyre, heralded by a nimbus of blue silence. One moment it was raucous madness, chaos, pandemonium, before a velvet wave slid over, past, through, stifling with all the warning of a swooping owl.

I roared, roared again, roared bloody raw, gripped my throat, gasped, gaped at Karl.

Run! he signed with a bandaged hand, and I nodded, turned toward the Teutonic fort as the wave of silent slaughter seized the heart of the camp. Frost glistened on the draugr, a cold azure sheen twinkling like sapphires in the moonlight. An army of them, a legion, a horde. A draugr towering some twenty-feet tall ripped some poor fucker from his tent, still bundled in his bedroll, then bit off his top half, gnarly incisors working their way, scissoring, grinding, cutting.

As ways to cash your last coin, it was low on my list.

Karl and I weaved through the labyrinth of tent and wagon, crate and lean-to, ducking guy lines and kicking through camp fires. There was nothing else to do. How can you warn folk en masse without screaming? Maybe a few emerged, noticed, reacted, but the lion’s share?

Hustling after Karl, toward the light of the fortress, crossing a crooked thoroughfare, someone careened into me, smashing me sideways. Stars exploded, then the blackness of night sky. Then hands — my hands splayed out, gripping the frozen ground. I gasped, feeling frigid grit bite my palms, a line of spume dangling from my jaw.

Ahead lay the wide swathe of dead man’s land, some forty yards of empty space before the Teutonic wall. Through blurred vision, I caught Karl at the foot of the dirt berm, makeshift tower looming above, him looking back, eyes wide, searching. He found me as folk buffeted past, leaping for the top of the wall. Karl’s eyes bulged as he tore back toward me through the press. Could see his mouth wide, teeth gleaming, spittle flying as he pointed past me, beyond me, above.

A numbing wave oozed past, a biting chill spreading ice-rime prickling across my skin.

Without looking back, I rose, I stumbled, I ran.

A crone hunching along, using a bent crutch, was swept over in a wave of mail and bone. Blue eyes gleamed as the barrow-wight pinned her down, kicking and flailing, and plunged a skeletal claw into her chest. It gripped her sternum, twisted, tore, bone and cartilage snapping, flecks flying, and whipped it slick aside.

Her pumping heart came next.

The draugr glared me down as it took a bite.

If I didn’t puke in terror, it’s only cause I’d not eaten in days.

A stampede of folk streamed alongside me for the fort walls, but in the darkness, the silence, I ran alone. Karl was gone. Lost. The western walls loomed near. I leapt the dry moat, landing on the far side, almost impaling myself on a spike, grabbed it, levered myself up. The earthen wall was hard-packed, buttressed with rock and rime, crumbling, calving, as I scaled it.

Reaching the top, I steadied myself as folk tore through camp, pursued by the dead. Karl!, I yelled, to no avail. Jesus. Fuck. Beyond the fortress’s eastern wall, flames raged as Teutonics battled a reaver horde. A great reaver circle wheeled, each one astride and firing, rounding, then doing it again. Circles within circles. The Teutonic brethren hunkered behind their earthen works.

As I stood there reeling, surrounded by a sea of mayhem, a wave of sound ripped past like a banshee keen. Battle raged beyond. Men and women screaming. Someone wailing for his mother. Could see Gaunt’s wide form ordering men to the eastern front, oblivious to the silent horror rising behind.

“Gaunt!” Cupping my hands, I roared and by some miracle of God or trick of the ether, his head snapped round. We locked gazes. It was a moment to forget. To repress. Forcefully. Then the silent shroud descended once more, enveloping me as I pointed west. Emphatically. If Gaunt was surprised by three giant barrow-wights and a legion of damned invading camp, he offered no sign. In either hand, he bore a weapon. A crossbow in one, a hawk-beaked mace in the other. Glancing down, he considered for an instant, then tossed aside the crossbow. Trudging forth, he fixed his iron hand round the mace haft, finger by finger, and commenced stalking towards the draugr incursion.

And me?

Yours truly...?

On my arse, I slid down the inner embankment, away from the draugr horde, into the ordered grid-world of Teutonic tent and thoroughfare.

Folk streamed past, scrambling for life, liberty, the pursuit of a boring death, years from now, in bed, nuzzling a noggin of booze by a warm fire. Such dreams were fleeting. A titan-draugr crossed the moat in one step, careened through the berm as a child might level a sand castle.

Ahead, a clot of bodies stopped up the road, but I didn’t slow. I bolted into a tent, dagger in hand, hurdled a cot and sleeping form, slashed out the back, then in and out another, sliding to a halt in the Teutonic Square. Gaunt stalked past, a squad of enthusiastic, press-ganged dieners and Grey-Mantles marching in his wake. Zealots. That communal gleam of fanatical madness.

Jesus Christ.

I hustled through the square, folk bolting every which way but up. Folk screaming. Folk kneeling. Folk crying and dying in silence. Starving waifs casting about for a loved one. For anyone.

Holy Shit—

Someone grabbed me from behind.

I whirled, dagger raised, poised, was confronted by Ring-Wyrm, reaching through the bars, her half-face glaring me rotten. She could’ve throttled me. Could’ve snapped my neck like a twig. But she didn’t. With a single finger, she stroked my cheek. A grin and then those teeth.

Fuck it.

Back up, I pantomimed, and she obeyed.

I sheathed my dagger and yanked Yolanda off my shoulder, unbuckled my baldrick, and wrapped it through the bars. Ring-Wyrm watched intently as folk streamed past. From a fallen tent, I snatched a stout pole, hacked it in twain, and slid it through my baldrick. I twisted it into a tourniquet. A few and it was taut. A couple more and it was straining. Grunting, groaning, I bore down on the pole, and the bars began to shudder, shiver, and finally, bend.

Ring-Wyrm’s hand thrust through bars, into my face, near taking my eye out. What the fuck—!?

Her mouth worked silent as she pointed.

I glared over my shoulder. All-Father’s Oath. A draugr shambled down the thoroughfare and into the square. Then another and another, a whole cadre of them. Tents fell. Screams waxed trilling, then instantly evaporated. Teutonics poured in from the east, the north, the south. But not enough. Not nearly enough.

“Grab this!” I yelled, but she couldn’t hear, of course, but saw, reached through, gripped the pole.

I turned, drawing Yolanda.

A draugr in rusted Tartar armor clambered forth, gripping a Grey-Mantle by the throat. Silently screaming, wailing, the skin round his neck metastasized blue, spreading up his face, into his bulging eyes. A hulking diener raised his axe, smiting the draugr a blow that might’ve felled an ox. His axe rebounded off exposed bone. The diener staggered back as though he’d struck a boulder, reverberation surging as the draugr tore out the Grey-Mantle’s heart.

Ripping through a tent, a draugr in brigantine descended upon me, reaching with one open claw, the other full of heart muscle still pumping, still squirting, still steaming silent.

Roaring forth, I slung Yolanda, shearing off the draugr’s hand, its arm, its head.

Still only silence as it broke, as it crumbled, as it fell.

Silence, yet the earth shook, shivered, suffered some internal shock, some cataclysmic seizure, all time for an instant stopping. The draugr horde froze, pausing in their malice, their mayhem, their murder, and as one, aimed their blue fox-fire hatred towards me. A legion of hollow glares burned.

Gulping, cursing, I stumbled back, tripping, the cold iron bars of the cage catching me, holding me upright.

Then onward they came, charging as one, the legion of the dead, the legion of the dark, the legion of the damned. I turned to run, directly into Ring-Wyrm, wriggling through the bars and spilling to the ground in some cruel parody of birth. Scrabbling to her frostbit feet, she grabbed me, shoved me along, pointed with her only hand, shoved me again, and together we ran.
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...resolved to die alongside my folk, my clan, my family. I did not pray, did not ask the spirits for help or guidance. I asked them for nothing, and for once, my prayers were...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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I HIT THE NORTH WALL, sprinting behind Ring-Wyrm, skidding to a halt as blazing blue eyes rose from over the far side. We turned west. Instantly. Wasn’t a conscious thought, just a reaction. But west it was, all in, back towards the lake, the lair, the onslaught of the draugr horde.

Through deafening silence, we sprinted down the Teutonic lanes, once clear cut and neat as a weaver’s warp and weft, now a mish-mashed tangle of murder and mayhem. Burning tents. Cold frozen carcasses, blued and broken, great gaping wounds, steam pouring from excoriated corpses. We hurdled dead horses and skirted burning carts, clambered atop the western wall, slid feet first into the spiked moat, crossed the dead-man’s land, staggered on through the camp beyond. A swathe of corpses lay contorted across the way. A few scattered folk, dodging the slaughter, peeked out of collapsed tents, from around wagon wheels, watching wide-eyed as we hauled past. When they saw what was hounding us, though?

Can only assume they went to cover, to pray, or likely their graves.

I didn’t know.

Didn’t care.

Didn’t turn.

Don’t know why we stuck together, Ring-Wyrm and I, but we did. Or she did. Cause they were sure as shit after me.

Tyre burned bright aflame as we loped down the main thoroughfare. Every house, every cottage, every outhouse burned. Some poor sod staggered naked through the street, arms dangling slither-limp by his sides, just sort of shuffling step by bloody step, head kinked over at some unrighteous angle.

We skidded to a halt at the end of a dock, ice fissuring the shore, the five cogs frozen in a sickle moon, the vast black infinity of Lake Golgotha laid bare beyond. Breath steaming in the night, gasping for air, I collapsed to one knee alongside Ring-Wyrm. My hands shook. My feet ached. It burned to breathe, burned to not breathe.

The dock shifted underfoot as the first of the draugr set foot on it, pilings shivering as rotten boots and cold bones clattered onward.

“Jesus...” I gripped a piling, steadied myself, breathed. “Only one way.”

Ring-Wyrm was close to done for as well. Starvation and exposure and torture’d taken their toll. How she was still alive...? She’d been a spear-slender war-goddess when we’d first battled. Now? Jesus, a walking skeleton, little more than what harried us. Her yellow eye bulged from her skull, a look of grim resignation smoldering within.

“C’mon...” I hopped off the end of the dock and onto the dark ice, trudged slipping, sliding, groping along in an uncontrolled turn, gliding onward toward a break between two cogs.

The draugr horde stalked onward, clambering en mass, leaping off the quay and onto the ice, a cataract of skull and mail and bone. Blue eyes glowed unblinking. They made no sound.

I laid a hand on the hull of the Bacchanalian Song, gripped a rope ladder dangling down, and pushed Ring-Wyrm onward past, gliding out onto the open ice. She kept her feet, her bare feet beneath her, sliding along, turning to a halt, glaring back. A wave of sound slid past.

“Go on.” I flicked a hand, laid it to my chest, patting. “It’s me they want. 

“Why?”

“Cause I’m so pretty.”

Ring-Wyrm scratched at a fold in her ruin of a face, then nodded. “Farewell, Pretty-Man.”

“Farewell.” I raised a hand. “Wait—”

Ring-Wyrm turned.

“What’s your name?”

She laid a hand to her chest. “Wild-Flower.”

Wild-Flower glared past me, emotionless, then nodded, her malformed lips parting as a wave of silence rolled past, snuffing her out anew. Grimacing, she stared, that great lone jaundiced eye regarding me for what seemed an eon before she snorted, nodded, then turned for the wide horizon.

And me?

What’d I do...?

What I’m famous for.

Feet scrabbling for purchase on ice-rimed wood, hands numb with cold and terror, I scaled the Bacchanalian Song. Up the gunwale, I cast a leg and spilled over, flopping like a cod. I couldn’t hear them, but through the icy deck vibrating my teeth, I felt them. Congealing like army ants, the draugr amassed beneath, around, began crawling topside. The cog shifted to starboard, and I nearly fell soon as I righted.

Fox-fire blazed below. Beyond. Surrounding me. Only two places to go, with one an untimely grave. Christ. I gripped the tarred rigging, dug a foot in and stepped up, feeling its sway, its stretch, its slick bristly bite.

And I climbed. Or clomb. Or whatever.

A silent gale blew, blasting me in the face, freezing the tears streaming down my cheeks, constellations, embers of Tyre swirling past.

The rope strained from below as draugr clawed their way up. But motivation was my confirmation name, and I scuttled spider-wise onward, upward, clawing towards Polaris til I slid headfirst into the crow’s nest, landing in a heap and staring up at stars. I took a breath, savored the cold burn, feeling the floor of the crow’s nest shiver, tremble, sway.

A deep breath and the decision not to fold, not to jump, not to end it all.

A close thing.

Then I rose, drew Yolanda, and waited.

A speck out on the ice standing alone, solitary, turned and looked back, watching for a moment before trudging onward toward infinity. Wild-Flower...? Jesus.  I never would have guessed.

I adjusted Yolanda, feeling her worn handle conformed to my hand through ages of work, ages of sorrow, ages of slaughter. Below, azure orbs burned brighter as the draugr closed, frozen flesh hanging off in strips, teeth bared, claws reaching, grabbing, gripping, pulling them up one after another like nonstop automatons. Stepping across the crow’s nest, I glanced down the port-side ladder.

Same as starboard.

Clotted thick with the impending dead.

It wasn’t some grand plan. Not some masterstroke. Some great scheme. It was a play for time, plain and simple. I cut the rope ladder. One swing. I could barely lift Yolanda in my frozen hands, my dead arms, let alone wield her.

But I did.

And I swung.

And she cut.

Then I stepped to starboard for an encore. Watched the dead tumble, cascade, fall. Below, a sea of reaping limbs, shadows in the darkness, glowing eyes. A quick burst of noise blurted past, then was gone.

And, of course, cutting the rigging didn’t stop them.

Couldn’t stop them.

But I hadn’t hoped it would. Like I said, a play for time. A race against the clock. For everyone out in Tyre, the camp, and her, Ring-Wyrm — Wild-Flower — out there alone on the ice. Hell, even those Teutonic fucks battling the reaver horde. Below, a massive scrum formed, a mound of scuttling damned, clambering up and over one another as they clawed their way up the mast.

Jesus. Fucking. Christ.

A giant draugr reached up from beneath a wave of lesser dead, his long arm reaching, clawed and crooked.

Shit. I hadn’t bought the time I wanted.

Certainly not the time I needed.

I felt them beneath, tremors on a distant horizon, climbing up, their claws thunking into mast, puncturing the crow’s nest walls as they crawled under, out, up. Fox-fire eyes blazed over the edge. All-Father’s Oath. I swung, taking one’s skull off, clove into another, splitting it down the middle. A shower of bone dust coated my tongue, and I spat prickly grit, wiped it off on the back of my arm.

And that was it.

My task.

My life.

My toil.

I swung and I cut and I stabbed and I thrust. A never-ending game of rip the next weed rising, and one was always popping up, tangling over, grasping, clawing, biting. I fought through a haze, acting on instinct and muscle memory rather than any concerted plan. And Yolanda grew heavier with each swing. Each chop. My arms more dead. More numb.

Hack and slash, hack and slash, hack and slash.

Simple as anything, but simple never meant easy.

Just one more...

One more...

And then I faltered, I fumbled, I fell.

I ripped Yolanda sparking off a draugr great helm and cut halfway into the mast, fell to a knee, couldn’t rise, couldn’t move, had no rational thought. Somehow, I drew a dagger, a heavy chopper, slung it with all my might as a trio crawled into my nest. I struck a fucker solid. A blow that would’ve decapitated a man. Any man. It ricocheted off, out of my hand, flying off and into the night.

Drowning in a sea of draugr.

Not the swansong I’d choose to sing.

Draugr seized me from before and behind. One gripped my mail shirt, frost biting, spreading like plague, then with a simple tug, ripped it rotten. The cold air robbed my breath as I struggled, trembled, bound by bone and sinew, claw and horror, fear and agony. Fox-fire eyes bloomed from all quarters. I whimpered and moaned and sputtered as bone claws plunged toward my chest, stiletto talons piercing skin, puncturing muscle, scraping past bone.

I clamped my eyes shut, screaming silence as the world shifted, shook, shattered.
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...suffered the slaughter of conquest. I slew four of the iron-men with my bare-hands, slew them with a ravenous glee I had never before possessed.

Yet still, there were too...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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EVERYTHING HURT...

Everything.

I blinked, groaned, stiffened at the pain burning my chest, the pounding in my skull, the cold lancing agony knifing up my leg, radiating like a jagged ice shard up through my calf. Thought I was in Hell. Finally. Knew I was topping Lucifer’s short list. My breath misting told otherwise. Jesus. I rolled over. The sky above shone a burning blue. The dirt I lay half-buried in? A mottled grey.

Bits and pieces of armor lay scattered around me. An old bronze tartar helm, burnished to hell and back again. Some teeth and a shield. An old greened copper necklace sporting a cameo of some dame no doubt popular with the lads round Caesar Augustus’ rule.

The crow’s nest lay around me, shattered, wooden shards scattered across the ice. Rigging and mast fragments and flotsam from the Bacchanalian Song, lying on its side, a hollow shell of a wreck, its hull busted open, deck collapsed concave in the black ice.

I spat, hacked, shivered.

It wasn’t dirt I lay in.

Was covered in.

That coated the inside of my mouth.

It was ash.

Bone ash scattered in swathes across the ice. Dead men erased from existence. Silhouettes. Shadows painted in vestigial death.

A giant shirt of rotten hide and rusted mail sized for the likes of King Grogoldr lay alongside me. Glutted full of ash. Yolanda lay buried through the eye-slit of a helm the size of my torso. She alone lay unsullied, gleaming in the morning sun.

“How about that...?” I collapsed back, looking at the sky, smiling.

Smiling cause I could hear my voice. Could hear birds chirping, perched in the cogs’ tangled rigging. The creak of wood planks yawning in the wind. And voices. I heard voices off in the distance, a discordant mass of chatter borne on blessed wind. Wincing, cursing, I struggled to my knees, disentangled myself from a long length of tarred rigging, flipped it aside. A wave of nausea struck, and I steadied myself, waited for it to pass.

After I puked, it finally did.

I looked out over the razed village of Tyre, or what was left of it.

“Bloody hell.” Literally, not figuratively. Just a couple of outhouses and one barn wall that, through some miracle of engineering, remained upright. The camp beyond and Teutonic fort were in a similar state. But amongst the haze and horror, folk were repurposing, rebuilding, regathering.

“Jesus Christ...” I was starting to like the sound of my own voice. For once. Don’t realize how much you take things for granted and all that.

I levered Yolanda free of the rusted ogre helm. Took some doing, but I drew her free King Arthur style after more moaning and groaning than a block’s worth of leper asylums. I staggered onward, closing my cloak over the five puncture wounds to my chest, blocking them from my mind. The pain in my foot, though? Like a dagger stabbed up through the arch, worse with each step.

But I could walk. Or limp. After a fashion.

So I gimped my way through Tyre.

A woman stood watching, one kid balanced on a hip, another gripped tight in hand. She wore no expression. No anger. No fear. No accusatory glare. Just dead-heavy apathy. I thought it generous in the extreme. Though they might not’ve been the only survivors of their own little piece of heaven, I saw no other souls til I hit camp.

The Moveable Feast had moved. Or scattered. Most of it, anyway. The bar stood but was a charred husk. A few barrels, one intact table, an old codger laid out in the center of the floor, chin up, beard wisping softly in the wind, an empty flagon in hand.

“Worse ways to go, old-timer.” I kicked one of the barrels. Empty.

Fuck.

As were the rest.

No sign of Lonn or Kelman.

Or anyone.

I limped onward, found Father Salien’s book-wagon a smoldering husk right where I’d left it. I breathed a sigh of relief. Karl sat on the ground, leaning against a rock, shaving down the new haft already gracing his thane-axe. A makeshift tent of barrel walls and canvas tarp breathed behind as the wind changed directions.

“Glad you didn’t stress yourself searching for me.”

Karl brandished his new axe. “Priorities.”

“Fair enough.” I glanced down at the axe haft. “Tent pole?”

Karl glared up through one eye. “Yar.”

“How’s she feel?”

“Heft’s still off.” Karl continued shaving. “Not where she needs to be.”

“A fine piece of wood.”

“Yar, well, you’d know.”

I let it slide, broke loose a grin, couldn’t help myself. “I missed you.”

“Can’t be alone fer one night?”

“Without my bedtime story...?” I pouted.

“Hrrm.” Karl grimaced. “I’ll tell ye one’ll keep ye awake for ages.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I’ve one myself.” I glanced at the tent. “You made your own little fort.”

“It’ll keep me dry. What’s with the fur coat?” Karl nodded at my torn mail shirt, my bare chest, my bare, manly chest, hair dancing in the wind. “Trying to drive all the priest-folk wild?”

“Just playing the numbers at this point.”

“Grimnir’s spear.” Karl shook his head, kept shaving. “Thought ye was dead, lad...”

“Yeah.” I adjusted Yolanda. “Even fucked that up.”

“Ye do specialize in failure.”

“If you ever need a wrong done right...”

“Yer the man.”

“I am the man. And thanks for agreeing so quickly.”

“Anytime.”

I nodded at the wagon husk at his back. “You the new librarian?”

“Figured on a new job.”

“Oh? A new business venture?” I said. “Does it concern kindling or wiping arse?”

“Kindling.” Karl shook his head. “Fuckers can wipe their own arses.”

“Sounds grand. Any books left? Anything left?”

“Nar.” Karl shook his head while I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d suffer no love lost over De Vermis Mysteriis, that was certain. Or Piers Plowman. “Poked through a bit. But books...”

“They do burn exquisitely.”

Karl’s eyes narrowed. I knew he didn’t ken what ‘exquisitely’ meant, and he was too salty to ask a shite like me. “What truly happened?” He pointed at my chest.

“Old Ring-Wyrm and me? Had a little tryst late last night. Fell in love.” Gingerly, I patted my chest. “Damn near broke my heart.”

“Hats off to low standards.”

“Those are the women I traffic with.”

“Hrrm...” Karl gripped his axe in two hands, feeling the heft, the weight, the grip. I shook my head. This was just the preliminary stage. He’d be at it, shaving it down, then sanding it, then wrapping and re-wrapping it for nigh on the next two or three months, til he had it just where he wanted it.

“See Father Salien?” I gazed towards the horizon. Jesus. Realized it wasn’t morning. It was afternoon, late afternoon. The sun’d be setting in an hour, give or take.

“Nar.” Karl studied the head of his thane-axe and switched his grips smoothly, then switched them again, nodding in mounting approval. “Good chance he’s dead.”

“Fair enough, but even so...”

“Hrmm...” Karl cocked his head toward the remnants of the fort. “Lotta folk gathering in what’s left o’ the Teutonic square. Gathering what stores are left. Thinking o’ grabbing some grub now that ye ain’t croaked.”

My stomach growled. “Maybe he’s there.”

“He the one?” Karl caught something in my voice. “For sure?”

I nodded toward the charred husk of Father Salien’s book-wagon. “You found nothing?”

“Nar. You?”

“Yeah, a spike. A silver one.”

I realized Karl hadn’t seen it. We’d been attacked by the draugr before he’d had a chance.

Karl retested the edge of his favorite implement of destruction.

“In a hollowed-out book.”

“Another use fer ‘em.”

“Yeah. Only found one, but looked like there could’ve been a bunch. And Otto’d found five.”

“Hrrm...” Karl looked toward the lake.

“Yeah, hrrm...” I drew Yolanda, singing free in the afternoon sun, “exactly what I was thinking.”

Karl levered himself up and shouldered his axe. “We going?”

“Yeah. Sure.” I hobbled round the circumference of the wagon. “Just want a quick gander first. See if I missed anything.” And so I did. But I hadn’t.
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...iron-men’s chieftain, Blood-Mane. I spat in his face for the crimes he had...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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WORD WAS, MARSHAL EMERIC was dead. Wasn’t much beyond that. They said the reavers got him in their attack. They said he’d taken an arrow through the eye. Or a sword to the gut. They said his chest’d been burst open by one of those skeletal horrors. But then, they said a lot.

“Ye gonna make it?” Karl rumbled over his shoulder. For once, he was outstripping me on those squat, trollish legs.

Cursing him rotten, I hobbled harder to keep up, plodding along gimp-wise, rubbing my chest, wincing, whining.

“Hurry the fuck up, Susan.” Karl scratched his beard, frowning me up and down. “Bastard’ll be croaked of old age by the time we get there.”

“Works for me.” I winced, gimping along.

“Odin’s eye,” Karl stood waiting for me to catch up, “ye’d give a club-footed leper a run fer his coin.”

“Oh yeah? See one around?” I paused, straightened, rubbed my aching leg. “I’ll lap him twice, then kick his rotten arse for good measure.” I thumped my chest. “Like the god-damn hero of legend I am.”

“Hrrm...” Karl spat. “Yar. Rousing stuff.”

We made our way east toward the smashed-open battlements of the Teutonic fort. Swathes of charred tent lay in a grid making the tundra ground look like nothing so much as a great chess board, windswept in smudged blacks and slathered greys. I bore no illusions concerning our position on said board. If it came to it, we’d be making short sorties at forty-five degree angles before being sacrificed summarily.

“What are they serving?” I huffed. “Roast duck...? Caviar? Goose liver pate?”

“Nar and huh? And what?”

“Forget it.” I hobbled along toward the sound of folk congregating in the distance. It was a good sound.

A great fire blazed amid the remnants of the square, over the spot where Wild-Flower’d been imprisoned. Her gaol’d been broken down, busted up, its wooden parts used for fuel. Folk huddled wide-eyed and as close to the flames as possible. I swallowed hard, dry, glanced around, searching for prying eyes and murderous intent. I felt suddenly naked. Had someone seen me break Wild-Flower out? Were the Teutonics still searching for me despite the chaos?

“Got something itching yer mind?” Karl grumbled.

“Yeah.” I pulled my hood further down as a squad of Grey-Mantles marched past.

“Never said how Ring-Wyrm escaped her cage.”

“Yeah. You’re right.” I watched them pass. “I never did.”

Karl scratched his beard, snorted, hocked a wad.

“Better late than never,” I said.

“Maybe...”

A line of folk jutted out and around the square, all leading towards a series of wagons stationed yonder. Atop the foremost wagon, a bedraggled bloke stood, waving his arms. “Folk! We’re out of food! Out of provisions! W-We have no more! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

The folk in line as one lowered their heads. Not a one in this long serpent of dejected humanity, this avatar of defeat, raised a fist, a voice, a murmur of malcontent. The line simply disintegrated, its defined existence blurring as folk dispersed like mist evaporating under the morning sun.

Karl nodded off towards the north. “I’ll take a gander round the edges, starting east.” He grimaced down at my bad foot. “Maybe best if ye plant yerself outta the way.” The Grey-Mantles marched off into the burgeoning dark. “Their way. Keep an eye skinned and yer mug down.”

“Yeah. Sounds good. Meet you back round Father Salien’s wagon,” I said. “Or what’s left of it.”

Folk scattered in every direction, some with firm purpose, a mind to scrounging a place to lay their head, recoup, recalculate, to set their minds at ease, if only for a night. Others meandered lost, bereft of path, plan, or objective. Hoping to simply find a place to hunker down out of the wind. Hoping the cold might them with its hard promise of incremental oblivion.

And it would.

Can always count on cold.

Karl stomped off north, shouldering through folk, and disappeared.

Darkness settled as I hobbled back through the masses, “Excuse me,” using Yolanda in her scabbard as a walking stick. “Pardon...” As the torched remnants of Tyre loomed dark in the distance, a crowd gathered round Father Salien’s wagon, “Holy mother of...” and around Father Salien himself.

“Easy now, good people. Good folk.” Father Salien stood atop his charred wagon wreckage amidst the small crowd, adjusting his glasses. “I’ve a little more bread to share. Please, please be patient. Gather your young ones forth, and I shall give those families what I have.”

I felt eyes on me and turned.

It was Karl. “Found him, eh...?”

“Always the last place you look.”

“Wasn’t it the first?”

“Jesus, you gotta ruin everything?”

Karl scowled and spat. “What a right old bastard.”

“Yeah. Offering succor to the hungry? The needy? The poor? Can barely stand it myself.”

“Want to end him now,” Karl fingered the blade of his thane-axe, “or give it a stretch?”

I glanced toward the man giving away the last of his possessions to the ones most in need. “Let’s give it a stretch.”

Long after the sun’d set and cold’d dug its claws in, when the last bit of hard-tack’d been doled out, Father Salien collapsed in a heap across an empty crate. He held his hands over a small fire, his glasses hiding his eyes, reflecting the flickering orange light.

“Where’d you stash the hard-tack?” I hobbled towards the light.

“Eh...? Oh!” Father Salien clutched his chest. “Sir Luther, you startled me.” He levered himself to his feet and rushed forth, taking my hand and pumping it. “I’m so glad you survived. So many did not. And Goodman Karl! It brings me...” He wiped his eyes. “The two of you are a balm for mine tired eyes. So much sorrow, so much grief, so much—”

“You hide it like you hid the spikes, Father?” I asked.

“Eh...?” Father Salien craned forward, cupping an ear. “Forgive me, the what...?”

“The spikes. The silver spikes I found hidden in your wagon. The silver spikes used to summon those things, those demons, those barrow-wight fuckers. Draugr. I found the hollowed-out book in your wagon. Had a silver spike hidden in it. One of the same spikes found in the footprints of the dead Komtur, the dead Coin-Master, and all the rest.”

“Silver spikes and a hollowed out...?” Father Salien fingered his lip, eyebrows scrunched together. “Sir Luther, I’ll have you know—” His eyes went wide, and he stiffened as though struck. “Oh... Oh my goodness. Oh no.” He slumped. “For-Forgive my impertinence, Sir Luther. And you, too, Goodman Karl. You ... you found them. The spikes and ... and the book used to...” He adjusted his glasses, then his robe. “I ... I shall deign to accompany you.”

“Good.” Dagger drawn, I gripped him by the elbow, forcing him along. “Let’s take a little stroll. Nice and easy, Father.”

Karl trudged along behind.

“Oh dear...” Father Salien glanced as we marched away from the Teutonic fort. “Y-You’re not going to deliver me to the Teutonics?”

“Fuck those pricks,” Karl spat.

“I must concur with my esteemed colleague,” I said. “We’re gonna have a little chat first. See where we stand.”

“Eh ... oh.” Father Salien managed a nod. “I don’t suppose it matters, eh? Ulp. One sharp blade’s as good as another, or as bad ... as it were.”

“Over here, Father. This way.” I led him past the charred skeleton of his old wagon, through the ruins of Tyre, to a copse of stunted trees seated bent along the shore. A sad little glade that’d somehow avoided the conflagration. About as private as possible, given the circumstances.

Father Salien stumbled along in a fugue, dumbstruck, destitute, delirious. He glared back wide-eyed over his shoulder.

I shoved him along. “How’s that axe coming?”

Karl grunted something made me think it’d make papa proud.

“I want answers,” I said.

An icy gale blew off the lake. Father Salien stood there, a shivering silhouette in the lantern light, head down, picking at the fringe of his worn cloak. “Gentlemen, forgive me, I ... I know not what to say. For the deaths of the Teutonic Lords, I—”

“I don’t give a bloody fuck.” Karl spat on the ground, gave me a glare.

I met it pound for pound.

“I don’t give a shit about the Teutonics, either,” I said. “Could be a thousand reasons. The Komtur? The Coin-Master? The rest? All a bunch of genocidal maniacs rationalizing hard and long on acts of providence. Manifest Destiny. Glory of God. Far as I’m concerned, they got what was coming to them. Only bone I’ve got to pick? Should’ve been done sooner.”

Karl nodded slowly.

“Take a walk.” I patted Yolanda, snug in her sheathe. “I’ll get this.”

Karl grumbled, nodded, melted off into shadow.

“But last night?” I throttled the dagger. “Them pouring up out of Lake Golgotha? Place of Skulls? Jesus. Lot of folk got caught between the hammer and anvil. Those the draugr didn’t slaughter the reavers did. And vice versa.”

“G-Golgotha ... the Place of Skulls.” Father Salien blanched.

“I’m guessing the lake’s had its share of battles, yeah? Reavers, knights, giants. Everyone from here to Caesar. Figure the whole fucking lake’s a giant barrow. But then, you already knew, yeah?” I tested the edge of my blade. “They still don’t have a count of the dead. How many were slaughtered. Common folk. Small-folk. Folk just looking for their next meal. A place to live, survive, where the boot on their neck’s not like to stifle them dry. Fools for hoping, maybe, but they didn’t deserve it. Not all of them.”

Father Salien bit his trembling lip.

“Mind telling me, why them?” I asked. “One last confession?”

Father Salien’s head drooped and for a long while, he stood silent, slumped, wringing his hands.

“Father...?”

“Why them...?” Father Salien shook his head slowly. “I ... I lost control.”

“I’m shite as a justiciar. Always was. But you understand you can’t not pay for this?”

“Y-Yes, I understand, Sir Luther.”

“You understand the only way I’m getting back in their good graces, only way I’m walking out of here without a target gracing my back, only way I’ll sleep again’s if I bring you in, yeah?” I drew Yolanda. “You or your head.”

Father Salien peeked up, twitched a trembling nod. “I ... I, forgive me. Forgive me for the horrors I have inflicted upon these ... these poor, innocent folk.” Despite the cold, sweat beaded on his forehead. “Sir Luther, you ... you were once a king’s justiciar.”

“Once...”

“And I suppose you were schooled in such matters as, ahem, ex-execution.”

“Head of the class, Father.”

“I ... I don’t think I could stand torture...”

“No one can. Not for long.”

“I don’t think I could stand even a short period.” Father Salien forced a smile. “W-Would you do it, then? Could you make it quick...? Could you make it ... p-painless?”

“Can do my best.”

“And ... and how does one go about all this, my good lad? Forgive me, my legs, they won’t stop shaking.” Father Salien smoothed out his robe. “Shall I stand or ... or shall I kneel?”

I brandished both sword and dagger. “Dealer’s choice, Father.”

“Forgive me, just the thought of...” Father Salien glanced away, blanching, rubbing his sternum. “Might there be some other way?” He swallowed, steadied his trembling lip, nodded at the dagger in my hand. “Perhaps a quick slit across the wrist? A momentary pain before the onset of oblivion? W-Would that not suffice?”

I sniffed, scratched my beard, shrugged. “Dead’s dead, Father. So sure. Why not?”

“Please, might I sit...?” Father Salien winced, easing himself toward a log. “Could... Could you lend me a hand? These old knees...”

“Yeah. Sure.” I sheathed Yolanda, gripped his hand and arm, felt him tremble, and levered him down.

Father Salien patted his knees, took a deep breath, nodded to himself. “I think that shall suffice.” Meticulously, he began rolling up his sleeve, exposing the pale withered flesh beneath. “Here, Sir Luther.” He offered his arm. “Would it stretch your kindness were I to ask to do so myself?”

I flipped the dagger, caught it, considered. “You a knife-master by any chance?”

“I ... I’m afraid not.”

“Even so, don’t want my gravestone etched in regret.” I laid its edge cold against his thin wrist. “Any last words, Father? Not that there’s anyone round worth hearing ‘em.”

“I think you sell yourself short, Sir Luther. You’re a better man than you let on.”

“I’m a murderer, Father.”

“I would have liked to have seen the great cathedral of Esdraelon.” Father Salien glanced up at the night sky, pursed his lips, and twitched a nod. “Forgive me, father, for I have sinned. How are those for last words?”

“They’ll do.”

“Alright then,” Father Salien twitched a nod, “I ... I suppose I’m ready. The sky looks beautiful tonight, does it not?”

“Better than the Cathedral of Esdraelon, Father.”

A quick nick, and the world ran red.
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...scrambling through their claustrophobic camp, their tupiks rising, blotting out the sun, the sky. I howled at the rise of the moon as they dragged me back to Blood-Mane. I told him to rot in...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
[image: image]


“FATHER, NO!” SERGEANT Caerenin burst into the glade, shoving me aside to hover over Father Salien’s corpse. “Lord — Sir Luther — what have you done?”

“What had to be.” I stepped aside, wiped off my blade.

Trembling, Sergeant Caerenin glared at me, at Father Salien, then fell to his knees, pawing him over, finding the blood, still warm and sticky in the tundra grit, his slit wrist gaping open to the bone. It was no longer bleeding. Sergeant Caerenin glared up at the moon, stifling a curse, hands balled, trembling into fists.

“Your lords bade me find the Teutonic Lords’ killer.” I held out a hand. “Well, here he is.”

“You old fool,” Sergeant Caerenin clutched Father Salien’s hand, “you damned old fool...”

“Easy...” I had Yolanda out and singing pretty as a precaution before Sergeant Caerenin could turn, rise, which he did. But he did so slowly, woodenly, empty-handed. Didn’t reach for the war-hammer dangling at his right. Or the short blade at his left. He just stood there, looking down, shaking his head, trembling, tears falling like cold winter rain.

“Y-You closed his eyes...?”

I glanced down at Father Salien, if that was still even him. “Yeah.”

“Why?”

“He never did me any wrong.” I nodded toward Tyre, the camp. “More than a few out there, though...”

“And yet you killed him for it?”

“Executed,” I stood tall, inflated, defiant, then didn’t, and offered a tepid shrug, “but yeah.”

“A slit of the wrist...”

“You have eyes.”

“Aye. A kindness, then?” Sergeant Caerenin’s face was pale. “A mercy was it?”

“Dead’s dead, Sergeant.”

“Dead’s dead...” Sergeant Caerenin mumbled numbly as he smoothed out Father Salien’s robe. “Had ... Had he any last words?”

“Forgive me, father, for I have sinned.” I shifted off my aching foot. “Then something about the sky.”

“And by what right,” Sergeant Caerenin’s hands squeezed into fists, “whose authority did you execute him?”

“Father Salien confessed to necromancy, the crimes, the killings, the Komtur Murders. What more’s any man need? You think your Teutonic Brethren had the right? You pissed they weren’t the ones wielding the blade? You think—”

“You hate us, don’t you?” Sergeant Caerenin glared up. “You hate the Brethren. You hate everything we stand for. Everything we do. Everything we are.”

“I don’t hate you. Or the dieners, those poor simple bastards. But the rest...? The White-Cloaks? The high and mighty Lords? The ones press-ganged me into servitude? The ones commandeered everything I had in this world? The ones did it on a whim and with bloody-fucking grins?” I nodded. “Yeah. They can all go to hell. All for the glory and honor of the one true God.”

Sergeant Caerenin glared up at the moon. “You truly think you hate the Brethren? Mother of mercy...” He shook his head slowly. “Try being one. Try existing under their rule. Try groveling on your belly as they grind their boot heel into the back of your neck, your spine, crushing you into dust. Try being the bastard son of some lowly priest. A good man, but...” He laid a hand upon Father Salien’s shoulder. “Try being a boy amongst men. And such men as these, such monsters as these.” Tears welled in his eyes but dared not flow. “Understand something, Sir Luther. You can never truly hate something until you fully understand it. Until you’ve walked a millennium in its shoes. Until you’ve suffered the horrors, the indignities...” The Sergeant ran a hand across his scalp. “Until you’ve taken part in them. And me...? I understand them. Mother of mercy, the things I’ve done. The trials and tribulations, the horrors and humiliations, the rationalizations. Heretic, infidel, Christian, it didn’t matter. Doesn’t matter. Won’t matter. Women, children, infants. What sins, what marks, had they against them?”

“Damned if I know.” I edged to my right.

“Just an accident of birth, of country, of place, of value, of...” Sergeant Caerenin grimaced, tears falling freely. “Nay, it doesn’t matter, not anymore. Father Salien confessed his guilt, you say? He confessed it before you?”

A creeping dread began radiating up through my aching foot, my leg, and further still, forging a path toward my heart. “Yeah, he did.”

“And you believed him?” Sergeant Caerenin crushed away his tears. “That man? That good man? The only good man I’ve ever known? And you did it bereft of any proof? Any evidence?”

“A man’s word? Under the circumstances?” I patted Yolanda. “The Damocles I had hanging? And I had proof. I found a Necromancy tome in his wagon. A hollowed-out book with a silver spike inside, a wrap to hold the rest. I found the five identical ones he drove into the footprints of the murdered lords, marking them for the draugr, marking them for murder.”

Sergeant Caerenin shook his head, muttering one word, “Langland...”

“Jesus Christ.” I blinked clear from a fugue. “It was you...”

“Aye, Sir Luther,” Sergeant Caerenin raised his hands empty to either side, “it was.”

I aimed Yolanda out at arm’s length, pointing for his throat. “Jesus.” Grinding my teeth. “Fuck!” Glaring down at Father Salien. “Why’d he confess? Why’d he—”

“He was my father, Sir Luther.” Sergeant Caerenin sniffed. “My mother passed not long after my birth. She was a nun. Disgraced, of course. He managed to place me in the Teutonic orphanage outside Caerenin, so he might have a hand in raising me. When I came of age, it was the Brethren or the copper mines. I thought this the better of two poor choices.” He tugged on his crossed tabard. “Now I wonder. Or, perhaps, I don’t.” He smoothed his father’s grey hair. “He was unaware of my crimes, or so I had thought. It was only happenstance that I found that tome. A loose board...” He stifled a shiver. “My father, he must have pieced it all together ... somehow.”

I seethed, hissed, howled. Fucking dolt! I’d tipped my hand. Given Father Salien just enough pieces to fill in the gaps. Figure out who’d done the killing before me. Figure out it was his son. Then protect him. Protect him with one final act. “He knew it was you in the end. He confessed to protect you. He gave his life.”

“Aye, Sir Luther, so it would seem.”

“What now, then?” I adjusted my grip on Yolanda. “You gonna come quietly?”

“Forgive me, Sir Luther.” Sergeant Caerenin slowly shook his head. “I hold you in esteem, truly I do, but there is more work yet to be done. And it is I who must do it.”

“You, huh?”

“Who else is there?”

“It’s a good question,” I said. “Another question. How’s it all work? The barrow-wights, the draugr, the murders. You hammer the spike into the footprint of the mark, yeah? And that night, a draugr comes up after them.”

“It exacts a toll, as does that cursed tome, but, aye, more or less, thusly are they summoned,” Sergeant Caerenin said. “Such is the way. They stalk their mark unerringly, though if someone should prove unlucky enough to stand between them and their prey...”

“So what the fuck happened last night?”

“Last night...?” Sergeant Caerenin glared out over the lake. “Last night, I fear I made a grave miscalculation regarding the efficacy of the ... the ritual.”

“Jesus Christ, you fear...?”

“The Lord forgive me, it proved too much.” The color drained from Sergeant Caerenin’s face. “Too much, but not enough, for that monster, Gaunt, yet draws breath. But I understand it now, wholly, and I ken its limitations, its precautions, its—”

“Yeah.” I laid the tip of Yolanda’s blade against the pit of his throat. “Sure you do. Only took the death of a hundred men, women, and children. Give or take.”

“It had to be done, it—”

“Why? Why now? Why here?”

“It was the final night of the reaver moon.”

“The last chance to foist the blame on savages, you mean?”

“The Brethren mean to slaughter them to a man, regardless, so what difference would it make? Now versus then? A matter of months, years, decades. We move inexorably onward.”

Jesus Christ, why was he making so much God-damned sense? “So what? You want me to just let you go?”

“And if I were to flee, do you believe yourself capable of catching me?” Sergeant Caerenin nodded down at my lame foot. I could barely stand, let alone walk, or, God forbid, run. “Would that it were not so, Sir Luther. As I said, I hold you in no small measure of esteem.” Sergeant Caerenin frowned up at the moon. “Would that you could offer me your forgiveness.”

“Forgiveness...?” I scoffed. “For what you’ve done?”

“Nay, Sir Luther,” Sergeant Caerenin shook his head, “for what I must now do.”

“Fuck your forgiveness,” I snarled, but no words came out. No sound. Only intention lost in a fog of dissipating mist.

Sergeant Caerenin gazed past me, out over the sheen of ice. A figure strode forth across it, a titan draugr looming above, a dented crown sitting crooked atop its cracked skull, great axe in hand, fox-fire blazing in its empty eyes.

“Forgive me, Sir Luther,” Sergeant Caerenin mouthed, crossing himself as the giant strode forth. Its great axe cut a furrow through the ice like a plow through sod.

I hobbled around to face it, drawing Yolanda overhead as it reached out for me, skeletal claws swooping like an eagle, knocking Yolanda flipping through the night. Another swipe and I hobbled, ducked, was blasted sideways against a tree. Nothing but constellations as I collapsed, legs splayed, head lolling, drooling, dazed.

Blinking back to focus, I recoiled as the titan-corpse lunged for me. Clamping my eyes shut, I blurted — Forgive me, Father, for I have — as a corpse wind ripped past my cheek.

The draugr hadn’t touched me.

Nothing had.

Huh...?

I cracked an eyelid as the draugr snatched Sergeant Caerenin, its bone-claws grasping his torso like the hilt of a blade. Squeezing him, throttling him, screaming silent, it bore him on high, casting aside that massive axe, thudding noiselessly, tremors vibrating beneath my feet, my legs, my back. Teeth bared, Sergeant Caerenin fought heedlessly, maniacally, fruitlessly, as the titan tore him apart, thrashing, beating, biting, limb by limb, as it trod back towards the ice.

As I watched, frozen, the ice shard burning from my foot up through my leg, reaching serpentine for my heart, abated. Instantly. Was gone. Gone as though it were never there.

Jesus Christ...

They were far out over the ice when I started at a noise, cast about for Yolanda, couldn’t find her, so drew a dagger.

“Hey fuck-face,” a voice growled.

I let loose a sigh, leaned back, melting to the earth.

It was Karl.

Beyond the circle of trees, he spat, bent over to one knee, his two hands gripping something wedged into the earth. Growling, he levered it back and forth, wiggled it around, tore it free. It was a silver spike. The silver spike I’d given to Sergeant Caerenin.

“Where’d you find it?” I asked.

“By Salien’s wagon. Pounded down into a footprint. One o’ yers. Fire loosened the ground. Fucker musta tailed ye. Watched ye close. Pounded it in.”

“How’d you know?”

“Hit me after I left.” Karl scowled, shaking his head at Father Salien’s corpse. “Been gimping like my dead grandma since ye come back. With no wound to show.”

“Well, thanks.”

Karl squinted at my face. “You alright?”

“I murdered a good man. An honest man.” I swallowed hard. “Jesus, the kind of man who...”

“Ain’t the first. Probably ain’t the last.” Karl brandished the gleaming spike. “Ken what I can buy with this fucker?”

“Plague, persecution, misery...” I stared off as the titan disappeared, sinking back through the ice of the black lake. “That’s all this camp’s got on offer.”

“Hrrm... Was hoping for whisky.”

“Whisky...” I leaned back, slumped, beat, broken. “Well, you find any kicking around, pour me a double.”
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Chapter 54.
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...severed both of my hands, Red-Mane demanded I repent, rescind, that I turn back from my pagan ways. He begged me, on hands and knees, to accept the dead flesh of his slaughtered-god. When I once again refused, he said though he sired me, I was no longer his daughter.

In that alone, were we both in agreement...

—Oral account of Eleanor Glynn Emeric; Lady of the Grey Waste

***
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A WARM BREEZE BLEW from the north as I hustled from the tavern. The warmth and glow of chatter and laughter throttled off as the door slammed shut, leaving me alone on the serpentine streets of Esdraelon. For two days running, we’d been hitting the outskirts, the markets, the taverns, searching for word of Benjamin ben Ari.

Karl’d drawn the short straw, an old mush-worn shack of a tavern sinking off on the fringes of the Hugen Fens. Me...? I’d drawn the Luck-Born Tavern, a well-traveled watering hole a short stroll off the main thoroughfare. Fast receding in the distance as I hustled on.

I’d finally garnered word.

Five months.

Five hundred miles.

A slick, young Hanseatic bravo deep in his cups’d slurred me a name and address. Wasn’t in the Jewish-Quarter like I’d assumed. Like any would’ve. But it wasn’t far from it, either. Just a few blocks shy of the town square. A church bell rang off to the east, near the docks. I took a right on Spear-Head Row, making my way along the city wall, the silhouette of some Teutonic guard standing watch above.

A sickle moon shone in the night sky.

I turned right onto Tanner Row.

I found Benjamin ben Ari’s house in short shrift, right where the young bravo’d said. And as luck would have it, a fella stood hunched at the front door, wiggling a key back and forth in the lock.

“Oy, there,” I called.

“Oy vey...” The fella stiffened, glared over his shoulder, regarded me above a pair of well-made ash-rimmed glasses. “Eh...?” He cleared his throat, coughed, squinted. “Pardon, good sir, but do I know you?”

“I’m guessing no.” I strode forth, weight I didn’t realize I was bearing shedding with each and every step. “The name’s Krait. Sir Luther Slythe Krait.”

The fella shifted uncomfortably, his mouth opening in reply, but he bit it back. Whatever it was. He bore a look about him reminded me of Abraham. Nothing obvious, but the way he stood, the way he squinted over his glasses, the way he pursed his lips in consternation, was fair close.

“Relax,” I raised my hands, “ain’t here to rob you.”

The fella still said nothing.

“Your name Benjamin ben Ari?”

“I...” The fella licked his lips. “I think it best you be getting on your way, good sir. It ... the hour is rather late, and I have much work yet to accomplish.”

“This is Tanner Row, yeah?” I glanced up at the house, down the street. “Sure as shit smells like Tanner Row.” I grinned, nodded, fanned a hand. “Number eleven, yeah?”

The fella twitched a wooden nod, as though someone with a knife at his spine bade him do so.

“I was told Benjamin ben Ari lives here. You saying you’re not him? I have some important news concerning his family.”

“Abraham...” The fella’s eyes went wide.

“Yeah, I—”

“Please...” The fella doffed his cap, clutched it to his chest, ambled down the steps. “Please, good — Sir Luther, was it?”

“Yeah.”

“You are mistaken, horribly, terribly mistaken.” Again, the fella glanced over his shoulder, then back. His eyes were screaming. “Best be on your way. Best for me, best for you, best for ... for everyone.” He cleared his throat, raised his voice. “Come see me at ... at the Bruegal Coin House tomorrow, the end of Butcher Row, during business hours. We’ll set you square.”

I paused, sniffed, grunted, “My mistake,” then turned on my heel and froze.

“Oy gevalt...” the fella moaned.

From either side, up and down the row, strode a trio of men. They strode with the calm assurance of blokes comfortable with the threat and application of extreme violence. A hulking brute lead the way on my left. A slender, bent fellow lead from the right. “Rough-looking fellows...” I murmured.

“Forgive me, Sir Luther,” the man moaned. “I ... I am he.”

“Nothing to forgive.”

“Please,” Benjamin ben Ari clutched my shoulder, “is Abraham alive? What of Ruth and the children—?”

The rough-looking fellows continued strolling, taking their time, making a show of it. There was nowhere to go. The slender fellow reminded me of someone — Christ — the Hanseatic bravo from the Luck-Born Tavern. “Your brother Abraham’s dead,” I said. “I’m sorry. So’s Ruth. So’s everyone except Sarah and Joshua.”

“Sarah and Joshua...?” Benjamin clutched at his own throat. “W-Where are they?”

“Best you don’t know,” I said, “if these’re who I think they are.”

“Please, I—”

“C’mon—” I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, whipped him around, dragged him backwards, stutter-fumbling up the stairs to his front door, booted it open, shouldered my way in and froze. “Bloody fucking hell...”

Three shadows stood in the room. They were armed. Of course. They were all armed. Footsteps crunched up the street from either direction. Calm. Cool. Collected. The door swung free, squeaking softly in the breeze. No point in closing it now.

“Need some oil for those hinges,” I said, drawing Yolanda, guiding Benjamin behind.

“Wouldn’t worry overmuch on it.” A spare, angular scarecrow of a shite oozed from the gloom, moving in close, a garish smile twisting up the corners of his maw. “Sir Luther Slythe Krait...” Scarecrow’s voice was a rasp, “been waitin’ an awful long while for you to show. Awful long. Lost you somewheres up the Abraxas. Been all over hell and half the empire looking. Waiting.”

“Fuck...” I said.

An understatement.

At the very least.

It was Slade Raachwald, the bastard who’d hounded me from Asylum.

“Was getting to fearing you might not show. And that just wouldn’t do.” Slade’s eyes flashed yellow as he withdrew a long blade, grinning wide all the while. “Lord Raachwald sends his regards.”

The End.
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