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The beginning of a beautiful relationship

There was a rustling of trees from overhead, and something suddenly dropped directly in front of me, landing in a crouch. It looked like a gargoyle come to life. Its nose and ears were pointed. It was wearing overlarge shoes, leggings, a loose shirt, and a conical hat perched atop its head. It was hard to tell how tall it was since it was so low to the ground, but I didn’t peg it as being more than three feet high. Still, one couldn’t judge how dangerous something was in Albion simply by its size, or lack thereof. Instantly, I started to reach for my pistol, not knowing what the thing in front of me was and not caring.

And then I stood there, stunned, my hand hovering over the butt of my pistol, because the thing opened its mouth and the voice of my “savior” emerged from it.

“Oh, we could be best friends,” it said, “if I liked people with arses for faces.” Then it nodded toward the pistol I was still reaching for but hadn’t quite gotten around to drawing. “Nice big weapon there. Compensating for something?”

“You’re what saved me?” I said, incredulous. “What are you?”

I had thought that it couldn’t have sounded more disdainful before. I was wrong. “Don’t you know anything, aside from how to make yourself an easy target? I’m a gnome, you ignorant twat.”
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To the fine folks at Microsoft 
who gave us Albion 
and all the adventures therein, 
with a particular tip of the sword to Gareth




An Explanatory Note

Fable is a game that is predicated on numerous choices that players can make. Consequently, no two playing experiences are ever alike, and the world of Albion is a highly individual one, unique to each player in some aspect or another.

 

In this novel, we have elected to give a window into one particular incarnation as it was left after the events of Fable III.

 

If your personal world of Albion happens to match up, then well-done you.

 

If you have already gone or (if you have yet to visit Albion) should happen to wind up eventually going in other directions, then that’s brilliant.

 

There is no absolute, one-size-fits-all incarnation of Albion, and—for the purpose of this tale—we simply present you with one version of the many that are available to you.




Chapter 1

My Reputation Precedes Me

IN MY DEFENSE, I HAD NO IDEA SHE WAS married.

Granted, I could have asked. I would have to think, though, that under such circumstances the responsibility to clarify one’s marital status certainly has to rest on the woman’s shoulders. As it turned out, the only thing resting on this particular woman’s shoulders were my calves, for we were somewhat entangled at the point when a loud banging resounded from the door. An angry male voice bellowed, “Jennifer!” He did not sound like he was going to be a good sport about the whole misunderstanding.

This entire business began, as such things typically do, in one of the main pubs in Bowerstone Market: the Cock in the Crown. The place got a bit bashed up during the calamitous battle with dark forces that you might  have heard about. Also, if you’re reading this narrative, then you certainly know that I, Ben Finn—adventurer, soldier of fortune, occasional thief—was instrumental in turning back a wave of evil that threatened to wash over the whole of Albion. Yes, yes, our ruler likewise had some small hand in stemming the tide. But you know what? This is my story, not our leader’s. When our illustrious ruler’s own memoirs are eventually made available to the public, you can read those as well and see whose tale is more convincing. Or, at the very least, the more entertaining.

I was relaxing in a corner of the pub, contemplating all that had happened recently, and all that was going to be happening, and regrettably not having a good deal of luck with the latter. I have many great and remarkable attributes, but planning for an extended future is not one of them. There are wonders galore in Albion, with lands of intrigue and amazement, but life can be harsh, unfair, and tragically short. To people such as Heroes, how they live that life is extremely important. They have deeply rooted philosophies about how their deeds or misdeeds shape them and affect their lives. Do not misunderstand : I have as much respect for the rapidly dwindling, nearly nonexistent profession of Hero as anyone else. Yet I am sometimes forced to wonder about the benefits of being a Hero, or even a fundamentally decent person. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but random monsters and dark forces beyond mortal ken tend to snuff out both the virtuous and the vice-ridden in equally random measure.

Which is a roundabout way of saying that making long-term plans seems to be an utter waste of time when one has no idea what will constitute the long term. Why worry about the future? The future invariably holds our deaths in some way, shape, or form, so it’s far wiser to live for the moment.

I beg your indulgence for my rambling and happenstance style. I am something of a vagabond by trade, so it’s only natural that my recollections and ruminations tend to wander as readily as my feet.

So: the girl. Jennifer by name, which you should remember if you were paying the least bit of attention. Full, curvaceous, and load-bearing hips, and breasts stretched tight under her blouse in a way that indicated they were happy to see me. I eventually got around to inspecting her face. Most men tend to study the face first, then inspect the body. I say more fool them. If the girl has a pleasing face but an unappealing body, there’s nothing you can do about it. If, on the other hand, the reverse is true, well, that’s why the gods invented dim lighting.

Fortunately, Jennifer’s face, while not likely to win any beauty contests, was appealing enough. It was melonround, pale, and freckled, and topped with a mountain of red hair. I like redheads. They’re often as fiery as the color of their tresses suggests, and they’re far fewer in number than other women. She also had a come-hither look in her brown eyes as she sashayed over to my table and asked coquettishly if the seat opposite me was taken.

I gestured toward it invitingly, and she didn’t sit so much as insinuate herself into it. There was no doubt in  my mind what she was interested in, and I was quite confident that I would be perfectly happy to provide it on an as-needed basis, completely gratis. Indeed, it is pretty much the only one of my services for which I do not charge. One must be charitable.

It was not as if we immediately sprinted off somewhere and did the deed. Even though the conclusion was foregone, there was still the verbal dance to be done. She asked about my life story. I provided an extremely abbreviated version since it is so laced with tragedy that it is unlikely to put any save the most morbid of women in the mood for horizontal congress. I confined myself to the highlights: a soldier of fortune who struck out at a young age, armed with only his wits and a remarkable ability to hit whatever targets he was aiming at even should they be at distances unattainable for other marksmen. I described in short, quick strokes how I had encountered our noble ruler during a time of trial, and how our paths had continued to intertwine until they ultimately converged in Bowerstone for the great and terrible battle that had raged through the city.

“You were involved in that?” Her eyes were wide and limpid. Had I told her that I was actually an enchanted frog disguised as a man, I could not have prompted a response of greater amazement.

“I was indeed,” I said, gesturing for the serving girl’s attention and raising two fingers to indicate that both the lady and I desired to imbibe. Jennifer had not actually asked for it, but smiled gratefully when a mug frothing with ale was placed in front of her. How considerate a fellow was I.

I described in great, excessive, and partly true details all that had transpired during that frightful war in the streets of Bowerstone. She admitted to witnessing exactly none of it, which was fine since that meant I could embellish details as I saw fit. Not that it really required all that much embellishing considering the horrifically evil forces that had been arrayed against us that day.

She listened to my detailed description of all that had transpired, wide-eyed and rapt and drinking her ale. When she lowered the mug, she had a small mustache composed of foam. I reached over and wiped it off with my finger. Her skin was soft, and it was as if there was a quick spark, like lightning, between the two of us.

“I am ashamed, sir,” she said softly.

“Ashamed? Why ashamed?”

“Because while you were out there in streets running red with the blood of brave men, I was hiding under my bed with my hands clasped over my ears. I am ashamed because I was so cowardly that I don’t feel as if I deserve to be in the presence of one so great.”

“If I only kept company with those who deserved to be in my presence, I’d spend the majority of my life alone.”

She laughed at that. “You are utterly charming,” she said.

We were like-minded in that regard. We were able to agree on how marvelously charming I was.

She leaned forward, and there was the invitation in her voice that we had both known was inevitable from the moment she had shown up. “Would you like to see where I hid?”

“Under the bed, you mean?”

She nodded.

“Under the bed would be fine,” I said, “for a start.”

She nodded again as a slow and slightly tipsy smile spread across her face.

The girl took my hand as I tossed an arbitrary amount of money on the table to cover the bar tab. I hoped it was the correct amount and honestly wouldn’t have cared if it wasn’t. Ben Finn may be many things, but first and foremost he’s someone who can keep his priorities in order.

We left the bar, and she nuzzled her head against my arm, laughing lightly every so often. She interlaced her fingers with mine and kept telling me how strong I clearly was, and how manly, and how thrilled she was to have met me. I tried to remain humble in the face of such excessive adoration, but it was not an easy thing.

Her abode was a small apartment situated over a millinery shop. The ale seemed to be having its way with her, as I was anticipating doing. There were stairs up a side entrance that led to her apartment, and she half pulled, half dragged me after her. “Fear not, dear, I’m right behind you,” I assured her. “Wouldn’t want to miss seeing a thing.”

“Oh, don’t worry, you won’t,” she said, and giggled yet again. If she continued to giggle, she was going to start  sounding like a schoolgirl to me, and that wasn’t something I was especially looking forward to. I prefer women to girls. They know more, and you don’t have to waste your time providing instructions, road maps, or diagrams.

She let me into her apartment, locking the door behind us. It was a fairly simple affair: a small sitting room, a kitchen, and a doorway that led to the bedroom. I’ll say this for her: She got right to the point, dragging me into the bedroom while still producing that same annoying giggle. I knew I was going to have to tune it out as best I could as I got down to business.

The clothes began to fly, and in short order there was something in the air, namely her legs. She was, to understate it, extremely receptive. But before I could put her on the receiving end, there was a sudden but firm banging at the door.

“Whoever it is,” I whispered in her ear, my thoughts still occupied with animalistic longing, “tell him to go away.”

Instead of doing as I said, she placed her hand firmly against my face and pushed. Off balance as I was, I tumbled backwards and hit the floor with a very loud thud. Her eyes were wide with concern, and she said with quiet franticness, “It’s my husband!”

“Your what now?”

“Go! Grab your pants and go!”

I grabbed my trousers out of the pile of clothes and yanked them on, still trying to put together what in the world was going on. The pounding at the door was becoming more insistent. “But you never said—”

“No time! Out the window!”

“But . . .” The rest of my clothes, not to mention my belongings, were still scattered around.

Wasting no time, she shoved everything else under the bed. “Go! Go!” she said in a frantic whisper. “I’ll meet you back at the pub and return everything!”

Automatically, I turned toward the window, but then something clicked over in my mind. “Waaaiiit a minute.”

“We don’t have time to wait a minute! Hurry!”

I turned toward her with a ready smile. “Oh, but what’s the hurry?” I said. “I think I’d actually like to meet the lucky fellow who calls you ‘wife.’ I bet it’ll be a fun conversation.”

Her eyes widened, her eyebrows arched so high that they seemed ready to crawl up and over the back of her head. “Are you out of your mind?! Are you stupid?”

“No, but you obviously think I am.” I shook my head in disgust. “Here’s something I didn’t actually get around to telling you: I don’t have the world’s most pristine background. I’ve done my share of thievery and perpetrated quite a few scams in my lifetime. There’s no voice coming from the other side.” And I pointed to the door where the banging was still sounding. “That’s not your husband. That’s your accomplice. Probably a woman because, if it was a man, he’d be bellowing in order to add some urgency to the threat. So it’s pretty obvious that—”

The pounding abruptly stopped, which said to me that whoever was on the other side had heard me. No reason for her (I was assuming it was a her for the reasons I’d mentioned above) not to have heard me since I  was making no attempt to keep my voice down at that point. My smile widened and became even more smug.

Then I heard a rough male voice approaching. Someone was coming up the stairs and speaking at the same time. “Meg!” he said with a growl. “Why the hell are you banging on my door? If Jennifer’s not home, then she’s not home!”

“Oh no,” Jennifer said, and the difference between her acting scared and genuinely being scared was pretty obvious. The truth was that she was, in retrospect, a fairly lousy actress. She’d been doing her best to manufacture concern over being discovered when it had simply been this “Meg” doing the banging. Her reaction, however, was night and day. She was back to whispering, not because she was trying to feign fear but because her throat had obviously constricted. All the blood had drained from her face; you can’t fake going deathly pale. Her hands were shaking. Whatever turn this whole business had taken, it was one she hadn’t been prepared for. “He . . . he wasn’t supposed to be back . . . not for . . .”

“Jennifer!” I heard the clicking of a key in the lock. The bolt turned, and the door started to open, but then it banged to a halt as the upper chain latch snapped tight. “Jennifer, are you in there? What’s going on? This is ridiculous!”

Her voice strangled, she looked to me with total panic. “He was supposed to be out on maneuvers! He was . . . I don’t . . . he . . .” Her body seized up. Beyond shaking like a virgin on her wedding night, she clearly had no idea what to do.

I, for my part, did. I dove under the bed, grabbing at my belongings, and yanked out my pistol from my effects just as the door burst open, the chain snapping off with a sound like a rifle shot.

A very large soldier was standing in the doorway. He had broad features and a black, bristling mustache that seemed to have a life of its own. His uniform was stained with dirt, and there was a backpack slung half-off his shoulders. Clearly, this was a man who had, just as advertised, been out on maneuvers. The poor bastard was obviously looking forward to coming home, washing the dirt from his tired and battered body, and maybe having a nice lay with his wife before collapsing into a welldeserved coma.

Fortunately, he had no weapon in his hands. His rifle was nearby, leaning upright against the wall of the hallway where he’d rested it. I had a brief glimpse of a raventressed wo man—the mysterious Meg, no doubt—bolting down the stairs, casting a quick glance behind her as if to have a final glimpse of the disaster she had left in her wake.

Seeing me with my pistol pointed squarely at him, the soldier reflexively started to reach for the rifle.

The cocking of a trigger makes a sound like none other in the world. It commands immediate attention and typically freezes all movement. If anyone was going to have respect for that distinctive noise, it was going to be a soldier, and this fellow was no exception. His hand froze mere inches away from his rifle. He stayed in exactly that position, hand outstretched, while appraising me in the way one typically assesses a threat. I could see that he was studying my aim, whether my hand was steady, whether it looked like I knew my way around a weapon or just happened to carry one around on the off chance someone might be thinking about killing me. In short, he was weighing the odds of his getting to his rifle, aiming, and firing before being the recipient of a bullet in return.

“Don’t,” was all I said, but really the word was just for additional emphasis. Our eyes had locked, and the looked that passed between the two of us spoke volumes. My single utterance was not a plea for mercy, and he knew it. It was a monosyllabic warning to him that, if he tried it, he was likely going to die doing so. At the very least, he was going to wind up with a bullet in him.

Very slowly, he withdrew his hand from anywhere near the gun. He straightened up and squared his shoulders. This was a proud man; I almost felt sorry for him.

“Very wise,” I said in regard to his decision not to try and arm himself.

“Keep your compliments to yourself.” His gaze flickered from me to his petrified wife, then back to me. “What the hell are you doing here? Aside from the obvious.”

“The obvious isn’t all that obvious,” I said. I uncocked the trigger as a sign of good faith, but I kept my gun leveled on him. “Your lovely wife here approached me at the pub for a little tête-á-teat, but it’s not for the reason you think, or for that matter the reason I thought. The dearly, departed Meg—?” And I nodded in the general  direction in which the other girl had fled. “The two of them were working together. It’s a nice little scam. Jennifer brings a guy up here, things begin getting heated, then Meg starts banging at the door, the poor sap panics, and he climbs out the window without his purse or other belongings. Then Jennifer and Meg divvy up the money and sell off the possessions for additional funds, while the poor sap is just happy to get out with his skin intact. That’s basically the extent of it, isn’t that right, Jennifer?”

She didn’t reply. She didn’t have to. The way her gaze turned down to the floor spoke volumes.

“You bitch!” the soldier said with a snarl. His mustache was bristling even more, as if it was about to leap from his face and assault her itself. “How dare you—? I’m out serving our ruler, trying to keep Bowerstone safe from things you can’t even imagine . . . and this is how you repay me?”

“I think it was more about paying herself than—”

He looked at me with cold fury. Apparently his anger had cleansed him of his previous wisdom over not trying anything aggressive with me. “Keep your opinions to yourself. Otherwise, I’m going to take that thing away from you and shove it up your ass.”

“I’ll put a bullet through your eye before you take a step.”

“You’d try.”

“I’d succeed.”

“You’d be surprised,” he said, “how a case of nerves can throw off a man’s aim. How having an angry, trained  soldier coming right at him can shatter his nerves. It’s easy to talk about shooting out eyes when nobody is charging you. I bet your aim won’t be as steady as all that.”

“You’ll lose that bet. I always hit whatever I’m aiming at.”

“Hah!” The soldier sneered at that. It was obvious to me that the one he really wanted to tear into was Jennifer, but she was his wife, and I was a stranger, so naturally I was likelier to be the target of his ire. “Who do you think you are? Ben Finn?”

I shouldn’t have lowered the gun, I admit it. But I was so stunned by his words that I allowed my arm to drop to the side. It was unforgivably sloppy. He could have seized his rifle, aimed and fired, and I would have died with a stupid expression on my face. “Well . . . yes. I am.”

He laughed derisively at that, but then his laughter faded in his throat and he stared at me as if seeing me for the first time. “Oh my heavens,” he said, and then again, “Oh my heavens!” He strode forward, the rifle forgotten, his hand extended. “You are! I should have recognized you! How could I not have recognized you?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

He took my hand and pumped it furiously and with such force that he could easily have yanked it from the socket if he’d been so inclined. “Corporal Tyler Clixby,” he said. “Bowerstone First Infantry. This is an honor, sir. I saw you from a distance during the great battle. Never seen your like as a marksman. And here you are, here in my home. It’s an honor.”

“Yes, so you keep saying. Look, ah . . .” I managed to  disengage my hand. It was pretty obvious that there was no immediate danger, and so I crouched and started gathering my belongings. As I pulled on my shirt, “I think it might be best if I got going. You and your wife obviously have issues that need to—”

“My wife.” He echoed it as if he had to be reminded that she was even in the room, then he pulled his mind back to it. “Of course! My wife. You found her attractive?”

“Well, yes,” I said. “But I need to make it absolutely clear that I had no idea that she was married. I would never have any desire to humiliate you in any way, and you can count on my complete discretion . . .”

“Humiliate me?” He seemed astounded at the notion. “Discretion? What are you talking about? I get bragging rights!”

“What?” I felt as if I’d wandered into the middle of another conversation entirely.

“Too right! Wait’ll I tell the lads!” he said. “Ben Finn nearly had it off with my wife!”

“What?” Jennifer had finally found her voice, and there was nothing but incredulity in it. Truth be told, I couldn’t exactly blame her. I wasn’t sure how to react either. “You’re . . . you’re going to boast about this?”

“Shut up,” said Clixby. “You’re lucky I don’t hold you down and let him have his way with you, just to teach you a lesson.”

“Ty!” Her voice went up an octave. She tried to say something more, but her mouth moved without any sounds emerging from it.

I didn’t think he was serious. I sure hoped he wasn’t.  I cleared my throat, and said, “You’re, ah . . . very broadminded, not holding this little misunderstanding against me.”

“Oh, under ordinary circumstances, I’d blow the other man’s brains out. But you’re different. You’re Ben Finn.”

“So?”

“So if the great Ben Finn thinks my wife is attractive enough to have off, that just reflects well on me, right?”

There has rarely been an occasion when I didn’t have some sort of glib response, but this was certainly one of those times. I supposed I should have been flattered, and I guess on some level I was. But the entire business seemed madness to me. I slid my feet into my boots, and, forcing a smile, said, “Look . . . you’re welcome to tell anyone anything you want. I honestly don’t care. But I don’t exactly feel comfortable having it off with your wife, with or without your endorsement, and I sure as hell am not going to do it while pointing a gun at her head. So if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be on my way. In fact, even if you don’t excuse me, I’ll be on my way.”

“Yes, yes, by all means,” said Clixby. He stepped aside and indicated that the way was clear. Even as I passed him, I watched him warily, concerned that he might still have a trick up his sleeve. That this whole business was just to put me off guard so he could try to ambush me at the last moment. Such, however, was not the case. He made no move toward his rifle, nor any other move really except to bow slightly and gesture for me to pass. That I did quickly, never taking my gaze from him. I needn’t have worried. He was too busy adoring me.

“Finn!” came Jennifer’s sharp voice from behind me. I turned.

She raised an eyebrow and mouthed, Stay in touch. Then she winked.

I hastened down the stairs, gathering my wits about me, and emerged into the street moments later. It was still early in the evening, the air crisp as I breathed it in deeply.

It felt stale in my lungs. I tried to figure out why and did so immediately.

I had become a popular, even a cult, figure. There was no outrage to my presence. I had always enjoyed being someone who lived on the outskirts of society; that was where I felt the most comfortable. People wanted and expected the least of you, and when you’re dwelling on the outskirts, it becomes that much easier to depart. Instead, I had reached a point in my life where I was a damned status symbol. My wife slept with Ben Finn! Drinks all around! That just wasn’t right.

“I’ve got to get out of this bloody town,” I said. “There’s nothing here for me.”

Except . . . well . . . that wasn’t strictly true. There was one thing.

But maybe I could take it with me.




Chapter 2

The One Thing

THE BOWERSTONE RESISTANCE HAD been formed as a protest against the onerous policies and dictatorial philosophies of the despotic King Logan, who preceded our current ruler. It had headquartered in the sewers of Bowerstone Industrial, and I know what you’re thinking. Sewers? How repellent is that? Not so much as you might think, actually, for there were sections of the sewers that had long since been cleansed of, well, sewage, and they were actually quite habitable. More so than some actual inns I’d stayed in during my time. It wasn’t where I would have chosen to reside, but then again, my preference and Page’s didn’t always exactly match up.

On the way down to the docks, where the best and most direct entrance to the sewers was situated, I passed the standard assortment of ruffians and disreputable  types. They watched me warily, doubtlessly alert for any sign of my lowering my guard so that they might try to catch me unawares. There were many light fingers to be found in the area, not to mention those who didn’t hesitate to use more aggressive means. One by one, though, as I passed every one of those villainous creatures, I saw the recognition in their eyes. Whatever might have been going through their minds, it immediately went away as, instead, they nodded in acknowledgment or even tossed off a stray salute. It annoyed the hell out of me, I have to say. I thrive on challenges, big and small, and it was becoming painfully evident to me that there were no longer any such to be found in Bowerstone. I was becoming too well-known a commodity. Worse: I was becoming respectable. Respectability and Ben Finn were not the most comfortable of mates, and I had no desire to embark on a long-term relationship with it.

I entered the sewers, and a blast of heat washed over me as it typically did. No doubt the warmth was being generated in the distance by one of Reaver’s many factories, as he was using the sewers as a means of venting exhaust. It seemed a safe bet. If there was any discomfort anywhere in Bowerstone—in the whole of Albion, really—then five would get you ten that somehow, somewhere, Reaver had his fingers in it.

I didn’t know all that much about Reaver’s background although I’d heard that he used to ply the trade of piracy once upon a time. Since those early days, however, he had become quite possibly the most formidable businessman and entrepreneur in the history of Albion.  There was nothing, no decision either for or against his interests, which he couldn’t somehow manage to turn into a profit. You’ve heard the cliché about making lemonade out of lemons? Reaver could take a lemon and transform it into an entire lemonade factory, pollute the air and rivers while manufacturing it, then create an entire separate company that would be paid handsomely for cleaning up all the pollution that he’d produced in the first place.

I hadn’t had all that much interaction with him and was thankful for it. Page, on the other hand, had wound up at cross-purposes with him on any number of occasions and despised him, his morals and principles or lack thereof, and the very air he breathed and no doubt managed to turn a profit from.

Then again, it wasn’t as if Page readily warmed up to anyone, even someone on her side. The Bowerstone Resistance had arisen from her personal drive to better the city, and even if you willingly allied with her, she always seemed determined to test your dedication to her and the cause by challenging everything you said and everything you did. Nothing ever seemed good enough for her, and she was quite possibly the most aggravating and demanding woman I had ever known.

Naturally, I adored her.

Not that I would have admitted that, though. She would likely have taken it as a sign of weakness.

I made my way through the sewers. The first time I had come through there, I had become hopelessly lost. I have many fine qualities, but my sense of direction  betrays me from time to time, and I might have wandered around aimlessly for days if Page herself hadn’t shown up to guide me. She had just seemed to emerge from the shadows as if they were her second home, looked me up and down, and said, “So you’re the great Ben Finn. You’re shorter than I expected.”

“I’m taller when I stand on my charisma,” I had said, which had actually prompted a laugh from her. She had a lovely laugh and, in my opinion, didn’t use it enough. Page also typically dressed in such a way that her extremely muscular arms (and, on occasion, her flat and well-defined belly) were very much on display. It was like the woman was one big walking sinew. She was very dark skinned, with her lengthy hair held back—restrained, really—by some sort of kerchief or perhaps even a turban. I’m sure it has a name, but I’m a warrior, not a haberdasher. “How did you know me?” I had then gone on to ask.

“You’re part of my collection,” she had explained to me. This was naturally an odd thing to say, and when she had gestured for me to follow, I had done so. She led me to her inner sanctum and there displayed an impressive assortment of wanted posters that she had collected during her sojourns around Albion. My smiling face was among them, which should not have come as much of a surprise. Although there were parts of Albion where my services were very much welcome, there were others where the only interest people had in me was collecting a bounty on my head. A number of people who were working with her in the Resistance movement were likewise models for wanted posters. She kept the posters in a drawer, like a file of résumés. Her own wanted poster, on the other hand, she had proudly framed and hung on the wall, like a portrait. It wasn’t especially flattering to her; she was much lovelier in person, as the poster had her nose too large and her eyes too small. Perhaps she figured that it was the thought that counted.

I admit it: I found her instantly fascinating. But I also knew just as instantly that making any sort of serious overture toward her would be ill-advised. I knew her type. She was utterly focused on her cause, and for someone like her, people were weighed and judged by one and only one measure: how they fit in to her accomplishing her goals. Anything else simply didn’t factor in.

Now, though, the cause was over, was it not? King Logan had been thrown out. A new ruler was in his place. What need was there for a Resistance?

Perhaps Page’s time could be occupied with something more fulfilling.

I made my way through the sewers with a confidence that I could not have imagined upon my initial arrival months ago. The heat was starting to dissipate, for which I was extremely grateful. A cross breeze was doubtless helping in that regard. Previously, there had been sentries along the way, but there were none remaining. That was just a further indicator that the need for the Bowerstone Resistance had come and gone. Unfortunately, that begged the question of why in the world Page was still rooting around down there. Didn’t she realize that the fight was over, and she had won?

I entered the main area, and, sure enough, there was Page, just as if nothing had changed. Except things had indeed changed, starting with the fact that she was the only one in the chamber. She was leaning forward, resting her knuckles on the table and staring fixedly at a map of Bowerstone. Several places were marked with colored pins, and she barely afforded me a glance when I came in. “What kept you?” she said.

“What kept me? Was I expected?” I glanced around. “Was there a meeting that I missed? Or am I simply very early for the next one?”

“A bit of both, I suppose.” She studied me. “So how was she?”

“Who?”

“That little biscuit you met up with at the Cock in the Crown. How was her crown? For that matter, how was your—?”

“All right, that’s quite enough,” I cut her off. “How did you know about that?”

“I have eyes and ears everywhere, Finn. It’s what I do.”

“Spying on me”—and I walked toward her slowly, one eyebrow raised—“is what you do?”

“Not on you. Not only on you. On everyone.”

“Oh, well, that makes it okay, then,” I said.

The sarcasm in my voice went right past her. “Yes. It does. I’m trying to watch out for the citizens of Bowerstone. Someone has to, and it might as well be me.” She stared at me and tilted her head. “What’s wrong, Finn? You look like you have something on your mind.”

“Well, I do, actually.” I was standing near one of the  chairs, and I pulled it out and dropped down into it, putting my feet up on the table. She frowned. She hated when I put my feet up on the table. I didn’t care. “Page . . . what are you still doing down here?”

She looked as if she didn’t understand the question. “Where else would I be?”

“The castle, for one thing.” Her face remained inscrutable, so I continued, “I heard that our noble leader offered you a position of authority. Your own office, people to answer to you. A sort of people’s guardian within the halls of power, watching out for the affairs and concerns of the population of Bowerstone. I’d have thought you’d leap at such an opportunity.”

“Is that what you think?”

“I’m pretty sure it is since I just said it.”

Page shook her head. “I guess that shows how little you know me, Finn.”

“I guess it does. So why not take a few minutes and explain it to me?”

“You’d think I shouldn’t have to,” she said, which was a frankly annoyingly female thing for her to do. I mean, that’s the way of women, isn’t it? They say you don’t understand, then when you ask them to explain it to you, they turn around and say that you should have grasped the whole thing in the first place and, if you haven’t, then there’s no point in trying to explain it because clearly you’re not going to get it anyway. Is it any wonder that I’ve attempted to limit the duration of my relationships to assignations and one-night stands?

“Yes, I guess I would think that.” I didn’t offer anything beyond that, curious to see how long she would let it lie there that way.

Not long, as it turned out.

She rolled her eyes and began to pace. “I just don’t fully trust our new leader, that’s all.”

“Why? On what grounds?”

“Because of decisions that were made. You were there. Decisions that were made that served Reaver’s interests and lined the royal coffers with money. Decisions that went against principles and also broke promises and alliances. Of what use is a ruler whose word can’t be trusted?”

“Of what use is a ruler,” I countered, “who isn’t willing to make the hard decisions even if it might put people’s noses out of joint?”

Page stopped and studied me for a moment. “Have you no sense of history at all?”

“Very little. The past is past, and there’s really nothing you can do about it.”

“You can prevent it from becoming the future,” she said. “The fact was that, early in his reign, Logan was a fairly reasonable sort. But then he started making certain decisions that favored industry, and before you knew it, he was in Reaver’s pocket and endorsing child labor and eventually just slaughtering anyone who stood in his way or offered any manner of opposition. And those early decisions, Finn? They were the exact same kinds of decisions that our new and supposedly far more benevolent leader made. The exact same. The fact is, Finn, that when you’ve been touched by great darkness—as we both know has been the case with our beloved ruler—there’s no going  back. It’s impossible to determine when it will assert itself once more. So if you don’t think that our new ruler could easily head down the same path and wind up the exact same way as our old one, then you are sadly mistaken.”

“I have a hard time believing that,” I said. “I was there early on in the quest that brought our ruler to the throne. I saw the heroism close-up.”

“Yes.” And Page nodded as if I had just proven her point. “And because of that closeness, you developed a loyalty. Loyalty is commendable, up to a point. Unfortunately, it can also blind you to what people are becoming and makes you useless in making sure that their actions don’t lead to disastrous consequences. You become insulated, a part of the bubble. I can’t afford to let that happen, Finn. I have to remain on the outside, a watchdog on behalf of the people. I know the potential of what can happen because I’ve seen what happened before, and I’m not going to allow others to suffer for it because I let down my guard.”

“Even if others don’t agree with you? I mean”—and I gestured around the room—“obviously they don’t. You’re the only one here. The last member of the Resistance.”

“They’ll be back.” She sounded confident. “If and when things start to deteriorate, trust me, they’ll be back.”

“You do allow for an ‘if,’ I see.”

“Well of course. I mean, come on, Finn, do you think . . . ?”

“Do I think what?”

She looked away from me then. It seemed more like  she was talking to herself than to me. “Don’t you think I wouldn’t like to be wrong? Don’t you think I wish that Bowerstone and Albion and all the lands beyond get to be all peaches and cream, and people like Reaver wind up left in the dust as we march along a path to a happier and brighter future? I would love that.”

“Would you?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because,” I said more sharply than I should have, “then you won’t feel like you’re needed so much. I think you’d rather be right and miserable than wrong and happy.”

Another woman might have been taken aback at the accusation. Page just stared, then shrugged. “Maybe that’s true. I don’t know. I guess we’ll just have to find out, won’t we?”

There was something in the way she said “we” that caught my attention. We had become friends immediately and always danced delicately around the prospect of being more than that. But now . . . ?

“Actually, I’m going,” I said. It burst out of me rather more than I would have liked, but there it was nevertheless. “So I’m not sure how much of a ‘we’ there is since I am, in fact, going. As I said.”

“As you said,” she echoed. No one played her cards quite as close to the vest as Page did. “May I ask why?”

“It’s just . . . it’s time,” I said. “Despite whatever you may think, despite whatever outside vigilance you feel needs to be maintained against our ruler, just because you didn’t like some of the decisions that were made—”

“It’s more complicated than that.”

“I’m sure it is. Anyway, I came to Bowerstone with a purpose, and that purpose has been served. So I just think that it’s best if I go elsewhere now.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“All right. Well, then”—and she shrugged as if the announcement of my decision meant nothing to her—which, for all I knew, it didn’t—“safe journey, then. Do you know where you’re going?”

“I’m keeping my options open.”

“How about home? Certainly it’s been a while since you last visited with friends and family.”

“Home.” I laughed bitterly. “You obviously don’t know Gunk.”

“Gunk?” Page clearly had no idea what I was talking about. “You mean, like . . . the crud that gathers in the corners of your eyes while you sleep . . . ?”

“No, that’s the city where I was born.”

“You’re joking.”

“I’m serious. Well . . . calling it a ‘city’ might be kind of joking. Town. Village. Hamlet, actually, and even that might be kind of generous. It’s somewhere east of Brightwood.”

“And it was actually called Gunk?”

“If we’re going to be strictly accurate and aboveboard and all, I have to admit that that wasn’t its actual name. But that’s what my brothers and I called it.”

“Aha, so there,” said Page. “See? You have brothers. You can go and visit them.”

“No, I don’t have brothers.”

“But you just said . . .”

“I have none. I had three. Three older brothers.” I sounded rather conversational about it. It was not without effort, for even though it was quite some time ago, the recollections were still like an open wound for me. “My eldest brother, Jason, was killed in a duel with an irate farmer, who also happened to be the husband of Jason’s last sexual conquest.” Those circumstances resonated particularly strongly for me when I considered my own activities earlier that day. “The duel was fought using pitchforks, and my brother, who had never done an honest day’s work in his life, made the fatal mistake of holding the farming tool the wrong way round.

“Then there was the second eldest, William. For whatever reason, even though he wasn’t the closest to me in age, William was the one who I always felt the greatest kinship to. I got much of my sense of humor from him, and when I was reluctant to join in the family tradition of earning money through scams and bilking, William was the one most inclined to support my decision instead of calling me ‘weak’ or ‘gutless.’ I preferred the prospect of being a street performer, you see. Having people give me their money willingly in compensation for my efforts to entertain them, at all of eleven years old. Of course, as the audiences would gather, laughing heartily at my jokes, my brothers would work the crowd and relieve them of their purses and valuables without their knowledge.”

“Anyway, shortly after Jason wound up on the business end of a farming implement, William was arrested  for trying to run a con game on the wrong person: a passing plainclothes town’s guard. He was taken to Bowerstone and was never heard of again.”

“Finn, I’m so sorry,” she said softly.

“But wait, there’s more!” I said with far more exuberance than I should have displayed, as if this was something that was genuinely a good thing. “There was my big brother, Quentin, who contrived to accumulate enough gambling debts to have a price put on his head. Quentin’s death I remember most clearly of all, because I got to see it with my own two eyes. When the assassins and bounty hunters came to collect his suddenly valuable head, I did what I could to protect him. But no matter how accurate the shots from my rifle, nothing could change the fact that I was shooting peas instead of bullets. I had not yet been able to afford a real weapon, you see,” I continued when I saw the question in her eyes. “My brothers had instead gotten me a pellet gun because they’d discovered my knack for shooting with nearly supernatural accuracy. They set up a booth at the local fair in which they challenged all comers to pit their targetpractice skills against me. Me, who was scarcely out of short pants. I must have seemed easy pickings, but, obviously, I was not. Once we got done fleecing all the local clods, we soon had to rely on traders, passersby, and occasional tours of neighboring villages, out of which we would more often than not be run by the authorities.

“While my accomplices spent or gambled most of their earnings, I saved every gold coin I could to fulfill my burning ambition of exploring Albion one day and  becoming a great adventurer, such as the ones whose stories I read in two-penny pamphlets and thirdhand storybooks. Every day and every night, Page, I dreamt of getting out of that damned place. So why in the name of any of the gods would I go back there, especially with such wonderful memories attached to it?”

“And . . .” She hesitated to ask. “And what of your parents?”

“My poor, shop-keeping parents? Tell me, Page: What do you think the fates of their three eldest wound up doing to them?”

She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. I knew, and she more or less obviously figured it out.

Instead, she stared at me, her gaze fixed upon me, and she said, “You never told me any of this before. You’ve always been vague about your life. Why?”

“Because I didn’t want you looking at me the way you are now, with that sort of oblique pity.”

“It’s not pity. I mean, I feel bad for you, but—”

I put up a hand and waved her off. “Don’t. All right? Just . . . don’t.”

“Okay.” She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Whatever you say. So if you’re going to go, then go. You have to do what’s best for yourself.”

“And so do you,” I said. “Why not come with me?”

The edges of her mouth turned upward ever so slightly. “Is that an example of the sense of humor you displayed on the streets of Gunk?”

“I’m completely serious,” I said.

“Is that why you came here? To ask me to join you in wandering aimlessly around Albion?”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. Truthfully, I came here because I didn’t want to just disappear without telling you that I was leaving. But now I see you here, by yourself, without any true mission or purpose no matter how much you might claim otherwise, and all I can think is that it’s an utter waste of potential. Come with me.” And I was truly warming to the idea. “We would make a great team. We already have made a great team. You and I, exploring, adventuring. No cares or responsibilities beyond a dedication to accomplishing great and amazing things. And if things here in Bowerstone deteriorate for some reason, you can always come back here and pick up where you left off.”

“Or,” she said, “I could stay here and continue to monitor the situation in order to try to prevent things from deteriorating to an unmanageable degree.”

“And what’s your endgame?”

“Excuse me?”

“I mean, how long does this go on? Do you just stay down here in the sewers, watching, waiting, monitoring the world with constant suspicion until you grow old and die?”

“Let’s hope not,” she said. “But if that’s what is required, then that’s what shall be.”

I studied her, and it was as if there was a shroud upon her. Not a real one, of course, but one that she had draped over herself so that no one in the world could see beneath it to the real her, whatever that might be. “What  happened in your life,” I said, “that made it so that you feel you are utterly undeserving of happiness?”

She laughed at that. “And is that what wandering about Albion with you would amount to, Finn? Is that what you define as happiness?”

“I don’t know, but I sure as hell don’t think that sitting around in a sewer all your life is. Look . . . I told you about my past just now, but you’ve shared nothing of yours. Tell me what’s going on. Tell me why it has to be this way.”

“It doesn’t have to be. But it is. It is what it is.” She patted me on the shoulder as if I were an obedient puppy. “On your way with you, Finn. If you encounter some sort of emergency that requires my aid, well . . . you know where to find me. Beyond that, enjoy your adventures. And when you tire of them and want to return to serving a cause, feel free to rejoin mine.”

“I appreciate the offer,” I said. The moment seemed to call for a hug or even a kiss; instead she turned her back to me and focused all her attention on the map spread out before her. “And in return, I offer—”

“Trust me, Finn: There’s nothing you can offer me.” She didn’t even look back at me. I suspected at that point that there was nothing on the map of such overwhelming interest that it required her entire focus. She just didn’t want to look at me.

“You know what I think?” I said, unable to restrain myself. “I think that you like hiding down here so that you don’t have to face the world.”

“And what I think,” she replied, her voice devoid of  any trace of emotion, “is that you have strong feelings for me. Feelings beyond simply that of friend or ally.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it? Then why come here at all to tell me of your departure? Your invitation to join you wasn’t simply some last-minute impulse. It was the entire reason for your returning to me. You’re torn, Finn. You’re fleeing Bowerstone because you do not wish to stay here with me, yet you desire that I join you because you cannot bear to leave me behind.”

“My, my,” I said. “Your ego is so massive, it’s astounding you don’t snap your neck just trying to lift your head in the morning. Believe me, Page: Where I go and what I do have absolutely nothing to do with you. Now if you’ll excuse me, there’s a whole wide world out there calling to me, and right now I have to tell you that the main attraction it presents is that you’re not going to be there. Oh, and one other thing—”

“Just the one?” she said with what sounded like false optimism.

“I really did kill three hollow men with one shot.”

“Still not caring,” she said. “And for what it’s worth, I still don’t trust soldiers. Not even you.”

“Thanks for clearing that up.”

I turned and walked away, then I thought I heard her say, ever so softly, “I’ll miss you, though.” But I didn’t bother to turn around and see if she was watching me as I headed back into the labyrinth of the sewers and toward fresh air and a host of new possibilities.

Damnable Page. She’d picked the worst possible time to start thinking and acting like a woman.




Chapter 3

An Unwanted Savior

I SPENT ONE FINAL NIGHT IN BOWERSTONE, although I made a point of staying away from the ill-fated pub where I had encountered Jennifer. The last thing I needed was to see her trying to work her schemes on some other poor dupe. Then again, for all I knew, her husband had decided to take umbrage at her little games and opted to beat the living crap out of her. Either way, it was no concern to me at all. I was putting Jennifer, Page, Ruth, Isabelle, Fiona, and every other woman, ally, and demented female behind me. If I were smart, I might even decide just to take an oath of chastity for the rest of my natural days.

Not that I would keep that oath, mind you, but at least my heart would be in the right place even though other parts of me would invariably wander to exactly the wrong place.

I made sure not to drink too much since I had no desire to start off the following day with a hangover. Eventually, I stumbled back to my room although, truthfully, I don’t actually remember the trip, and collapsed into bed and a dreamless sleep. This was something of a relief because I’m certain that if I had dreamt, it would have been dreams of Page, and that was simply not something that I had any desire to revisit just then. I was moving on with my life, and if she wished to remain entrenched and unchanging in hers, that was her business, and I absolutely, positively did not wish to dwell on it.

Which is why I’m sure you’ll understand my aggravation over the fact that I continued to dwell on it even after I had left Bowerstone behind and commenced my journey along the eastern road out of town.

I had a pack with my few possessions slung on my back. Through a lifetime of practice I had developed the knack of traveling light. I had a few changes of clothes, a flintlock pistol stuck in one side of my belt, and a cutlass dangling from the other side. I was rather proud of the cutlass, having taken it off a pirate who attempted to attack me in my sleep. I’d wakened just in time to kick it away from him and gun him down with a single shot from my pistol. He died with a bullet in his brain, which is as good a way as any for a pirate to die.

I also had my flintlock rifle slung over my shoulder. It was a generally reliable weapon, and I’d had it for many a year, ever since lifting it off the body of a dead soldier whose aim had not done such a worthy weapon justice. Many in my line of work gave names to particularly  favored armaments, and I was no exception. I had named it “Vanessa” after the first woman I’d ever slept with. It was certainly better than naming it “Prostitute,” which would have been just as accurate but a good deal less romantic.

The buildings of Bowerstone thinned out and eventually gave way to a small village with a name that I didn’t even bother to remember. A stench wafted from the south. One of Reaver’s factories, no doubt, belching out smoke and fouling the air. Granting Reaver the license for building it had been one of the actions that helped fill the Bowerstone treasury and had fueled Page with the sort of outrage and suspicion that kept her bound beneath the city streets. On the other hand, the money in the treasury had helped to shore up reserves so that, when terrifying times had befallen the city, our leader had had the money to spend on the resources—soldiers, weapons, and the like—that saved lives. Not as many lives as we all would have liked, of course; but still, there had been method to the madness.

Not that Page saw it that way. Clearly, she had no idea why people couldn’t make all the same morally uplifting decisions that she did without having to make sacrifices down the road that could have genuine life-and-death consequences. Gods knew that I had met many women in my life, and had it off with quite a few of them. But Page remained the single most infuriating female I had ever encountered.

So why the hell had it been so difficult for me to leave her behind? Why did I feel like her eyes were upon me,  studying me, judging me, and finding me wanting the entire way?

How was it that she was able to annoy me even when she was nowhere near?

I passed my first night away from Bowerstone in a roadside inn that was little more than a ramshackle hut held together by the fervent desires of the owners. I spent the early part of the evening listening to the local townspeople discussing matters of state as if any of their opinions were informed or even mattered. They seemed quite divided on the subject of our noble leader, some singing praises while others chanted dirges. It was fascinating that what some people saw as steely resolve, others saw as stubbornness. What some described as being willing to make hard choices, others declared to be proof positive that our leader had lost touch with the common man. If anyone had ever required proof of the notion that you cannot please all of the people all of the time, all they would have needed to do was set foot in this place and spend five minutes to gather all the proof that could possibly be required.

The bar wench took the time to ask me conversationally where I was headed. I told her that I honestly had no idea. She winked at me and made it clear that if I had nothing in particular to do, she wouldn’t mind in the least taking on the task of keeping me occupied.

All I could think about was how I seemed to be a virtual magnet for the fairer sex, and that this night, at least, I simply wasn’t in the mood. The recollections of what I was leaving behind were too recent, and the  future too uncertain, for me to truly enjoy myself. So I looked up at her and told her that I simply had no interest, sorry, check with someone else.

At least that was what I told her in my mind. What I said out loud was, “When do you go off duty?”

Don’t misunderstand. Page was a lovely young woman and I felt a good deal for her, but she had made her position clear, and so I figured, why not have another lovely young woman in an entirely different position?

Which was what I did. There’s no better way to bury your troubles than to bury yourself in someone else.

I crept out of the room the following morning, taking care not to awaken her. I saw no reason not to be stealthy. That way I not only didn’t disturb her slumber, but I also didn’t disturb the slumber of the innkeeper, who was expecting to be paid for my lodgings there. By the time he awoke, I would be off on my way and a safe distance. When you think about it, I really did the man a favor by letting him sleep. He gained some muchneeded rest, plus with any luck he would never know that I had bedded his daughter, the serving wench for the evening. And the cost for my discretion and consideration was equivalent to the cost of a room for the night. It all came out even if you ask me.

The last vestiges of the village thinned to nonexistence, and soon I was walking a pit-filled road that was likely traveled by either merchants moving from town to town peddling their wares, or else vagabonds such as myself who had really no particular destination in mind. Wandering about in Albion isn’t quite as commonplace  as you might think. There are people who live in Mistpeak Valley, for instance, who will never in their lifetimes set foot in Brightwall, despite their proximity. There is a vast amount of regionalism in Albion, and many live lives of great isolation. Familiarity may breed contempt for some, but for most others, it provides security. Why leave home and take the risk of something’s attacking you, robbing you, or devouring you? Not that people’s homes were necessarily safer, but at least it was the monster they knew versus the monster they didn’t.

I was passing through Mourningwood, an area that fairly cried out for the need to pay attention to the world around you. You generally knew when you’d entered Mourningwood. There was a ghastly amount of swamp and marsh, and so the entire area had an overall aroma of dead and rotting vegetation hanging over it. You got used to it if you stayed long enough, as I knew from personal experience, having served a tour of duty at an outpost that had once housed King Logan’s army. You also managed to adjust to the constant onslaught of hobbes and hollow men that routinely stalked the area. The latter in particular were in endless supply since apparently the residents of Bowerstone had filled up their own cemeteries to overflowing. So they’d taken to thinking of Mourningwood as their personal graveyard. Dumping bodies in rivers just causes them to come rolling in on the next high tide. Toss them into a swamp, and they’re gone for good. At least that was the thinking; hence the many dead who wound up calling Mourningwood their new home. Unfortunately, that caused a severe jump in  the number of hollow men and dissatisfied spirits stalking Mourningwood. Not that anyone in Bowerstone gave a damn.

Long story short: One needs to pay attention in Mourningwood since you never know when something nasty is going to go for you.

Despite my best efforts, I found my thoughts returning to Page. I felt there were things she wasn’t telling me, things that I needed to know. Clearly, though, she wanted to keep them to herself. Well . . . so what if she did? It was of no consequence to me how she lived her life or what aspects of it she elected to keep under wraps.

On and on I went around in my own head until I was well and truly sick of it, and yet I couldn’t turn my attention away from her. Here I was, a full day’s journey from Bowerstone with more days to come, plus I had bedded a comely wench the night before, which you’d think would give me some emotional distance. But no. Page wouldn’t get out of my head. I started to wonder if she weren’t actually practicing some manner of witchery on the side, and I was simply a pathetic victim of her magics.

Had I been paying the least bit of attention to my surroundings, as I damned well should have been, I would never have been in any danger. As it was, though, I was so preoccupied that a brass band could have come up behind me, and I would have been oblivious to its presence. Imagine, then, when something was approaching me stealthily and I was busy with my head securely up my own ass, all lost in thought.

All things considered, it would have been a monumentally stupid way to die. And the reason I know that is because of the words I heard just before it nearly happened :

“Hey! This is really going to be a stupid way to die!”

The voice was flat and harsh, dripping with sarcasm like leaves dripping rain after a storm. It penetrated even my thickheaded reverie. I stopped in my tracks and looked around in confusion, trying to discern the voice’s origin. It was impossible to determine, but the words continued to be clear enough: “How do you not see them sneaking up on you? Instead of contemplating your navel, why not contemplate your death? It’s about to pay you a visit!”

Immediately, I no longer sought the origins of the voice. Instead, I looked around, desperate to see if the unknown individual was speaking truly or if he was simply harassing me for no good reason.

Turned out to be the former.

The two hobbes had been sneaking up on me, attempting to be as stealthy as any of those disgusting creatures ever managed to be. When they saw that I had noticed them . . . hell, “noticed” was far too generous, let us say instead that I had my attention drawn to them . . . they could have retreated into the woods and perhaps awaited a more opportune time. They chose not to. Rather than do that, they embarked upon the time-honored hobbe tradition of simply charging into battle and hoping that luck turned in their favor.

These were not the diminutive, goblinesque creatures that most people encountered on the occasions that they ran into hobbes; these bastards were clearly soldiers,  even warriors of a type. More like elite versions of the standard hobbes. To start with, they were bigger than typical hobbes. Much bigger. They were also reasonably well armed. One was coming at me with a club, the other with what appeared to be a large war hammer. Having tossed aside any caution since my focus had been placed squarely upon them, they howled battle cries and snarled in outrage; although what they had to be outraged about, I really couldn’t say.

Their faces were red, as if they’d been left out in the sun too long, and twisted into frightful snarls that might well have paralyzed average individuals with fear. I, on the other hand, had been in plenty of situations where life and limb were being threatened, and it took a bit more than a couple of outraged hobbes charging me to throw me off my game.

The hobbes were heavily armored, but I wasn’t concerned. Neither of them was wearing helmets, so I didn’t expect their attack to pose a good deal of difficulty. As they charged, I simply unslung my rifle and took aim at the one who was closer, the one swinging the war hammer. I targeted him effortlessly, took a breath reflexively to steady my aim, then exhaled as I gently squeezed the trigger. The rifle spat out a report, and the hobbe’s head snapped back. His cries of outrage transformed from animalistic snarls to a single screech of pain and protest, then he fell in his tracks.

I hoped that seeing his companion fall would be enough for the remaining hobbe to turn tail and run.

No such luck. His companion didn’t slow down or  cast so much as a glance toward the other hobbe. Chances were he didn’t give a damn about him. All he wanted was to get to me and bash me to bits. Backpedaling the entire time, I hastily reloaded, then swung the rifle toward him and once again squeezed the trigger, figuring that I would be able to end this quickly and cleanly.

Instead of the expected and comforting explosion from the rifle, however, all I heard was a hollow click. The hobbe actually paused, automatically bracing itself against the expected impact from the bullet. That was more brains than I would have thought a hobbe would have displayed, to say nothing of sense of self-preservation.

I fired again, and was again rewarded with nothing but a click. I knew I’d rushed the reloading, and I was paying for it. Vanessa had jammed.

The hobbe, newly emboldened, came right at me with more speed than I would have credited it with.

Instantly, I assessed the situation with the new difficulties that had been presented me. Factoring in the speed with which the hobbe was moving, I immediately realized I had no time to toss aside the rifle and draw either my pistol or my sword.

So I did the only thing I could. I took a step back, reversed the rifle, and used it as a bludgeon. I swung it around as hard as I could, catching the creature on the side of the head with the rifle stock. The hobbe went down with a screech, hitting the ground, its eyes crossing as it looked up at me, dazed.

I swept the rifle around and down, hoping to split the thing’s head open. Instead, it moved quickly, and the  rifle struck the ground, sending a shiver of pain up my arms as it did so. The hobbe then swung its arm around and knocked the rifle out of my hands with its club, sending my weapon clattering across the ground.

Because the hobbe was on its back, that gave me the precious seconds I needed to yank my sword from its sheath. The hobbe made a sound deep in its throat that came across like a combination of a growl and a snort of derisive laughter as it swung its club. It was a bludgeon against my cutlass. The cutlass was fairly useless when it came to stabbing; it was more effective for slashing attacks, and that was the use to which I put it. I came at the hobbe, slashing back and forth like a berserk windmill. Repeatedly, I deflected its club, sometimes through design and at least twice, I hate to admit, through sheer dumb luck. I had to be careful, though. For the most part I was batting aside the club, but if the hobbe managed to land a direct blow with it, it would likely shatter my sword.

Hobbes weren’t designed for sustained battle. They were used to attacking quickly and overwhelming opponents almost immediately. Even though this was a larger hobbe, its endurance wasn’t on a par with mine. In moments I heard it grunting and huffing. As its lunges became clumsier, I sidestepped it and slashed quickly. I came within inches of chopping the thing’s head off. As it was, my cutlass opened up the side of its face, and whatever the thick, dark liquid was that passed for blood in its veins started to gush down the side of its face. The hobbe let out a screech of pain and backpedaled hurriedly. It seemed that its taste for battle had left it all at once.

“Wait! I’m not done with you!” I called, but it seemed in no mood to listen. Instead, it turned its back on me and sprinted toward the protective trees. I reached for my pistol and withdrew it, cocking the trigger and taking aim all in one movement. But the hobbe darted behind a tree so that I no longer had a clear shot at it. I stepped to one side, tried to find it again. It was too late. I heard the rustling of trees and branches, then it was gone, having disappeared into the woods.

For a moment I thought it might try to circle around and come at me from a different direction, but then I dismissed the notion. It seemed most unlikely. Hobbes weren’t traditionally big fans of fair fights. They generally liked to outnumber their opponents at least two to one, and preferably five times that. When I had whittled down the odds to one-on-one, I had only needed to inflict the most minimal amount of damage on the hobbe to sour it on continuing the battle.

Still, it would have been nice to be able to kill the thing and have one less hobbe running around Albion. On the other hand, even if I had managed to accomplish it, what did it really matter in the long run? No matter how many of the damned creatures that harassed the good (and even not-so-good) citizens of Albion were killed, there always seemed to be more ready to replace them. I didn’t know where these monstrosities came from. Whatever their origin, there certainly seemed to be an endless supply of them.

Shoving the pistol back into my belt and the sword into its sheath, I promptly started checking through the flintlock rifle to make sure that another misfire didn’t occur. As I did so, checking over every moving piece, I remembered my unexpected, if acerbic, savior.

“He’s gone!” I called. “You can come out!”

“You think I’m hiding because I was afraid of a hobbe? You’re the one who’s more dangerous. The way you shoot, you would have hit me while trying to shoot the hobbe!”

“Well, I think you’re doing me a disservice.” Whoever was taunting me from hiding, he clearly had a good deal of hostility. I needed to let him know that he had no reason to vent it toward me. “Actually, I’m quite a good shot.”

“Then the last thing I need is to present you a target!”

“Why would I consider you a target? You saved my life!”

“Not sure there’s anything there worth saving!”

“Then why did you warn me?”

“Wasn’t my intent. Just observing that the way you were about to die was a bloody stupid one. I wasn’t out to prevent it. Simply comment on it.”

I had to laugh at that. “You, sir, have a twisted sense of humor. I like that in a man.”

“Is that what you like? Men? Had you figured for that type.”

“Wh-what?” My laughter faded. “No! I’m not that type at all!”

“That’s not what I hear.”

I didn’t know what to make of that. “Why? What have you heard?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

By that point, I had cleared out the bullet that had jammed in the chamber. The problem hadn’t been the rifle but rather the ammunition, which apparently had been made irregularly. I was damned lucky the weapon hadn’t blown up in my face. “No. I wouldn’t like to know.”

“Can’t stand to face the truth, eh?”

“There’s nothing to know. Look,” I said, once I was satisfied that Vanessa was in perfect working order. “Here’s the bottom line, good fellow—”

“You have a thing for the bottoms of good fellows? You just proved my point.”

I ignored him. “You saved my life. Whatever your reason, and whatever your methods, and why ever you feel the need to just hurl insults from hiding instead of . . .” I was going to say “showing yourself” but anticipated another off-color distortion of a harmless sentiment, and so changed it to, “. . . coming out here and accepting my thanks . . . well, let those reasons remain your own. But know this: I am grateful to you, and Ben Finn’s gratitude knows no boundaries. I am eternally in your debt . . .”

“And would shoot me given half a chance.”

“Never!” I protested. “I’m not someone who forgets services that other people do for him, especially when those services save my stupid neck. I swear, on my honor, that I would never do you any harm or, by standing aside, allow someone else to do you harm. I take my debts seriously, and I owe you one that can never be repaid.”

“Very pretty words.”

I wasn’t thinking about their prettiness but just their honesty. “It’s not just words. It’s a solemn oath. I would never hurt you or take any action against you. As long as”—and I laughed—“you didn’t try to kill me, of course.”

“Why would I kill you? You’re much more entertaining alive. Besides, I don’t have to kill you. Sooner or later, you’ll get yourself killed.”

“Look,” I said, my patience starting to wear thin, “I’ve said my piece. You’ve said yours. You have my gratitude whether you want it or not. Now either show yourself, so I can shake your hand and thank you properly, or continue to hide and toss about insults because . . . I don’t know, because you have some deep-seated need to try to get me angry. I promise you, though, that you’re not going to succeed.”

“I won’t?”

“No. In fact, I bet we could actually be friends.”

There was a rustling of trees from overhead, and something suddenly dropped directly in front of me, landing in a crouch. It looked like a gargoyle come to life. Its nose and ears were pointed. It was wearing overlarge shoes, leggings, a loose shirt, and a conical hat perched atop its head. It was hard to tell how tall it was since it was so low to the ground, but I didn’t peg it as being more than three feet high. Still, one couldn’t judge how dangerous something was in Albion simply by its size, or lack thereof. Instantly, I started to reach for my pistol, not knowing what the thing in front of me was and not caring.

And then I stood there, stunned, my hand hovering over the butt of my pistol, because the thing opened its mouth and the voice of my “savior” emerged from it.

“Oh, we could be best friends,” it said, “if I liked people with arses for faces.” Then it nodded toward the pistol I was still reaching for but hadn’t quite gotten around to drawing. “Nice big weapon there. Compensating for something?”

“You’re what saved me?” I said, incredulous. “What are you?”

I had thought that it couldn’t have sounded more disdainful before. I was wrong. “Don’t you know anything, aside from how to make yourself an easy target? I’m a gnome, you ignorant twat.”

“A gnome?”

“That’s right. Repeat it a few times, and maybe it’ll stick. You know: like excrement does to your backside because you never remember to wipe it.”

I’d heard rumors about the creatures in the same way that everyone hears random stories about things that have gone wrong in the world. From what I’d picked up here and there, supposedly there was some fool in Brightwall who’d had a garden full of gnome statues. Somehow, the stupid things had come to life and spread throughout the entirety of Albion. There were those who claimed that our noble ruler was actually responsible for the mishap in some manner, but I dismissed such suggestions out of hand. Our ruler had many enemies and detractors who seized any opportunity to try to cast aspersions. I wasn’t fooled by it for a moment.

Word was that gnomes were relatively harmless, aside from their propensity for tossing out insults. Nor did it take much to dispose of them. A single well-placed shot was enough to blow them back to wherever it was they came from, be it Brightwall or the netherworld itself.

Angry over its incessant insults, I pulled my pistol out and took aim.

It didn’t flinch. Instead, it actually seemed to welcome the threat. “Hah! So much for what your word means. Go ahead, shoot. Prove that your promises are as worthless as you are. You know what I like about humans? They die. Which is what’s going to happen to you next time you’re not lucky enough to have a gnome warning you.”

Never had I wanted more to pull a trigger on a weapon than I did at that moment. By the same token, never had I been less able to. The damned thing was right. I had given my word. It didn’t matter that the recipient of that word was some inhuman, insulting creature that had started out life—or what passed for life—as a statue in someone’s garden, providing something for birds to roost upon and crap all over.

A promise was a promise.

I holstered my gun and said aloud for the first time: “A promise is a promise.”

The gnome looked and sounded disappointed. “You must be joking. Not that there’s a bigger joke in all these words than your face, but still . . .”

“No, I’m not joking. I’m not going to go back on an oath just because you’re not human. And why would it bother you that I’m letting you live? Would you rather  die than be faced with the idea that a human’s word is his bond?”

“Yes,” said the gnome without hesitation. “Humans are worthless, smelly, foul-breathed, and disgusting. And those are their good points.”

“Okay, well . . . you can add the fact that we keep our word to our good points.”

“You call that a good point? What kind of brainless git makes a promise that he’d rather not keep, then keeps it even though it’s going to cause him nothing but problems ?”

“The kind who believes that promises mean something.”

“The stupid kind, you mean.”

“There’s no point in arguing this with you,” I said. “I’ll be on my way, gnome, and you be on yours. Good day.”

“How can any day be a good one when you live to see the end of it?”

I didn’t bother to reply. What was the point? The creature was what it was, and there was nothing to be gained by trying to go toe-to-toe with it in an insult competition. “Farewell, gnome.”

I continued on my path down the road, then I heard a scuffling next to me. I looked down. The gnome was following me. “Where do you think you’re going?” I said.

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On where you’re going,” said the gnome, with a gleeful ringing in its voice.

“Wait a minute.”

“Why a minute? Is that the maximum length you can hold a thought in your head?”

“I didn’t say you could come with me.”

The gnome chortled at that. “You didn’t say I couldn’t. Now that I think about it, even if you had said I couldn’t, that wouldn’t stop me.”

“But . . .” My mind was racing. “But why in the world would you want to come with me? I don’t even know where I’m going.”

“Of course you don’t. With your head so far up your arse, how could you possibly be aware of anything?”

“The point is, there’s nothing for you to be gained by tagging along.”

“Of course there is!” said the gnome with entirely too much joy for my comfort. “Usually I just hang out here and torment passersby. And I usually have to hide because I don’t need them taking shots at me. But you! You I can follow around and say whatever I want, and thanks to your precious sense of honor, you can’t do a damned thing about it!”

“And if I get fed up with you and shoot you myself?”

“Then I prove that your word means nothing. It’s win-win for me!”

“Being shot is a win for you?”

“It would mean I wouldn’t have to listen to your puerile opinions anymore, so yes.”

“Fine,” I said, doing my damnedest not to let my exasperation show. “Do whatever you want.”

With that comment, I continued on my way. I resolved  right then and there that the smartest and simplest way to handle things was to stop talking to the stupid creature. It was just reacting to my discomfort. If I gave it nothing to respond to, then sooner or later, it would get bored with following me around and look for fresh game to torment.

That was my reasoning, at any rate.

In retrospect, I have to admit that when I’m wrong about something, I’m not just wrong in a small way. I’m wrong in a huge way.




Chapter 4

Unnecessary Difficulties

I WALKED FOR SEVERAL DAYS, AND THE gnome stayed right with me. It was incredibly annoying because if the stupid thing hadn’t been following me, I would actually have enjoyed the time to myself. Instead, he continued to harangue me almost nonstop. It seemed the only time he ceased was when he was gathering breath, which surprised me since I would have sworn the stupid things had no need to breathe.

It was all I could do to ignore him. He kept spewing out scattershot insults about everything and anything, regardless of whether it had any bearing on my life. He insulted my nonexistent wife, my deceased parents (as if they still lived), and my never-born offspring. Although, to be truthful, I was simply assuming that I had no offspring. It was entirely possible that somewhere out there, little Finns were running around who only had secondhand knowledge of their father courtesy of tales spun about me by their mothers. I suppose I could have checked back with all the women I’d slept with to see whether any of those trysts had borne fruit, but really, who has that kind of time?

Basically, he was just trying to get a rise out of me, and there was no way I was going to allow him to do so.

After several days of travel, I was feeling weary around midday and found a relatively secluded spot where I could grab a quick rest. I wasn’t the least concerned that something would sneak up on me and try to kill me. The gnome was having way too much fun hurling insults and he wasn’t about to allow the object of his dissection escape through the expedient of being slaughtered by a passing balverine or some such. I actually managed to fall asleep despite the harangues. When I awoke, the sun had moved a bit through the sky, indicating that at least a couple of hours had passed. I waited for the usual avalanche of snide comments from the gnome, but none were forthcoming.

“Maybe somebody shot it,” I said hopefully to the empty air.

I started walking, still braced for a flurry of insults.

Still nothing.

Could it be? Has the stupid thing finally grown tired of harassing me?

It seemed too good to be true, but after several more hours had passed, I was convinced. The gnome had tired of my lack of response and moved on to find more-easilyinflamed prey. My strategy had paid off.

Before I could celebrate my newfound freedom from the perpetual harassment of the gnome, I heard the thundering of hooves in the near distance, which surprised the hell out of me because it always seemed that there was never a horse in Albion when you needed one. Whoever it was was approaching very quickly. I had no idea who it could be, nor did I desire to find out. There were simply too many things that could go wrong in Albion to take for granted that someone wasn’t going to be out to get you.

To that end, I decided to dodge the issue entirely by heading into the woods themselves rather than sticking to the main road. It seemed a reasonable tactic to take. I could continue parallel to the road, especially if I stayed within sight of it, while at the same time making it impossible for casual passersby—not to mention would-be thieves or highwaymen—to spot me.

So I left the road, retreating into the woods until I could see the road but no one traveling it could spot me. The trees were far enough apart that passing between them posed no difficulties. It wasn’t as if I had to hack a path through them with my sword.

I watched from a safe distance as the riders I’d heard earlier rode past. They were cloaked in gray, their horses gorgeous white beasts. I didn’t know who they were or where they put their allegiance, but it didn’t matter. As long as they were no threat to me, I honestly didn’t care.

As the sounds of their mounts faded into the distance, I relaxed once more. Between my more secure way of traveling off the road and the absence of the gnome  from my life, I began feeling as if a weight had been lifted from me. I walked with a new spring in my step. I even felt so jaunty that I startled to whistle. You would think that I would have known better than to draw attention to myself in that way, but no, apparently not.

Remember how I discussed just how distinctive the sound of a trigger being cocked is? How it can freeze you on the spot in anticipation of a shot being fired at you? As it so happens, I was no less vulnerable to such noises, especially when I heard it multiple times.

Such was the case on that occasion as at least half a dozen triggers were cocked into place from various points around me. Whoever it was, they were secure behind trees and bushes, and they clearly didn’t have my best interests at heart.

“Hello?” I called tentatively. I didn’t raise my hands because that was a bit too much of a defeatist posture for me to take. I had my pride, after all, as battered and shredded a thing as it might be. However, I took great care not to do anything even the slightest bit provocative. “May I help you?”

“Who goes there!” came a sharp voice, offering the traditional three-word question that was typical for military campsites and outposts. Hell, I’d uttered it enough times myself back when I was part of the Swift Brigade at Mourningwood Fort . . .

Then it came to me. The voice that had spoken sounded very familiar to me. Tentatively I called out, “Baron? Is that you?”

There was a brief and, I could tell, puzzled silence,  and then the same voice came back to me, except far less formal and belligerent. “Finn? Ben Finn?”

“The very same.”

“I’ll be damned.” A young man emerged from the lengthening shadows of the forest. “God, Finn, I didn’t expect to see you here!” Then he raised his voice to his unseen companions. “Stand down, you idiots! It’s Ben Finn, Major Swift’s pride and joy, the gods rest his soul!”

“The gods rest his soul,” I repeated. I hated saying it because even after all this time, I despised the idea that Swift was dead; gunned down by the tyrannical Logan while I had stood there helpless to do anything to avert it.

Baron was a young soldier whom I had encountered in my travels. I’d first run into him during a bar brawl in Bloodstone. Some fool was coming in behind me, ready to crack my skull open with a bottle, and Baron had taken him down with a swift blow to the side of the head. “Not much for seeing people hit from behind,” said Baron, which wasn’t his actual name, by the way. It was just a nickname he’d picked up because he had a curious code of ethics that prompted many to liken him to a nobleman.

Thanks to his saving my skull, he’d earned my gratitude. Last time I’d seen him, we’d served together at Mourningwood Fort. Major Swift had dispatched Baron to try to bring up reinforcements from Silverpines, and I’d never seen him after that. I’d assumed that he’d been killed on the way, but obviously not. Turned out that by the time he’d gotten back, the battle with the hollow men was long over, and most of the remains of the Swift  Brigade had decamped. “I was too little, too late,” Baron told me. “Sorry to have missed it. I bet it was a hell of a fight.”

“It was sure a hell of something,” I assured him, remembering the sight of monsters trying to overwhelm the Fort through sheer, terrifying numbers. It was there at Mourningwood Fort that I had first encountered the noble Hero who would become our ruler, and I—along with other members of the Brigade—had agreed to fight by our ruler’s side in the quest to rid Albion of Logan.

My obligations to the ruler had wound up separating me from most members of the Swift Brigade although I had caught glimpses of them in pitched battle against the dark forces that tried to overrun Bowerstone that fearsome day.

Now I was seeing more of them as, like Baron, they came out of the shadows and regarded me with a mixture of interest, suspicion, and even some hostility. I had no idea where such hostility might be coming from, but sometimes it seemed as if people needed no excuse to take a dislike to me. Hard to understand, I know. I’m normally such an utterly charming fellow.

“What’re the lot of you doing out here?” I said.

“Making camp. Come.” He gestured for me to follow. “We have a lot to talk about.”

We do? I thought, but saw no reason to say that aloud.

The rest of them had eased up the hammers on their weapons, so that was a positive thing. They weren’t planning to fill me with holes, or at least not yet they weren’t. Baron moved toward me and draped a friendly arm  around my shoulder, telling me that it was good to see me and that I shouldn’t at all take offense at the fact that they’d all been pointing weapons at me earlier.

In short order, we arrived at an encampment. There were tents pitched and more soldiers, at least a dozen or so, cooking up food and throwing back drinks. A few of them afforded me brief, disinterested glances before returning to whatever they were doing.

I also saw several horses there as well. Most of them were old, tired-looking, and seemed as if they wanted nothing more than to get some rest. There was one, though, that was quite striking, and I remembered him from my time at the Fort. He was a proud, brown stallion named Clash, and there had been times where I stepped in to help with his grooming just because he was that magnificent an animal. I stared at Clash, and he looked back at me with what appeared to be full recognition. I might have been imagining it, but Clash seemed genuinely happy to see me.

“So these are the men you fetched back from Silverpines?” I said.

“Some of them are,” said Baron. “There were more; you’re looking at what remains after the battle of Bowerstone. Truth to tell, we’re really not much in the way of soldiers anymore.”

“Mercenaries, then?” I supposed I had no business sitting in judgment on someone else. Certainly I had done far more scurrilous things than being a mercenary in my time. Still, I was always something of a right bastard. I hated to see trained soldiers falling into disorganization  and becoming swords and guns for hire. On the other hand, I suppose there are worse things that they could become and, as I said, who am I to judge?

“More or less.” Baron regarded me cautiously. “You disapprove?”

“Not for me to approve or disapprove. Although I don’t understand why you can’t simply join up with the soldiers who serve our leader. There’s always need for finely trained men-at-arms.”

“Funny you would mention arms,” came a gruff voice from nearby.

I looked over and was amazed. Considering I lived in a world populated by creatures of evil and darkness, it took quite a bit to amaze me, and yet there I was, amazed.

“Trevor?” I said.

Trevor it was, or at least a considerable portion of him. Trevor had been one of the soldiers at the Fort and had fought as valiantly as any man against the onslaught of the hollow men. He was a big bear of a man who favored using a battle hammer. I had thought he died in the course of the battle, but obviously that wasn’t the case, for there he was.

Unfortunately, the toll that the battle had taken upon him was obvious for all to see. He wouldn’t be wielding a hammer anytime soon, for he was absent his left arm. All that remained was a burned-away stump. It looked like someone had used an iron snatched out of a blacksmith’s furnace to cauterize the wound.

“Finn,” he replied, with a slight nod of his head and a growl in his voice. “So you’re still alive.”

“Not for lack of people trying to kill me.”

“Tell me about it,” he said ruefully. Another man would have inclined his head toward the missing limb by way of emphasis. Trevor did not do so. “So what the hell are you doing here?”

“Looking for something to keep me occupied. Any thoughts on the matter?”

Trevor didn’t respond immediately. Actually, he didn’t respond at all beyond staring at me as if I had just robbed his sister of her virginity. Then he turned away from me, strode over to the other side of the camp, and dropped down in front of a pot of what smelled like beans cooking.

I looked at Baron questioningly. He shrugged in response. “Trevor’s not the happiest of individuals.”

“I noticed that. Can’t say as I blame him.”

Evening fell, and I joined the mercenaries (I cannot even now find it within me to refer to them as “soldiers”) for their evening meal. The hunting had not been plentiful, but it hadn’t been scarce either. A wild boar was sizzling on the main spit, with a couple of rabbits that I suppose would have served as appetizers cooking on other fires. Ale was also flowing freely. I had no idea from where they’d acquired it although I suspected that it was not through what one might call honest means.

Conversation naturally turned to stories about Major Swift, who became bigger and bigger in the retelling. It wasn’t as if the real man wasn’t formidable enough, but there had never been the anecdote told that couldn’t be deftly exaggerated until the subject of it was near godlike in proportions.

“And so he just, calm as anything, takes his insignias off his uniform,” I was saying, “and lays them aside and says to this brute, who had to be drunk off his ass and about seven feet tall, the major, he says, ‘Okay. Now it’s not an officer and an enlisted man. Now it’s just man to man. Let’s see what you’ve got.’”

“How long did it take him to put the man down?” said Baron, leaning eagerly forward while chewing on a piece of overcooked boar meat. “Thirty seconds?”

“Eleven,” I said.

There were howls of doubt and more of laughter, and I put up a hand, and said, “I swear. I was there, and I timed it. Eleven seconds. And that was only because the major was toying with him.”

Trevor had been watching me the entire time, not having said a word to me since I first arrived. But by then, with the shadows embracing him and the ale loosening his tongue a bit, he finally spoke. “And why, exactly, should we listen to anything you have to say about Major Swift?”

There was an uncomfortable silence, the soldiers looking around at each other uncertainly. “Because I was there, Trevor,” I said.

“Yeah. You were. And you know when else you were there?” His voice was starting to rise. “When that bastard Logan killed him. You were there, and our ‘heroic’ ruler was there as well. And you both just stood there, the both of you utterly useless. Logan shot down the major, like a damned dog, just shot him down. And then”—and Trevor took another swig of his ale—“when  there was an actual chance to get some vengeance—when Logan was called to account for his misdeeds—was there any real justice? No. Our beloved ruler gave him a free pass.”

“You think I was happy about that?” I said. “I was in favor of seeing Logan get the same treatment that he gave the major!”

“Yeah, but he didn’t. And what did you do? You continued to serve our bloody ruler, that’s what. That’s how much you cared about the major.”

“There were things that needed to be done, including defending Albion, in case you’ve forgotten,” I said.

He regarded me with open disdain, and said, “Some of us managed to accomplish that deed without tossing the major to the vultures.”

“Look, maybe we should just agree to disagree about this,” said Baron. He’d always fancied himself the peacemaker and a big believer in allies working together seamlessly instead of having disagreements. I appreciated the hopefulness of his thinking, but unfortunately it wasn’t always possible for the world to be that way.

“Do you think it was an easy decision for our ruler to make, sparing Logan?” I said.

“Royalty sticking together, covering each other’s backsides. Yeah, that’s never happened before,” said Trevor. Much to my annoyance, there was acknowledging laughter from some of the others.

“It had nothing to do with backside covering and everything to do with the fact that Logan had plenty of troops at his command. Troops who fought alongside  ours when the land was overrun by the darkness. If Logan had been killed, do you think any of his soldiers would have fallen in line? No,” I said, before Trevor or anyone else could interrupt. “They would have dispersed. They would have been useless as a fighting force. Killing Logan would have done nothing to bring back the major, but it would have ensured that thousands more would have died.”

“Thousands of people that I don’t give a damn about,” said Trevor.

“Our ruler didn’t have the luxury of not caring about thousands of people. And maybe if it had been you who had become ruler, you might be seeing things a bit differently. Walking out in the public, under the eyes of all the people who depend on you. Yes. Yes, I think you might indeed see things differently.”

Trevor regarded me for a good, long time. The only sound to be heard in the encampment was the crackling of the cook fires. And then, finally, to my astonishment, he lowered his gaze and shrugged. “Perhaps.”

You have to understand that Trevor in an argument was like a dog with a bone in its mouth. Short of shooting him, he wasn’t inclined to let anything go. So for him to make such an admission was one hell of a concession. Rather than give voice to my astonishment, I just inclined my head slightly, and said, “All right, then.”

“All right, then,” said Trevor.

Baron was visibly relieved although a few of the men around looked disappointed. Perhaps they’d been interested in easing their boredom by watching an all-out  brawl erupt. How tragic that they were destined for disappointment.

Eager to turn conversation in another direction before someone else took up the spear and threatened more trouble, I turned quickly to Baron, and said, “So do you have anything in particular you’re heading for at the moment? Anyplace that is in need of such an obviously formidable band as this?”

“Well,” said Baron, “there’s the problem at Black-holm . . .”

Immediately there were moans from the other soldiers, and shouts of, “Not that again!” and “Don’t start!”

I felt like I had wandered into the middle of a conversation that had been going on for some time. “Black-holm? I’m not sure I . . .”

Baron was clearly about to answer, but Trevor cut him off. “It’s a nothing town, situated about midway between Millfields and Silverpines. They’re having problems with some land grabber . . .”

“He’s not just a land grabber,” Baron said. “Droogan is anything but a land grabber. He’s a warlord—”

“A self-styled warlord,” Trevor shot back. “Just because you’ve got some men following you and you go around conquering towns that are too pitiful to stand up to you, that doesn’t make you a warlord. Droogan is a spoiled nobleman who is busy burning through his inheritance while playing at soldiering. He’s nothing. He’s no one. He’s not worth our time. It would be slumming for soldiers like us to bother with someone like him.”

I was able to read between the lines fairly easily. “Let  me guess: The people of Blackholm don’t have much in the way of money. Specifically, money to pay for defenders.”

“That’s pretty much it,” said Baron, making no attempt to hide his annoyance with his fellow soldiers. “The fine gentlemen here don’t seem to feel that the residents of Blackholm are worth our time.”

“This isn’t a matter of opinion,” said Trevor. “They aren’t worth our time because our time costs money, and it’s money they don’t have.” He turned to me as if it was pointless to address Baron, and continued, “They’ve sent runners in all directions, asking for mercenaries to come and aid them in their fight against this Droogan idiot who wants to take over their town, take their land, take their animals and women and whatever else they might have. Mostly he’s been threatening to do it unless they give it over voluntarily. You know what that says to me?”

“That he’s weak?”

“That he’s weak!” Trevor said readily, and he thumped me on the shoulder in what he doubtless imagined was camaraderie. Me, I could practically feel the bruise forming already. “Yes, exactly. If he had the resources to take what he wanted, then he would just do it. So basically you’ve got a town with extremely limited financial resources in a battle against an arrogant poseur whose blood isn’t even worth spilling.” He turned toward Baron and addressed the comment to him since Baron had clearly been advocating that they take up the challenge. “You see why we’re not bothering with them?”

“Of course I do. You’re cowards. The lot of you!”

My mouth had been open, ready to reply, but those had not been my words. It was, however, an uncanny imitation of my voice.

Trevor’s head snapped around, and his eyes narrowed. All the anger that he had been displaying earlier but had managed to shut down was roaring back to life. “What did you say?”

I started to answer, but before I could: “Couldn’t understand a two-syllable word like ‘coward’?”

Instantly, I clapped my hands over my mouth. That turned out to be a mistake, because then they couldn’t see that my lips weren’t moving. So they had to depend on what they heard, and what they heard was, “You sure are a big strong hero . . . for a lady! Is this your sewing circle?”

I tried to salvage the situation, tried to say, “It’s not me! I’m not saying this!” But it was too late. Trevor roared in fury, and none of the others sounded much happier. Most of them had been fairly indifferent to me; only one had genuinely been glad to see me. Furthermore, the lot of them had been drinking, and nothing makes one quick to react to insult like liquor.

Trevor lunged at me, and the only thing that saved me was the fact that he had no left arm because it gave me somewhere to go. I darted to his left, avoiding the sweep of his right arm, and he stumbled forward directly into the campfire.

He cried out in pain and immediately several of the soldiers went to him to help haul him clear. Several others, meantime, came straight at me. I was outnumbered, and there was no way I wanted any part of the fight, particularly since I wasn’t the one who had instigated it.

A branch extended overhead. I leaped straight up for it, grabbing it and swinging my legs up and out so that I just managed to clear the heads of my attackers. I let the momentum of the swing carry me so that I landed just beyond them. They quickly corrected course and came right after me. Given the opportunity, there was no doubt in my mind that they would have caught me and pounded me into the ground.

So, obviously, it was in my best interests to not give them that opportunity.

Clash, that impressive and magnificent stallion, was just ahead of me, tethered to a tree. I sprinted up behind him and vaulted onto his back from behind. He let out a startled whinny, and I said, “It’s me, big fella.”

Meanwhile “my” voice was shouting, “The ladies must really love you lot! Do you share makeup tips and trade shoes?”

This did nothing to get me into their good graces.

There was no point in trying to explain. The combination of the harassment that my mouth seemed to be expelling like vomit and the fact that they’d been tossing back ale fairly heavily wasn’t conducive to their being reasonable. I pulled out my sword, and they fell back a moment, doubtlessly concerned I was about to use it on them.

Instead, I sliced through the rope that was keeping  Clash tied to the tree. It parted easily enough, and Clash reared up, pounding the air with his hooves and whinnying even louder than before. He certainly sounded happy to be free of his bonds.

Gripping the reins tightly, I wheeled the horse around and dug my heels in, shouting, “Yah!” because “Giddyap” was just so cliché. The only one who might have been willing to put his body between Clash’s thundering hooves and my route out of there would have been Trevor, and he was busy snuffing out the last of the flames on his clothing. I caught a brief glimpse of Baron’s distressed expression, then we were out of the clearing.

I couldn’t open up the horse for a full gallop because it was dark, we were in the forest, and there was no clear path. But at least it wasn’t a particularly dense forest, and I was able to maneuver Clash through it quickly. I heard the sounds of pursuit behind me, but Clash had four legs to their two, and it was just fast enough to stay ahead of them. Less than a minute later we made it to the main road, and that was when all the chasing in the world was reduced to irrelevancy. They shouted from behind, and I heard a gun or two go off in what amounted to little more than futile gestures. Clash had seized his freedom with all four hooves. Well, not actually seized per se since he had no opposable thumbs, but he clasped it firmly in . . .

Never mind. Let’s just say that Clash was happy to have a chance to be unrestrained.

He literally hit the ground running, his hooves chewing up the dirt, the road hurtling past.

I snapped the reins, urging him on, and he was all too happy to comply. The shouts of the soldiers faded into the distance as Clash pounded down the road although I was happy to hear the words, “Which way did he go?” floating behind me. Anything that added to the difficulty of their following us was fine with me. There was no other horse back at the encampment that had a fraction of Clash’s energy and power.

I also knew how the soldiers’ minds worked. It wasn’t as if I had shot any of them or in some substantive way had done them damage that required vengeance. Instead, from their point of view, I had hurled insults at them, then run away in a thoroughly cowardly fashion. They would decide that such a craven bastard as I wasn’t worth the effort that pursuit would take. Instead, they would return to their encampment and say all manner of derogatory things about me, none of which I would hear or care about in the least.

Sadly, it would never occur to them that I hadn’t really thrown about any insults at all.

“That damn gnome,” I snarled between gritted teeth, as Clash continued to gallop down the road.

“What about me?” came a hideously familiar voice from directly behind me.

Instantly, I reined up, causing a bewildered Clash to skid to a stop with such force that another horse might have upended. Clash remained upright, and I barely managed to hold on, slamming up against the back of his head. His mane got in my mouth and I spat out bits of it.

Happily, the gnome, who had perched on the horse’s rump, was thrown completely clear. He tumbled through the air ass over teakettle several times before hitting the ground and bouncing several more times before rolling to a halt against a tree. Amazingly, his pointed hat remained firmly on his head.

He scrambled to his feet, sputtering in indignation. “Well! I like that!”

“I know I certainly did.” Regaining my proper posture atop the horse, I said, “You disappeared, and you stopped talking. I thought you were gone.”

“Of course you did. That’s what I wanted you to think although in your case I use the word ‘think’ in the broadest possible way,” the gnome retorted. “I was getting bored with your ignoring me. So I figured I’d wait for just the right time.”

“Why didn’t I see you in the camp?”

“I was hiding above.”

“But . . . my voice . . . it sounded like it was coming out of my mouth . . .”

“You never heard of being able to throw your voice? Although if I’d really wanted to be accurate, I would have made you sound like you were talking out your arse.”

“And the imitation . . . it was perfect.”

“That was no great trick,” said the gnome, waving dismissively. “All I did was squeeze my legs tightly together so I’d sound like a castrato. Naturally, that sounded just like you.”

I was finally fed up. “What the hell is your problem, anyway? You, with your endless insults and your stirring  up trouble. I don’t understand the point of what you’re doing.”

“Point? The point is, I hate humans.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re so damned full of yourselves.” He swaggered toward me. “Acting like you’re so much better than everyone and everything else. Look at you. Without your guns, your swords, your knives, without all that, you’re nothing. Hobbes, hollow men, balverines, countless other beings that crawl or walk or slither their way across Albion . . . even the least of them can destroy the best of you if you don’t have your precious weapons with you. What gives you the right to exist at all?”

“Maybe the fact that we can conceive and create those ‘precious weapons’ is the thing that makes us better. Did you ever consider that?”

“No,” said the gnome flatly. “They’re just the defenses you came up with in order to compensate for your own inadequacy.”

“Maybe. And maybe the same can be said of your endless insults and hostility. Seems to me you have your own inadequacies that you’re compensating for.”

The gnome made a rude noise. “You certainly enjoy talking about feelings. How about I lead you to a nice big pile of gold? You can use it to buy some handbags and other nice things that ladies like.”

I regarded him thoughtfully. I might well have been imagining it, but I could have sworn that, just before he delivered more of the same insults, there had been a hesitation in his voice. As if I had struck home with the  comment about compensating for inadequacies, but naturally he would never allow himself to admit it.

I suppose that, after everything I’ve been through, everything I’ve seen, there should be something of the cynic in me. I had seen evil thrive and prosper. I had seen good triumph on occasion, but typically at great cost. Those filled with innocence died at the hands of those filled with vice, and the latter oftentimes went unpunished while the former remained unavenged. There were times when I wondered what indeed the point of anything was, and I had come to realize that sometimes you really had to work hard to find it.

Plus, I realized that somewhere along the way I’d started thinking of the gnome as a “he” instead of an “it.”

“You want to come along?” I said abruptly, and even had to double-check myself to make sure that I myself had actually spoken.

The gnome looked surprised. It was the first emotion I’d seen on his face that wasn’t related to hostility. He covered it quickly as his eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Come along where?”

“To Blackholm,” I said carelessly. “You heard. They could use some help over there.”

“Help?” he said with disdain. “From you? A virtuous hero, perhaps? Is that what you fancy yourself? People love a virtuous hero. You know why? Because people are idiots. That’s why I hate them.”

“Well, then, just think: If you come along with me, you’ll have plenty of people to shower all that hatred upon.  As opposed to here, where you wait for random travelers to come along so you can have your brief amusements.”

“That’s true,” said the gnome thoughtfully. Then he seemed to catch himself. “What’s it to you? Why are you suddenly inviting me to come with you instead of riding as hard and fast as you can to leave me behind? What, you don’t think you can change my way of thinking, do you? Is that what this is about? Some disgusting, noble notion to salvage the evil, cranky gnome? Is that what you’re on about? Or . . . I know! Because you’re a woman, you think like a woman, which means you’re a contrary little thing. You figure that if you try to leave me behind, I’ll conspire to come along just out of perverse spite. But if you ask me to come along, then you figure I won’t. Idiot. Did you think I was born yesterday?”

“I’m honestly not sure when you were born. I hadn’t given it any thought. When were you born?”

“That’s none of your business!”

“Fine,” I said with a shrug. “So . . . I’m leaving now. Are you coming or not?”

I could actually see his internal struggle reflected in his exterior. He was physically swaying, like a tree in the wind, except in his case the winds were coming from within him.

“You know,” I continued, “if you did come along now, there’s nothing to stop you from departing anytime you want.”

“You’re not wrong about that,” said the gnome, which was probably as close as he would ever come to  saying I was right about something. He took one step and leaped, covering the distance between the two of us with one effortless bound. He landed on Clash’s rump and Clash made a small noise of protest. He obviously didn’t like the gnome one bit. Who could blame him?

“Do you have a name?” I said.

The gnome twisted his head at a full ninety-degree angle and stared at me. “You can’t be serious.”

“Yes, I’m serious. Do you have a name?”

“It’s none of your business.”

“Fine. Keep it to yourself.”

“You trying to get all friendly with me? Maybe we should braid each other’s hair next.”

“Do you even have hair under that hat?”

“You know the main reason I’m coming along?” said the gnome. “It’s so I can be there when you die.”

“Everybody has to be somewhere,” I said with a shrug, and snapped the reins. Clash, apparently relieved for the opportunity to finally get going, started off down the road and in short order was galloping at full speed in the direction of Blackholm. At least I hoped that was where we were heading. All I had was a general idea of where it was geographically in relation to two other regions.

Yet another reason not to be a cynic. Sometimes, hope is the only thing we have to keep us going.




Chapter 5

The Walls of Blackholm

FROM THE WAY THE SOLDIERS HAD BEEN speaking, I had expected Blackholm to be this little pisspot of a place, a scattering of huts and hovels held together by family connections and sentiment. I could not have been more wrong. Blackholm was quite a large town, and a rather formidable wall had been erected around it. Whether it was as a result of their recent difficulties, or if it was historically that way, I had no way of knowing. There was a main gate with sentries posted keeping track of the comings and goings of everyone who had any intended dealings in the town.

I reined up in front of a sentry who was clutching a flintlock with both hands. He was unconscionably young: a beardless youth who might well have been pressed into service straight from his cradle. The most likely scenario was that the actual sentry had been killed  in battle at some point, and they’d taken whoever they felt could hold a rifle, stand at his post, and ask simple questions like, “What’s your business here?”

“What’s your business here?” said the sentry.

“Well,” I said, “my understanding is that you’re in need of additional manpower. I’m here to offer my services.”

“Being a woman,” the gnome said from behind me, “you’d know a lot about servicing people.”

The sentry jumped when he heard that brittle, arrogant voice. He spotted the gnome on the back of the horse and immediately swung his rifle up. “What the hell is that!?”

Clash whinnied loudly in protest since, understandably, he wasn’t enthused about the idea of a weapon being aimed in his direction. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t the target; shots could still go astray, especially when the rifle was in the trembling hands of an inexperienced youth.

“At ease, son,” I said, using my most soothing voice. “He’s a gnome. He’s harmless.”

“And you’re gormless!” the gnome shot back.

The sentry still looked confused. I could hardly blame him. “I picked him up en route,” I said. “Like a foot fungus. What can you do?” and I shrugged to indicate that, as far as I was concerned, that was the end of the matter. “My name is Ben Finn. I’ve been fighting life-and-death battles since you were in short pants. You can either welcome me in, or I can go on my way. From what I understand, though, you folks aren’t exactly in a position to turn away helping hands. Am I right?”

The sentry assessed the situation, then said, “Yeah. You are. All right, then. Pass,” as he fired a warning look at the gnome—“but I’m going to be keeping an eye on you.”

The gnome glanced down at the sentry’s feet. “Those are nice shoes, but don’t you think your gran’s feet are cold without them?”

The young man paled slightly, and I wondered if perhaps the gnome had actually made an insult based on truth for a change. There was certainly no reason to hang around and find out, though, so I snapped the reins and guided Clash into the confines of the walled city.

I had forgotten to ask the sentry where I should go in order to offer my services, but I certainly wasn’t inclined to go back to him. Instead, I checked around, making inquiries of the townspeople. Invariably, they would look at the gnome in confusion, unsure of whether they were seeing an arrogant child, an angry midget, or an animated statue. That invariably delighted the gnome, who would come up with new and increasingly florid insults to toss around, which would invariably stun everyone into silence.

I was told that the person I should be approaching was “Old Henry.” This did not inspire me with a great deal of confidence. At the very least, I expected I’d be working with someone who had some manner of military title. “Old Henry” definitely did not qualify as such. Nevertheless, they had barracks set up to house “our defenders,” as one woman put it, and it only took me a few minutes to find it.

“Now listen carefully,” I said to the gnome. “You seem to be having a good deal of fun insulting the townspeople—”

“I like it when the tears start to well up in the corners of their eyes.”

“Okay, well . . . just so you know . . . you pull that crap when we go in here, and there’s every possibility that we’ll be invited to leave Blackholm as quickly as humanly possible. And that will put an end to your fun pretty quickly. With that in mind, it’s up to you, but you might want to consider keeping a muzzle on your impulses.”

The gnome looked like he was ready to simply toss off another insult, then something approaching genuine thought went through his mind. “Fine,” he said, which I have to admit surprised the hell out of me.

“Fine?” I echoed.

“Yeah. Fine. You want me to sing it for you? Whisper it to you, then stick my tongue in your ear? You’d probably like that, wouldn’t you?”

I decided the best thing to do was not even deign to respond. Instead, I hopped down off Clash and tied him off at the hitching post. I then headed for the door of the barracks, pausing to glance behind me to see if the gnome was there. He was not. Apparently he had decided to absent himself and go find something more interesting to occupy him. I shuddered to think what that would be and could only hope that I wouldn’t hear my voice issuing insults to the men inside. There were only so many times I was going to be able to escape the ramifications of such situations.

I entered and wasn’t thrilled with what I saw.

There was an uneasy mix of men in the stark barracks. Some of them were hardened mercenaries, their faces road maps of scars and injuries that they had sustained in their careers. Others were youngsters of the same type as I had seen in the post of sentry. There were beds for them to sleep on, and some meager cooking facilities where some women were preparing an equally meager meal for the men. They looked up at me with curiosity when I entered, studying me and obviously assessing me and whatever attributes I might have been able to bring to the business of defending the city.

“I’m looking for Old Henry,” I said.

There was a brief silence. Perhaps sound moved differently in the barracks, and it took a while for my voice to get from one end of the large room to the other. Then one of the women looked upward, and shouted, “Henry! Someone to see you!”

I heard a scuffling noise from upstairs, then a heavy, rhythmic tread from the upper floor of the building. Slowly, steadily, it approached a nearby set of stairs, and Old Henry emerged into view.

I could readily see why he had no rank. He didn’t need it. This was a warrior in the most classic sense. Trust me, I could tell. He oozed confidence the way other men oozed sweat. He had a huge, bristling gray beard and was as broad as any three men put together, but there didn’t appear to be an ounce of fat on him. His body didn’t jiggle at all; he was solid muscle through and through. His dark eyes focused on me and seemed  to bore right into the back of my head, getting a feel for what type of man I was. I couldn’t say I was thrilled by the prospect because there were days that I didn’t know what type of man I was. That tended to vary with the circumstances.

“You’re a soldier,” he said at last. His voice sounded as if it were starting from somewhere around his boots.

“I am.”

“You’ve seen things. Fought things.”

“I have.”

“And you’re here to help us?”

“Yes.”

He tilted his head slightly. “Why?”

I ran through all the reasons in my mind, then just decided to answer as simply and honestly as I could. “Because I really don’t have much of anything better to do.”

“I see.”

I removed my gloves and extended a hand. “Ben Finn,” I said. “Formerly I served at . . .”

“Don’t much care where you’ve been, only where you’re going to be.” He hadn’t taken the hand I had outstretched. I took no offense; not everyone was much for handshaking. “What is the significance of that ring?”

I glanced down, having worn it so long that I didn’t even think about it. It was nothing special: a simple silver ring with an ornate “F” emblazoned upon it. “Family heirloom,” I said. “Nothing more. Not even particularly valuable. Why do you ask?”

“It was not a crest I recognized.”

I chuckled at that. “My family is not one prone to crests. I’m hardly that highborn. We made these ourselves, my family did. Nothing you need concern yourself about.”

“I concern myself with the safety of this town,” he said. “Beyond that, I care very little.”

“Then I believe I can be of some service to you in that regard.”

“All right, then,” said Old Henry. “Welcome to the fight—”

And suddenly a fierce clanging sounded outside, a cacophony of bells that signaled one thing to me. The soldiers immediately started scrambling to their feet, grabbing their equipment. The older men looked eager; the younger men nervous but determined.

As if he hadn’t even heard the bells, because his voice was so calm and detached, Old Henry said, “I hope you didn’t make yourself too comfortable.” Then he turned to the men who were down in the main area, as well as the ones who were hurrying down the stairs from above. “You all know your posts. You all know what to do. I suggest you do it. You.” And he glanced my way. “Come with me. Let’s see what you can do.”

We headed out into the main square of the town, where citizens were hurrying toward their homes, locking the doors, and obviously praying that the militia would manage to beat back the attacks. A set of rickety stairs led to parapets above, where soldiers were already lined up, taking aim with rifles. I noticed that a squadron of swordsmen had set themselves up at the large  double doors that served as the community’s gate, which had been closed and was in the process of being barricaded. Everyone was moving with smooth efficiency, and I had to think that was largely Old Henry’s doing. He had obviously reached a position of trust in the city by overseeing everything that needed to be done, then making sure that everyone did it.

Old Henry climbed the rickety stairs, which shuddered under every heavy step he took. I followed, moving two steps at a time, trying to make sure I didn’t get thrown off the stairway. We reached the parapets, and I started to look over the top of the wall. It was a stupid, amateur move, and the only thing that kept me from getting my head blown off was Old Henry grabbing me by the back of the shirt and yanking me to one side. A bullet pinged past me; I could practically feel the air sizzling.

There was a rack on the wall that had helmets, shields, a length of rope, and additional ammunition. Old Henry snatched a helmet from the rack and slammed it down on my head. “Are you sure you’ve done this before?” he said.

“Just give me something to aim at, and I’ll show you.” I made sure to crouch as I said that.

He tapped a small aperture in the wall and I peered through it.

Sure enough, a small army was charging the city. They looked very organized and very determined. A number of them were carrying ladders that were clearly intended to help them scale the wall.

They were the ones I went for first. The aperture was just wide enough to provide room to aim. I unslung Vanessa and started firing immediately. Just as immediately, attackers tumbled over, hit by perfectly placed shots. Not a single shot wasted, not a single shot missed.

I turned to Old Henry to see what he had to say about such precise marksmanship. Funny how I’d only known him for a few minutes, and yet his opinion was already important to me. Apparently, though, he was satisfied by what he had seen because he had already moved on down the parapet, guiding the efforts and endeavors of others as they worked to beat back the invaders.

“That’s brilliant shooting!” came an excited but nervous voice from near me. I turned and saw that it was, of all people, the sentry who had first granted me access to the city. He was in a proper crouch and had his rifle at the ready. It was older than mine and less efficient but would get the job done if he could just manage to keep his hands steady. “I’m Russell, by the way.”

“Hello, Russell. Not the best time for chitchat, I’m afraid.” I was busy reloading my rifle and wishing that there were a way to pack twenty or thirty shots into it at one time.

“How do you manage to shoot so well?”

“Practice.” I took aim and fired several more times, taking down several more soldiers who were trying to get a ladder close enough to mount the walls. “You take a deep breath, aim, let out the breath, and shoot. If you hit the target, you do it just that way again. If you miss, you make adjustments. It’s not much more complicated than that.”

“Got it,” said Russell. I promptly stopped paying attention to him as I continued to fire at the enemy.

All things considered, I should have been grateful. These were, after all, merely humans. At least they weren’t hollow men or other nonliving or hell-spawned creatures that required multiple direct hits to be halted in their tracks. Compared to other things I’d had to deal with in the past, this was practically a vacation.

Suddenly, I heard an outcry from right next to me. Russell had stood up, trying to take aim, and he was clutching at his shoulder as a red splotch spread over it. His face went white, and the rifle slipped from his fingers as he looked at me with wide-eyed alarm. Then he pitched forward; I’m not sure he even knew where he was at that moment. I reached out for him, but my hand grasped only empty air as Russell tumbled over the edge of the parapet.

“Good riddance,” came the voice of the gnome. He was perched just under the parapet, and he was grinning widely at seeing the young man fall from the shelter that had proven so inadequate. “One less human.”

I have no idea what motivated me at that moment. It might have been the sneering gnome taking pleasure in the misfortune of someone else. Maybe I didn’t want to see what those bastards would do to him in his final moments (assuming he was still alive) or to his corpse (assuming he wasn’t). Or maybe it was just that I knew that death wasn’t necessarily the end. That terrible things could happen even after death, and I had no desire to see that inflicted upon a youngster who was just trying to fight for the survival of his people.

Whatever prompted it, within seconds I had snatched the rope from the rack and lashed it around my waist. I looped the other end around an extending hook that a rifle was dangling from. Then I grabbed a shield and threw myself over the top of the wall before I had time to consider what I was doing.

I slid down the rope at high speed, wincing as it tore at the skin of my palms. I should have been wearing my gloves. I didn’t have time to worry about it, though. The rope had hit the bottom and was partly curled up on Russell’s fallen form.

The attackers were still a distance back because of the fusillade that had kept them at bay. I brought the shield up. It was specially reinforced, metal lined with hardwood. It provided sufficient stopping power for any bullet save a direct hit at close range. Otherwise, bullets deflected off it or were sufficiently slowed that they did not penetrate.

A fallen ladder lay nearby. It was going to be unwieldy, trying to angle it single-handedly up the wall, but it wasn’t as if I had a lot of choice. Climbing back up the rope with Russell slung over my shoulder wasn’t really an option.

I made it to Russell and was both gratified and amazed to see that he was still breathing. He looked up at me with startled eyes. “What the hell—?” he managed to whisper.

“Damned if I know,” I said as I started to haul him up.

Then an angry roar alerted me and I looked up just in time to see a particularly large brute bearing down on  me. He had a shotgun that was incredibly large. Compensating for something, the gnome’s voice sounded in my head.

He fired at nearly point-blank range. I brought up the shield just in time because, had the blast hit home, it would have torn me in half. As it was, it knocked me clean off my feet, and I could see a massive indentation from the shot in the shield. It had dented it severely and, were it given another opportunity, would probably punch right through it.

I yanked out my pistol and fired blindly. But even my blind shots are better than most men’s shooting with both eyes on the target. The soldier went down with half his face gone.

More were coming, though, and I slung Russell over my shoulder even as I kept my gun leveled, hoping that my awkward positioning of the shield would be enough to stave off immediate death. Getting to the ladder, getting it upright, climbing up it while fending off attackers, none of it was going to be easy. But I had no choice.

It turned out that I was exactly right about that, yet wrong at the same time.

Abruptly the rope around my middle yanked tightly and I was hauled off my feet. Russell was nearly thrown from me but I just managed to hang on to him as we were pulled straight up the wall. I banged against it several times as we hurtled upward and jerked to a halt just short of the top. I had shoved the pistol back into my belt in order to free up my hands and twisted around to keep the shield between us and the attackers. More bullets  pinged off it as I shoved Russell over the top of the wall, then, pushing up against it with my feet, drove myself behind its protection as well.

I had figured that two or three soldiers had teamed up to drag us to safety. I was astounded to find that there was only one man there: Old Henry. He was crouched low, paying no attention to bullets that were flying just over his head. One actually grazed his skull; I saw a thin line of blood appear as if by magic. Either he didn’t realize it was there or, more likely, didn’t care.

“That was a damned stupid thing to do,” he said tightly. He seemed to want to say more, but instead opted for, “Keep shooting. And no more damned heroics.”

Doing as I had been bidden, I took up my place again and targeted more of the soldiers. When I glanced over my shoulder once again, Old Henry and Russell were gone. Presumably Henry had taken the boy to safety so that someone could attend to him. I’d seen more wounds in my time than I care to think about, but one of the benefits of that undesirable experience was that I was able to tell at a glance whether the wound was going to be fatal or not. In Russell’s case, I was reasonably sure that he would be able to pull through, assuming that he was attended to quickly.

As for me, I had my own problems to deal with.

The battle raged for much of the day. The assailants of Blackholm were not given to grand strategies. They were trying to overwhelm through sheer force of arms and unrelenting determination. They crashed up against the wall, obviously hoping to overwhelm it in the same  manner that rising floodwaters overcome piles of sandbags. The question was, were we—the town’s defenders—sufficient proof against the would-be waters?

The answer, as it turned out, was yes. After a time, the battlefield was so strewn with bodies that it was making it difficult for the surviving soldiers to cover the ground. They were so busy dodging or stepping over their fallen comrades that they made easier targets of themselves, and we did not hesitate to take advantage of that lack of maneuverability.

Long into the afternoon, I found myself waiting for another target I could pick off. It had been a while since they’d last presented me with an opportunity, and my trigger finger was squeezing spasmodically even though it wasn’t actually wrapped around anything. That was probably good because I didn’t want to be wasting ammunition with accidental shots.

“I think they’ve gone!” came a voice from a distance away. It was one of the other soldiers, crouched at his station in the same manner as I was. He was looking to me questioningly.

“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe that’s what they want us to think?”

“How do we find out?”

“Only one way,” I said and, taking a deep breath, I stood straight up. I studied the terrain, searching for some sign, any sign of movement. I was more or less risking my neck on two principles: that I would be able to spot the movement of any assailant before he could draw  a bead on me and that they weren’t particularly good shots to begin with.

There I was, a perfect target, waiting for them to take their shot. They had no reason not to. We were going to be posting sentries anyway, even if we believed the battle to be over, so there was no real reason for them to think that they could catch us unawares. So why not seize the opportunity to dispatch a man who had not only killed a considerable number of them but actually had the temerity to leap down to the battlefield, recover one of his own allies, and scale back to safety, scarcely mussing his hair as he did so?

Long minutes stretched past. There was not so much as a rustling of the leaves in the nearby forest.

“Shoot him, you idjits!” came the irritated voice of the gnome from wherever he was currently secreting himself. “Do you need an engraved invitation, like this is some sort of cotillion? What are you, a bunch of girls or something? You must be, because you sure shoot like them! He’s standing right there! Maybe you’re so overwhelmed by his presence that your hands are shaking too much! Here’s a thought. Why not take those shaking hands and shove them down into your privates because that’s the only way you’ll be getting any excitement down there!”

He went on like that for some time. I hate to admit it, but I was actually grinning. If I wasn’t the target of his diatribes, he could be rather amusing to listen to.

With all of that, the air still remained silent of anything save the gnome’s insults and the occasional laughter from  the other defenders of Blackholm, who were clearly finding the gnome as entertaining as I was.

Finally, the gnome became aware that we were enjoying his comedy stylings. “Shut up! Stop laughing, you clucking chickens!” he snarled, but by that point we were so merry that even the insults he hurled at us simply generated more laughter. Angry that he wasn’t getting the typical responses of annoyance and outrage that he was accustomed to, the gnome finally fell silent. I could only imagine his frustration and wondered whether he would be so aggravated that he would just take off. I doubted I could be quite so fortunate, but I could always be optimistic about it.

Having satisfied ourselves that the enemy had either temporarily retreated or indeed given up entirely, I quickly established sentry points so that we could watch for any further incursions. The men didn’t hesitate to take my instructions as if they were orders, never questioning my commands or my right to give them.

What can I say? I suppose I have an air of authority about me.

Satisfied that the parapets were attended to, I made my way down to the ground and quickly returned to the barracks. I assumed, correctly as it turned out, that that was where Russell would be.

He was lying unconscious on one of the beds, his shoulder thoroughly bandaged. There was a spot of blood visible in the bandage where the wound had been seeping through, but it appeared to have stopped. He was pale, which was understandable.

Old Henry was standing over him, staring down at him.

“Did you get the bullet out?” I asked.

“Went right through him. Clean shot. Near as we can tell, no major organs were hit.” He never looked my way but still he spoke to me. “That was a damned stupid thing you did.”

“So you’ve said.”

“You were one of the best marksmen up there.”

“One of?”

He didn’t smile, but he did deign to look at me. “We needed your gun and your eye in defense of Blackholm. Risking both to save a single young man who isn’t even a particularly competent soldier . . .” He shook his head.

“I’m sorry if my priorities ran into conflict with yours.”

“Never say you’re sorry when you’re really not,” said Old Henry. Then he paused, and his voice softened. “You did what you felt you had to do in order to live with yourself. I can respect that and consider it a worthy achievement. And I suppose I should thank you”—and he glanced toward Russell—“for saving my son.”

“Your . . . ?”

I probably didn’t cover myself with glory with my reaction, which was to stand there slack-jawed and wide-eyed. “Are you serious? He’s your son?”

“According to his mother.” A vague suspicion passed through his eyes. “As for me, I have my doubts. But life is what it is, and so I accept her word and play the hand I’m dealt, as I’m sure she did.”

In my experience, when one doesn’t know quite what  to say, it’s preferable to say nothing at all. I knew one thing of a certainty, though, and that was that Old Henry was clearly someone who placed his dedication to protecting Blackholm above every other consideration.

As if my rescuing his son was no longer something worth discussing, he said brusquely, “How long will you be staying here? I ask because you strike me as someone who tends to move around quite a bit.”

“I have been known to.”

“Makes it more of a problem for your enemies to target you?”

“Fate, actually.” I smiled mirthlessly. “If I stay in one place too long, fate looks down and says, ‘Ah, there he is. Let’s visit some particular devastating mishap upon him, or maybe just strike him with a lightning bolt.’ ”

“You jest, but with an undercurrent of truth. Well, while you’re here, I’d like you to do as much good as you can. The recruits are already speaking of you with reverence.”

“As they do you.”

“Be that as it may, I want you to work on training them. I’m a brawler, Finn. If the enemy overruns the wall, if it comes to face-to-face combat, then stand behind me and be secure that none of them will get to you. Far preferable, though, is preventing them from getting to us in the first place. In that regard, you appear to excel, plus you have the sort of foolhardy bravery that fools tend to admire.”

“Thank you,” I said, unsure if that was a compliment or not.




Chapter 6

The Nightmare Begins

FOR WEEKS, MATTERS IN BLACKHOLM progressed very smoothly. In retrospect, one would have thought that that alone would have warned me that it couldn’t last. But I was, and admittedly still am, something of a vain bastard, and I told myself that the enemy had learned its lesson. I had shown them (well, the others and I had shown them, but mostly it had been me) that any and all assaults on Blackholm were destined to be a waste of time, energy, and lives.

Still, one could never assume. So I spent my time doing exactly what Old Henry had instructed me to do. I worked with the troops. Actually, I suppose that “troops” might well have been too generous a word since they remained raw at best in their skills. I credited them for being eager to learn, however, and I did my utmost to impart my extensive knowledge to them.

By day I would provide them instruction on both marksmanship and tactics. In a combat situation, being able to hit one’s target is only a part of it. You also have to discern quickly which targets are the ones you should be aiming for. Take down the leaders, kill those individuals to whom the others are looking for guidance, and oftentimes you can send the others running. You don’t just want to destroy the soldiers; you want to destroy their confidence.

By night I would provide them entertainment. I didn’t sing or dance or anything equally ghastly. But I had tales to tell, yes I did. And if I do say so myself—and since this is my narrative, who is there to gainsay me?—I tell them rather well.

There would always be some soldiers who would claim that I was exaggerating either the level of threat I would face at particular points in my tales, or perhaps making too much of my own part in the proceedings. Most of the time such accusations had only the smallest pinch of validity, but ultimately it didn’t matter, for they would invariably be shouted down by the more accepting and credulous who only wanted to know one thing: what happened next.

Having recovered from his ordeal, Russell regularly joined us at the evening get-togethers and was as attentive as anyone in the group. Old Henry, his father, tended not to. On occasion I would glimpse him at the periphery of the gathering, perhaps lending an ear to one of my more outrageous tales before moving on his way. His vigilance was incessant, and he never seemed satisfied with the notion that there were guards posted, wary  and attentive to any possible assault. He was never satisfied lest he was ascertaining personally that all was well.

As for the gnome, he became a great favorite of Blackholm, much to his frustration and chagrin. Rather than be offended by him, it became something of a badge of honor to be insulted by him because the hardened residents of the town were impressed by the cleverness of his diatribes. His were not simply mindless exercises in namecalling. His insults were often quite clever and inventive, and it turned into a bit of a status symbol to be subject to his ungentle attentions. “You’ll never believe what the gnome said to me!” would be the way conversations extolling his “virtues” would begin, and the people would compare notes and sometimes even agree: “He’s got you there. You really do have a turnip for a nose. Many’s the day I’ve wondered how you didn’t suffocate and die with that thing mounted on your face.” Then there would be raucous laughter, and somewhere crouched behind a barrel or hiding in a corner, the gnome would tremble with fury and wonder about the hell he had willingly dropped himself into. But something about the perversity of his nature wouldn’t allow him simply to depart once and for all. He had to stay and keep trying to upset people and wouldn’t take lack of offense for an answer.

One day and night passed into the next, and the time of peace stretched to such a degree that I began to conclude one of two things had transpired. Either the warlord was trying to lull us into a false sense of security, or else he had simply given up and moved on to easier fare.

Then came an evening when we had settled in for the  night. The men who had drawn guard duty were patrolling, overseeing what hopefully promised to be another quiet night. I was lying in my bunk, fingers interlaced behind my head, staring up at the ceiling.

I should have been asleep, but was not.

Something felt wrong.

There was no one thing that I could put my finger on. There weren’t any unusual sounds, no unexpected snapping of branches being trod upon in the darkness by an overloud opponent. And yet there was something undefined in the air, and I disliked it intensely.

The rest of the men in the barracks were sleeping soundly. I heard their peaceful snoring and envied them; for my part, I was never able to sleep so deeply. I had conditioned myself to come fully awake at the slightest hint of trouble, a technique that had saved my life on more than one occasion. In this particular case, it didn’t matter since slumber was eluding me in any event.

I rose from my bunk, unable to even essay sleep anymore, the sense that something was amiss continuing to gnaw at me. It was the work of moments to clothe myself fully and move out into the main square. Then I stood there, trying to discern just what it was that was causing my unnamed dread.

“You’re going to die tonight.”

The gnome had spoken practically at my elbow. I was inwardly startled but managed not to show it since I was loath to give him the satisfaction. “Why should tonight be different from any other night since that’s your regular prediction?”

He didn’t reply immediately, which was unusual for him. Typically, he delighted in making continued insulting comments and predictions of my imminent demise. I looked down at the gnome. He was simply staring straight ahead, as if he could see something that I couldn’t. “Because it is different,” he said, and there was something about his tone that I disliked intensely.

Then he looked up at me, and I saw something in his eyes that unsettled me to my core.

I saw pity.

He appeared to be sorry for me.

That was enough to send me hastening toward the parapets as though something spat up from the darkest depths was behind me, which, for all I knew, was the case.

Moments later, I was making my way along them, and I found Old Henry standing there, gazing warily into the darkness. “Henry,” I said briskly in a harsh whisper, “something is—”

“I know,” he said, apparently way ahead of me. “There’s something in the air, and I don’t know what.”

“You feel it, too?”

“Yes. Yes, I do. Even though I hear nothing, see nothing. There’s still a wrongness in the air.” His nostrils flared. “This may sound ridiculous, but sometimes you can smell the darkness. You know what I mean?”

“I think I do. There’s something unnatural . . .”

“Exactly,” he said. “We live in the heart of nature, and when something unnatural approaches, nature is pushed aside.” He considered the darkness a bit longer.  We were nowhere near any lamps, crouched down, peering just above the top of the fence and providing no target that anything human could hit. “All right, Finn, listen carefully. Here’s what I want you to do . . .”

And suddenly an arrow was protruding from the side of Old Henry’s head.

There was one time in my youth when my brother, Quentin, had staggered into the house with thick red liquid seeping from his mouth and an arrow right through his head. My mother had let out a screech like unto the damned, then the rest of us fell down laughing as Quentin stood there with a demented grin and lifted the jesting device from his head. He had fashioned the jape from two halves of an arrow and some wire that he had bent around his skull to give the impression that his head had been skewered. Once she got her breath back, our mother had chased him halfway down the street, and when our father showed up in one of his rare sober evening appearances in our household, Mother angrily demanded justice be done. Our father grabbed Quentin firmly by the wrist and, with an amused twinkle in his eye, slapped Quentin on the wrist as lightly as he possibly could. Whereupon everyone started laughing all over again, and finally even my scowling mother allowed for a chuckle.

It was one of the only memories of my family I had that didn’t involve lawbreaking, drunkenness, or death.

Now I would never be able to look back upon it without feeling a chill because I was seeing it transpire in real life, upon a man who had—in the short time I’d known him—earned my respect.

Old Henry stood there for a moment, looking bewildered, obviously unable to process what had happened. I doubt he even knew. Then, of all things, reflexively he tried to go for his sword before toppling backwards off the parapet and landing heavily in the village square below. The sound of his body thudding to the ground immediately drew the attention of the guards, and there were gasps and cries of shock.

The awful sound snapped me from my paralysis, and I shouted, “We’re under attack! Watch your heads!” even as I dropped flat on my stomach. Two more arrows whizzed right over my head. Had I been standing, I would have wound up joining Old Henry, who was not going to be getting any older.

I was staggered at the marksmanship that was being displayed. There was no one within easy range of the wall, and we had the cover of darkness upon us. I could not understand how anyone could be targeting us with that amount of precision. Even I would have been hardpressed to make such shots, and I was one of the finest marksmen in the history of Albion if I do say so myself (and indeed have done so, frequently).

The head of the watch was clanging the alarm bell as loudly as he could. The guardsmen of Blackholm came pouring out of the barracks, some of them still fastening their trousers or slinging their weapons over their shoulders. There had been stray citizens wandering about, going from here to there or wherever their destinations were, but with the alarm being sounded, they scrambled to return to the imagined safety of their homes.

There were cries of horror and outrage as the body of Old Henry was spotted on the ground, arrow through its skull. I cursed myself as I remembered what I had told them about how the death of the oldest and most experienced leaders can have a palling effect on the men. My own words may well have doomed us, for Henry’s body might cause the same negative impact on our own people since I had put the idea in their heads.

Russell pushed through the men and stopped just short of tripping over his father’s corpse. He stood there for a moment, the warning bell still ringing, and all eyes were upon him. His face was pale, his eyes wide with shock. Then they narrowed as he straightened his back, raised his rifle over his head, and shouted, “For my father! Kill them all!”

This caused a rallying cry in response, and, as one, the men charged to their stations while others took up positions outside the gate, just in case there was some manner of barrier breach.

For some reason, I felt personally proud of Russell at that moment, as if he were my own son. Considering the unlikelihood of my marrying and settling down and producing children knowingly instead of by happenstance after the fact, that was probably about as close to paternal pride as I was going to get.

“Stay low!” I called out, as they got to their posts. “Stay low and wait for—!”

The walls suddenly shook. I heard something, a fast poketta-poketta sound, like the clicking claws of rodents running within the walls of a house.

I looked down and couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

The enemy had emerged from the darkness as if they’d been wearing it as cloaks and they were scaling the walls. They weren’t using ladders or any manner of hook device.

They were climbing. Up. The walls.

And they weren’t human. Or at least perhaps they had been, but they no longer were.

In my time I had faced just about every creature that Albion had to throw at me, yet I had never seen anything like this. Truth to tell, I had no idea what in the world I was looking at.

They weren’t balverines, that much I knew immediately. For one thing, they were wearing clothing: slacks, albeit frayed at the cuffs, and tunics that hung loosely around their torsos. But their arms and considerable expanses of their chests were visible, and they didn’t have coats of fur but sporadic patches of it, like a lawn that had burned spots because it wasn’t evenly watered. Their skin was a sickly gray, certainly not a color that any living creature should be sporting. Nor were their faces wolfen in aspect; neither were they wholly human. Their features were distended, savage, their lips drawn back into fearsome aspects, and fangs were visible.

Most daunting were their claws, for it was those that they were using to scale the wooden walls. They were scrambling up the sides by sinking their claws into the walls themselves. That had been the source of the noise I had heard.

They were skittering so rapidly up the walls that we scarcely had time to react. I aimed my rifle at the nearest  one and fired. The damned creature darted to the right, evading my shot, and kept coming. I shot again, nearly point-blank, and still it managed to elude me.

The nearest creature reached the top and I swung my rifle around, clubbing it on the side of the head with the rifle stock. The creature let out a yelp, jolted loose from its hold on the wall. It tumbled backwards, colliding with one of its peers on the way down, and both of them fell to the ground. But there were half a dozen more where they came from coming up right behind them.

At the same moment I heard a repeated slamming from the main gate. I risked a quick glance and saw the crossbars that held it in place already beginning to bend and splinter from the impact. Men were shoving their bodies against it in order to try and add more resistance, but I realized quickly that it was hopeless. These creatures, whatever they were, were obviously strong in addition to being fast and deadly.

I doubted that it was a random assault by a brand-new manner of monstrosity. The things had to be serving at the pleasure of the warlord, Droogan. I never would have thought it possible to send supernatural creatures against Blackholm since such creatures are almost impossible to control. Perhaps the most potent of magic users during the long-past era of Heroes might have been able to accomplish it, but what would be the point? Someone capable of that level of magic would certainly have more important things to do than assail a town just to expand his own territory.

We are doomed, I thought. These were not slow, shambling menaces that could be picked off from safety. They were coming at us fast and furious, and we simply did not have either the manpower or firepower to withstand them.

This realization did not mean that I would go quietly into the night. “Fall back!” I shouted, but I doubted anyone heard me, for the air was filled with the deafening roars of the oncoming creatures. One of them leaped over the top of the wall and came at me, claws upraised, mouth wide open and snarling. Perhaps it expected me to run before its charge. It erred in judgment. Instead, I lunged right at it, driving my rifle forward like a spear and ramming it directly into its wide-open mouth. Then I pulled the trigger and blew out the back of its skull. I had the distinct pleasure of watching its life exit its eyes, as I muttered, “Dodge that, you son of a bitch.”

But there were more right behind it.

I backed up as quickly as I could, keeping my rifle leveled. Another of the creatures leaped in where the previous one had fallen. It glanced down at its fallen comrade, looked to me, and obviously determined that I was more of a threat than just a casual and frightened soldier.

The stairway down was right behind me. I ducked down it but knew that the creature would follow me within seconds and would have the high ground during that time. So instead I scurried down only halfway, brought my rifle up, and waited. Sure enough, its ugly face appeared in the open square right above me and I fired before it could pull away. I nailed the bastard right through the eye.

I leaped the rest of the way down the stairs, and, just as my feet hit the ground, I heard a horrific cracking from across the way. The crossbar had splintered and shattered under the assault, and the gate had burst open. The monsters were overrunning Blackholm.

The soldiers were fighting madly, but I saw the nature and number of our assailants, and I knew with crushing certainty that this fight was lost. So there were only two options left open to me. Either I could focus on my own survival, or I could focus on making a good accounting of myself and taking as many of the bastards with me before sheer weight of numbers took me down.

I cast a glance at Old Henry’s corpse lying splayed a short distance away, and that made the decision an easy one.

The creatures were moving en masse through the main square. There were so many of them that dodging was no longer an issue. I aimed my rifle and started firing into the mass. Firing off the shots in quick succession, I then started moving as the creatures began falling and the others began looking for the origin point of the shots. Having emptied Vanessa, I slung the rifle and pulled out my pistol. I clung to the shadows of the walls and fired from hiding. More of the creatures went down, their heads exploding as each shell found its mark.

I still had one bullet left in the pistol when there was suddenly a low growl directly in my path.

Without even bothering to take aim, I whipped the gun around and fired blindly. There was an irritated yelp and I saw blood spurting from the head of the creature  that was in front of me. Unfortunately, all I had managed to accomplish was nicking its ear. The rest of it was intact and deadly.

That one was bigger than the others, more powerfullooking. Based purely on its size, I would have guessed that it was one of the leaders. At the least, an alpha male of sorts.

It came toward me, ready to rake me with its deadly claws. Reversing the pistol and using it as a club wasn’t going to do me any good.

Understand that I have no hesitation about using a blade. I am an adroit enough swordsman, but my skill with it is only middling. Let’s just say that there are far more people around who are better than I with the sword than there are my superiors with firearms.

But aside from a few of the creatures who were apparently bowmen—a distressing thought at that—these creatures weren’t carrying armament beyond what their own bodies possessed, so swordsmansip wasn’t going to be technique. It was hack and slash and try to buy a few more moments of life so that I could continue to do damage.

I yanked my cutlass clear of my scabbard and readied it.

The creature came straight at me, and I backed up, swinging the sword in an arc to keep it at bay. It tried to reach for me, and I beat it back. It yanked its hands away lest I hack them off at the wrists, then it snarled viciously. We maneuvered around each other, matching each other’s steps. This just further underscored for me that I was  facing something other than the typical sorts of mindless, ravenous creatures that populated Albion. A balverine or a hobbe would have just come right at me, uncaring of my defenses. My assailant was thinking, strategizing, analyzing what I was doing and coming up with countermeasures.

Others of its kind were coming toward us, clearly intending to overwhelm me through sheer force of numbers. But the creature I was facing waved them off. It wanted me for itself. Astounding. In addition to everything else, the monsters had pride. Its action further convinced me that this particular beast was a leader.

Time was not on my side. If I was going to have any hope of survival, I had to dispense with the thing, and simply allowing it to take its own sweet time studying my techniques wasn’t going to accomplish that. I let out a defiant yell that, in my imagination, froze it momentarily, and came straight at it, whipping the sword around viciously, tossing aside all hopes of defense in exchange for a valiant offense. “Die, beast, at the hands of Ben Finn, defender of Blackholm!”

I don’t know why I shouted my name just then. It just seemed to add a certain panache to the moment. I’m not sure what I intended to accomplish with it.

To my astonishment it caused the creature to stop dead, fastening its yellow eyes upon me as if seeing me for the first time.

Not questioning my good fortune, I lunged, not going for anything elegant but simply hoping to open up a vein  in its throat and cause it to bleed out. A slash attack is a far more difficult thing for an unarmed opponent to avoid.

Yet avoid it the creature did, ducking under it and coming in quickly, slamming me up against the wall with such a fierce impact that the sword dropped from my fingers. I had absolutely no defense against it. Its foul breath washed over me, and I had never been as close to death as I was at that moment.

I braced myself, waiting for the final blow to come.

Instead, much to my confusion, the creature grabbed at my right hand. It kept me pressed against the wall with its shoulder and held me firmly by the wrist. I had no idea what in the world it was doing. Was it planning to rip my arm off? Eat my hand? What was happening?

Then it passed one of its clawed fingers over the surface of my signet ring.

“What in the—?” I managed to say even as I realized that its grip on me was slackening. Seizing the opportunity, I yanked clear of its grasp upon me. Free of it, I grabbed my fallen sword and brought it up in a defensive position.

To my utter astonishment, the creature brought up its hands, warding me off, as if it was suddenly afraid of my attack or simply reluctant to engage.

Then I saw something I hadn’t before, something on its hand.

It was a signet ring identical to mine.

Never in my life would I have considered, even for a moment, engaging a beast of Albion in conversation.  Generally speaking, there wasn’t typically all that much to talk about. It tries to kill you, you try to kill it, and that’s pretty much the extent of the social intercourse.

Yet I found myself actually speaking to the creature and expecting an answer. “Where did you get that?” I demanded. “Whose grave did you rob? Everyone who wore that ring, save for me, is dead.”

And the creature spoke.

It said one word, one name, and it seemed a tremendous effort for the word to emerge: “Benny?”

No one in the entirety of my life had ever called me by that diminutive nickname. No one . . . save a single individual. It had irritated the piss out of me, and I had always scowled and complained when he’d done so. Naturally that was all that was required for him to make it a habit.

Because that’s how brothers are. They say and do things purely for the joy of annoying the other. None of my other brothers had ever used the name. One or two of them had tried and had promptly been beaten down by the brother who first used it. It was his own, personal means of getting under my skin in that fraternal way that brothers have, and he wasn’t about to let anyone else in on the fun.

My brother. Long dead along with the others.

Except he was the only one whose body I had never actually seen. The only one whose death had been even the slightest of question marks.

My throat constricted. I was barely able to gasp out a name:

“William?”

The creature backed away from me, throwing its arms up to obstruct its face as if it was ashamed that I would see it like this. Then a howl issued from its mouth, long, high, and ululating, like nothing I’d ever heard. Like nothing that could possibly have been said to issue from a human throat, or even a throat that had once been human.

The cry carried throughout the entirety of Blackholm and every creature that had been attacking seconds earlier froze in response. All of their evil gazes went to the one that was by then clearly their leader.

The creature kept moving backwards, never taking its gaze from me. Slowly I followed, my sword up, and to an observer it must have seemed as if the monster was in retreat in fear of being carved up like a goose. The reality could not have been further from the truth. I had literally forgotten that the sword was in my hand. I wasn’t driving the creature back; I was drawn to it like a moth to flame. The nature of my surroundings, the reality of the danger that was still present all around me, all of that was gone from my head. Once again, the only word I could manage was, “William?”

It shook its head violently, responding to what I was saying. I moved faster, moved closer. “William . . . my . . . gods . . . what have they done to you? What’s . . . what’s happened to . . . ?”

The creature suddenly started vocalizing again. This time it wasn’t a howl; it was a staccato series of barks and grunts that was clearly what passed as a common language among them.

The others of its kind stopped what they were doing and cast bewildered looks around. I saw that one of them had Russell helpless and was about to disembowel him, but released him upon the barking orders of their leader.

One of the larger ones advanced on the creature that had clearly ordered them to halt what they were doing. The two of them exchanged snarling, barking growls, and the monstrosity that wore my brother’s ring lashed out with horrific speed. The challenger tried to block it, but too late, and seconds later the ground was awash with blood and innards from the beast, which toppled over stone-dead a moment later.

There was one final commanding, challenging howl from the alpha male that carried with it a clear message: Anyone else? Would anyone else care to challenge me?

None did.

Their leader then gestured angrily and, just like that, the rest of the creatures scampered through the main gate. They had left death and devastation in their wake, but they had also left a considerable portion of the population alive. Had the attack upon Blackholm gone even another five minutes, I would not have been able to say the same thing.

The alpha male was the last one out. He cast one final glance at me, and I couldn’t tell whether it was sadness or anger or what. We locked gazes for a moment.

And then he was gone, swallowed up by the very shadows that had provided them cover to get to the defenses of Blackholm.

There was a deathly silence as everyone looked around, scarcely able to believe that they were still alive.

Then Russell raised his rifle above his head and started to chant slowly, methodically, “Finn! Finn!” The others joined in, taking it up, and in moments my name was being cheered throughout the whole of Blackholm. Small wonder, that. They had no clue as to what had just transpired between me and the creature that was some bizarre, unholy incarnation of a brother long thought dead. To their perception, a horrific and devastating foe had turned tail and run because I had faced them down. Even as I felt a piece of my soul dying within me, they were singing my praises.

I had no patience for it. I gesticulated wildly, shouting, “Shut up! Shut up, the lot of you!” My motioning managed to gain their attention, enabling me to project my voice above their huzzahs. When they lapsed into silence, I pointed angrily, and said, “Fix the door! Reinforce the barricades! You’re sitting here offering your cheers, and in the meantime, you have your asses hanging out toward whoever might want to assault us next! Idiots!” Without further word, I stalked toward the barracks, their praise already a thing of the past to me.

I slammed open the door to the barracks. It rebounded back and would have hit me broadside if I hadn’t already been past it. I threw my few belongings into my knapsack.

“Where are you going?” It was Russell, standing in the doorway. There were deep scratches on his face, on his upper chest. The things had been clawing at him; he had averted death by mere inches.

“After those creatures.”

“You’re not serious.” There was a look of incredulity on Russell’s face. He moved toward me, and said with obvious urgency, “You’re not planning to leave us now? Those things . . . they’re afraid of you. You’re the only thing standing between us and complete devastation—”

“What do you expect, Russell? I mean, honestly?” I advanced on him, and deep down I knew that I was being overly harsh on him. He had just lost his father, and he had nearly lost his home and his life. This was no time to rail against him, and yet I could not help myself since I was so overwrought about my brother. “Did you seriously think that I’m going to stay here forever? Spend the rest of my life here, guarding your backs until I was old as Henry? Well? Did you? Don’t just stand there with your lip hanging out and a stupid expression on your face. Is that what you expected?”

He didn’t answer my questions. Instead, he asked one of his own, and it was not an unreasonable one. “Why are you acting like this? You saved us. You’re our hero.”

“Oh, am I? Am I glowing? Have I a halo? Wings? Do I smell like pomegranates and puppy dogs?” When he offered no answer, I said intensely, “Guarding this place is on you now. Bury your father, take his responsibilities, and remember everything I’ve taught you. I’m done here.”

Despite all sanity, he actually smiled. He looked excited. “I get it,” he said. “You’ve decided to track those things down. To put an end to them once and for all. Wait here; I’ll get some men together. We’ll accompany you. You can’t do this alone.”

I rolled my eyes in frustration. His worship of me was apparently indefatigable. No matter what I said, no matter what I did, he was going to put as positive an interpretation on it as possible. If I’d beheaded him, his last thought would likely have been, Thank you for relieving me of the sore throat that was bothering me.

Gripping him by the shoulders, I looked into his eyes, and said, “In the end, we’re all alone. All of us. We live alone, we die alone, and we spend our lives trying to deny either of those is the case. The sooner you realize it, the better off you’ll be.” I tipped my fingers to my forehead in a quick salute. “My condolences on your father.”

Then I was out the door. Quickly, I went to the stable, worried that I would find nothing but horse corpses there. I was wrong; there was Clash waiting for me, a defiant gleam in his eye. If he had been at all disconcerted by the earlier arrival of the creatures, he certainly wasn’t showing it. That was fortunate because if we wound up going where we needed to go, riding a beast that was easily spooked by them wasn’t going to do me the least bit of good.

I slung my possessions into the saddlebags, mounted up, and rode him out of the stables.

The townspeople were already scrambling to do as I had bidden and almost had the great gate swung shut. I snapped the reins and, just as they were about to close it, we galloped through and out into the darkness.

And as the gate slammed shut behind me, I heard the chant begin again: “Finn! Finn! Finn!” I thought, although I couldn’t be sure, that I could hear Russell’s  voice above all the others, leading the chanting, keeping the faith, building the legend of a hero rather than just another flawed man who suddenly had other things on his mind than the fate of a single town.

Which just showed, I suppose, how out of whack my priorities were. I should have been concerned about all those people who had come to count on me. Instead, I was willing to toss them all aside out of concern and fear for one man—a man who, by any reasonable measure, wasn’t even a man anymore.

Yet still they chanted my name.

Go argue with the voice of the people.




Chapter 7

Gnome Away from Gnome

I AM NOT A TRACKER BY TRADE.

That doesn’t mean that I was utterly deficient when it came to matters of forestry. I was adept enough at following someone, possessing sufficient techniques to enable me to follow a trail of snapped branches and trod-upon leaves. Some turned earth or bits of scuffed dirt could point me in the right direction, especially if I was pursuing a large group.

This, however, was another situation entirely. This was at night, the only light provided by the moon. Fortunately enough, the moon was full, providing me the maximum illumination that I could hope for under the circumstances. But it had the annoying habit of ducking behind clouds for extended periods of time, making it problematic to keep up with the trail.

So it was that in short order I found myself at a fork  in the road and with no idea which way to go. I dismounted and walked forward, looking in one direction, then the other.

“Now what?” I said to Clash. Obviously, I wasn’t expecting him to answer.

As it turned out, though, I did receive an answer. Obviously it wasn’t from Clash. I’m sure you can surmise who it was.

“Why don’t you go both ways?” came the voice of the gnome. “That shouldn’t be anything new for you since you have both man and lady parts.”

I am annoyed to admit it, but I was visibly startled by his presence. I know I shouldn’t have been. Indeed, you probably saw it coming. The truth is that I was so distracted by the thought of my brother transformed into a grotesque creature that I had completely forgotten about my unwanted companion. I jumped a foot or so in the air and let out a startled cry, then landed and spat out a string of profanities aimed at the gnome. My aim was challenged, however, by the fact that I had no idea where he was. His voice was floating out of the darkness, probably from a tree, but damned if I knew which one.

“Plus you scream like a little girl,” he added, as I pulled myself together.

“You son of a whore,” I snarled into the gloom. I pulled out my pistol, which I had taken the time to reload since departing Blackholm. “Show your ugly face, and I’ll—”

“Renege on your promise? Toss aside your word of  honor? I would have expected nothing less of you or your kind.”

He had me, the little creep. With a growl, I shoved the pistol back into my belt and tried to ignore him. “Look, you have a whole town’s worth of people you can go off and insult. Why continue to hector me?”

“I do what I wish and go where I want.”

“And it couldn’t have anything to do with the fact that they found you entertaining.”

“They were idiots,” the gnome said, making no effort to hide his irritation . . . which was admittedly nothing new. “Idiots and fools, and they deserved to die. And they would have if it hadn’t been for you. So do me a favor and die a few hundred times in their stead.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said. Determined to ignore him, I continued to study the split in the road, trying to find some clue as to which way to go. Then another, even more depressing thought occurred to me. Who said that they had stayed with the road at all? They could have broken off and headed into the forest that surrounded us. I doubted they were lying in wait because, if they had been, they would have been upon me already. That determination didn’t bring me any closer to figuring out which way to go.

The gnome continued to toss around insults, but I didn’t respond to them. Instead, I simply stood there and became more frustrated over my uncertainty. Even as I did, I was still trying to process what it was that I had seen. How could it be William? Why wasn’t he dead?  Would it have been better if he had been dead? Wouldn’t anything have been better than being transformed into . . . into whatever he was?

No. No, where there’s life, there’s hope. All these years I thought he was dead, and so the notion of my having family was hopeless. But if that creature is indeed him, then that means I have a hope of restoring him to all that he was.

Finally, the gnome became as impatient with me as I was with myself. “Why are you just standing there?” came his angry voice.

There was no reason to lie. “I’m not sure which way they went.”

“Can’t you smell them?”

“No, of course I can’t . . .” My voice trailed off, then I looked in what I thought was the general direction that the gnome was hiding. “Are you saying you can?”

“It’s not the easiest thing to do because the stench coming off you is nearly overwhelming. But yes, I can smell them. For that matter, I can see their path as easily as if it were glowing. You, with your tiny nose and squinty eyes, can’t see them? Imagine my complete and utter lack of shock. Compared to how attuned gnomes are to the world around us, humanity might as well be deaf, dumb, and blind. I’ll say this for you”—and even though I had no idea where he was, I could practically see his sneer—“you’ve got the ‘dumb’ part down.”

I ignored his insult. I’d certainly had enough practice at doing so. “But you’re not saying you could lead me to them.”

“Of course I could! Are you stupid as well as hearing impaired?”

“I don’t believe you. I think you’re lying. That’s typical of your kind.”

“You know nothing of my kind,” said the gnome, sounding angrier than ever. “For starters, you obviously think my kind is as foolish as your kind. You seriously think you can trick me into doing what you want simply by challenging me? Have some respect for my intelligence. Just come out and ask me.”

“Fine,” I said in exasperation to the darkness. “Please help me track those creatures.”

“No!” This was followed by a sustained peal of laughter.

The laughter continued and didn’t seem to be ending anytime soon. So I called out over it, “If you don’t lead me to them, then they have no chance of killing me. But if you take me to them, they might well tear me to shreds.”

That stopped him.

There followed what I can only describe as a thoughtful silence. Then he said, wheedlingly, “Do you promise you’ll be killed?”

“I can’t promise it, no,” I said. “But I should point out that the odds are sorely against me.”

“Not necessarily. That one could have killed you, and instead, he made the others leave you be.”

So he’d noticed that. The little cretin didn’t miss a trick. I thought of spinning some elaborate tale to try to explain it, but it was quite obvious that the gnome was highly intelligent. I hated to do it, but the best approach to  the situation was apparently going to be honesty. “I have reason to believe that one of those creatures is my brother.”

“Your brother? You mean your parents were insane enough to have more than one of you?”

“Apparently so. And I thought him dead for the longest time, yet he now seems to be as unrecognizable as any monstrosity that ever trod Albion. And I want to find out how he got like that and, if possible, retrieve him from it. The odds are long that I will accomplish it. Much likelier that I will die, either at his claws or those of one of his fellows.”

“And I’d be there to see it.”

“If you led me there, yes.”

Another thoughtful pause, but that one much shorter. “Very well.” And like a stone, he dropped from overhead. He stood there for a moment with his hands defiantly on his hips, as if daring me to suddenly pull out my pistol and shoot him down even though it would be counterproductive. When I did nothing save stand there, he made a dismissive snort and turned away from me. He crouched low to the ground, which certainly wasn’t all that far for him, and I saw the edges of his overlarge nostrils flexing.

“This way,” he said decisively, pointing to the right.

I didn’t even bother to ask him if he was sure. It would just have given him something else to make a contemptuous remark about.

I mounted up. Clash looked with what I can only term as suspicion toward the gnome. I couldn’t exactly  blame him. I snapped the reins, and the horse started after the gnome.

The gnome was meticulous, I’ll give him that much. Every so often he would stop, sniff around, reaffirm that we were going in the right direction. Then he would nod approvingly, apparently satisfied, and we’d continue on our way.

He continued to provide a steady stream of insults that I continued not to respond to. Finally, though, I tired of his voice being the only thing taking up the air. “Are all gnomes as ‘attuned’ to the world around you as you are?” I said.

That seemed to disrupt his flow of acrimony for a moment. Then he said, “What sort of stupid question is that?”

“I was just asking.”

“Pretending you care, are you?”

“I don’t know if I’d go so far as to say ‘care.’ I’m interested, that’s all. I know nothing about gnomes and nothing about you other than that you’re ill-tempered for no reason and that, if I’m to believe the rumors, you’re statues come to life or some such.”

“Hah! That’s how much you know, which is to say nothing. At least you’re being consistent.”

“So tell me.”

“All right, fine. But only to make clear to you just how pig-ignorant you and your kind are.”

The gnome never looked back at me as he started to talk.

“We were first,” he said. “Before the balverines. Before the hobbes. Before you damned humans set your oversized feet on the land of Albion, there were my people. There were gnomes. We were ancient beyond your imagining.

“We were of the land, and we lived off it, and we knew every square inch of it. No forest, no desert, no stream, no island, nowhere in the whole of Albion did not have its share of gnome population.

“And then, slowly but surely, humanity rose. First a few, then more, spreading like ants at a feast. Your kind had no appreciation for nature, no appreciation for the wonders that Albion had to offer. You mined metals and turned them into weapons. You tapped into the core forces of magic and turned that into weapons. You had no interest in living in peace with the whole of Albion. Instead, you and yours were interested in only one thing: conflict.

“You rail against the horrors that plague you? You brought those all on yourself. Hobbes, balverines, every unholy creature in the land, all of them arose from your kind setting the delicate balance of Albion off-kilter.

“And we tried to warn you, we gnomes did. We kept telling humanity to get out. We tried to drive you away so that we could save the land. We shouted at you, we insulted you, we harassed you, and you wouldn’t take the hint. None of you would take the hint. Instead . . .” And there was actual emotion in his voice besides anger. He sounded grief-stricken. “Instead, you hunted us like we were animals. You pursued us, you shot us, you  treated us like pests and vermin, like creatures that had no right to live.

“Finally, only the best, the most clever of us had managed to survive, and we were not as easy pickings as our brethren. We were exceptional at hiding, nearly impossible to find if we so chose. We could likely have survived indefinitely.

“And then came a magic user, probably one of the most formidable who ever lived. His name is unknown, a closely guarded secret since names have power and he wasn’t about to give that away. He took it upon himself to end the ‘menace’ of the annoying gnomes in one stroke.”

“He cast a spell on you,” I said. It was the first time I had spoken since he had started his narrative. I wasn’t able to help myself; I had just blurted it out when I realized.

My having done so might well have prompted the gnome to stop talking or instead go back to lobbing insults. Instead, he simply stopped walking, turned, and looked at me with a combination of bitterness and sorrow. I pulled lightly on the reins, bringing Clash to a halt.

“Yes,” said the gnome. “There were fifty of us remaining, and he transformed us into stone statues. He might well have had a simple death spell at his disposal and instead decided to be ‘merciful.’ ” The gnome spat on the ground. “That for his ‘mercy.’ We were paralyzed in stone forms, able to see the world but do nothing to interact with it. How was that merciful? You tell me.”

He genuinely seemed to want to know. I had no answer, so I simply shrugged and shook my head.

“You’re silent. By choice,” said the gnome. “We had no choice. Generations of humans came and went. Industrialization arose, choking our beloved Albion to death by inches, a practice that continues to this day. And we watched, helplessly, hopelessly.

“And then, not long ago, some idiot broke the spell. He didn’t even know he was doing it. But he did, and he released us, and we scattered to all corners of Albion. But our hold on our existence is tenuous; a single bullet is enough to return us to our paralyzed state. But not me,” said the gnome heatedly. “I’m not going to go back to being a stone statue, nursing my hatred for humanity even as I watch you walking about with all the freedom that my brethren and I have been denied for so long. That won’t be me. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, and I truly did.

He glared at me. “You’re feeling sorry for me, aren’t you? Don’t you dare. I don’t need your pity. I don’t want your pity. If you keep looking at me with your pity, I’m going to wait until you’re asleep, and I’ll tear your throat out with my teeth, and I don’t care if that means I can’t keep tormenting you. Your type comes ten to the shilling.”

I couldn’t entirely say that he was wrong. As absurd as it might sound, I suddenly felt ashamed on behalf of the entirety of my race.

But I wasn’t going to say that. I reasoned that all the gnome would do was throw back into my face any show of guilt or contrition.

How bizarre it was that in telling me the story of his  history, it would cause me to think of the annoying creature as something other than . . . well, an annoying creature.

The first step in committing all the greatest crimes of humanity typically involved dehumanizing your opponents. Easier to kill them or dispose of them if you felt they didn’t have the same inherent right to live that you had. How much easier, of course, to dehumanize things when they’re actually not human.

I had no reason to feel guilty. It wasn’t as if I had ever shot one of the stupid things. I’d only met the one, and he was safe in my presence despite his best efforts to get me to plant a bullet between his eyes.

“Well,” the gnome said impatiently. “Do you have anything to say?”

I hesitated, unsure if anything would be accomplished by my saying what was going through my mind. Then, mentally, I shrugged. “I lost every member of my family, some to people possessing the same sort of evil mind-set that endorsed the wholesale slaughter of gnomes. I’d like to say that we’ve changed as a race, but we haven’t. I’d like to say that we treat each other better than we treated the gnomes, but we don’t. I’d like to say I’m sorry for what happened to you, but I doubt it will mean much of anything, especially considering I wasn’t responsible for any of it. So I suppose the only thing I can say is that I know how you feel.”

The gnome appeared to be considering that; and then, in a surprisingly calm voice, he said, “You know how I kept saying you were a girl?”

“Yes.”

“I was wrong.”

“Well,” I said, feeling that at last we were getting somewhere, “thank you for—”

“You’re a full-grown woman. If you were any more of a woman, your teats would be oozing milk right now. In fact, maybe they are. Give ’em a squeeze, see what happens. I think I even see spots. Might want to change your shirt.”

“—nothing,” I completed the thought. “Thank you for nothing.”

“Always glad to give it to you.”

At that point the notion of all the gnomes being transformed into inanimate, unspeaking statues didn’t seem such a bad one.




Chapter 8

The Lair

I WASN’T AT ALL SURE WHAT I WAS EXPECTING as we rode through the night and the following day in pursuit of my brother and his hordes. Perhaps a trail that would take us into the mountains, sorting through caves where they might have their den. Perhaps deeper and deeper into the forest, where they might have some manner of encampment. Sooner or later, I anticipated that we would have to leave the road we were following and track the creatures down to their hidden lair.

Yet the gnome continued to take us down the one path, never deviating. Once or twice I worked up the resolve to say, “Are you quite certain about this?” My reward for such uncertainty was invariably a torrent of abuse, so I stopped asking in short order.

Eventually, we did indeed depart the main road,  heading off onto a side road that seemed specifically built to take us to a particular destination. By that I mean that the more popular and heavily traversed roads, such as the one we’d been on, was wider and you could see the evidence of the many people who used it. The road was more cracked, and there were potholes and such that had developed through the course of time.

The side road, by contrast, was narrower and not intended to be a through road to some major destination, such as another town. Instead, as near as I could determine, it had been specifically constructed to provide easy accessibility to travelers and visitors bound for a specific private destination on the other end.

The construction of such a road was typically reserved for the more well-to-do; only they could afford the expense of such an endeavor. But that led to an entirely new set of questions. Were these creatures on some sort of new invasion course? Or was someone of wealth providing a haven for them and, perhaps, even funding them?

I stopped several times along the way to attend to the needs of both the horse and myself insofar as water, food, and other necessities that living bodies required. I noticed that the gnome did not bother to partake of water from the flowing stream I had located. When I offered to share some of the meager bread and dried meat that I’d grabbed for supplies, he merely gave me another of his standard contemptuous looks.

“Do you not require sustenance of any sort? Do you sleep? Do you even breathe?” I asked at one point.

“My needs are my own and no concern of yours,” he said.

“Fine. Whatever you say.”

“If it were truly whatever I said, you’d have been long dead by now.”

I couldn’t argue with that logic.

I was fully prepared for the notion that, at any point, the creatures—either led by my brother or operating independently of him—might assail me en route. I was not sanguine about the likelihood that I would survive such an encounter. On the other hand, I had little doubt the gnome would come through it just fine. As for Clash, his fate was entwined with mine. I had to hope that his future was not misplaced in my hand.

The sun was beginning to drift toward the horizon when the trees parted and I saw a vast, nearly palatial mansion in the distance. I reined up and simply stared at it, trying to make some determination about it and not readily coming up with anything worthwhile.

“Are we going to sit here?” said the irritable gnome. “Or are we going to ride headlong into your inevitable death? If it’s the latter, let’s get a move on.”

“To what point and purpose?” I shot back. “This is a situation that calls for stealth. If you’re going to be following me about, endeavoring to get me killed by drawing attention to my presence, how am I to make my approach unobserved?”

“That is hardly my problem. You should have thought of that before you embarked upon this mad adventure.”

Any empathy I might have had for him earlier was  rapidly dissolving in a wave of utter frustration with his attitude.

“You talk a good game, you know. Too bad it’s no more than that.”

He tilted his head, studying me with suspicion. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

I studied him for a moment, then leaned toward him in a position that, had we been simply two men, would have been regarded as a gesture of sharing a confidence. “Listen. I could be trying to play mental games with you by now. Trying to come up with schemes that anticipate your reactions and allow for twisting them to my benefit. Instead, I’m simply going to tell you what I’m thinking.”

“You’re thinking? Could have fooled me.” Yet even as he said it, there was something in his tone that indicated to me that I had at least engaged his attention.

“When I say you talk a good game, I mean that you spend all your time wishing death on humans.”

“Not all my time. I also insult them and cast aspersions on their gender worthiness.”

“True, but you’ll have to allow that, at the very least, the majority of your imprecations involve death. Yes?”

“Yessss,” he said with obvious reluctance. Again I could see the mild intrigue in his face.

“The fact is that humanity has been vicious and cruel to you and yours. You’d like to see humans die, but you never actually do anything about it. You just sit around hoping and predicting that it will happen. Wouldn’t you like, just for once, to get your hands dirty? Really get in there and cause some serious human deaths?”

“What are you going on about?” He was trying to maintain his attitude, but he was having trouble doing so. Curiosity was clearly getting the better of him.

“Assuming that you’ve been truthful with me in guidance, then my brother and his fellow whatever-theyares are in residence there. I doubt that they would simply have taken over that mansion out of their own fancy. The chances are that whoever wrought this transformation upon my brother is also in residence there.”

“Aye. So?”

“So”—and I had a carefully maintained grim expression upon my face—“I’m going to go in there, and I’m going to find whoever did this. At which point one of two things is going to happen. Either the person responsible is going to tell me that he cannot restore my brother, in which event I will kill him for what he has done. Or he will indeed restore my brother, in which event I will kill him so that he can never do it again. And I have every reason to suppose that he will have guards or henchmen or such who will try to stand in my way. I will attempt subterfuge where I can in order to get as close to the villain as possible, but I rather imagine that I will be killing a number of his minions along the way. And I could use your help in doing so. You can either kill them directly or else aid me in doing so.”

He caught his breath, his eyes wide with excitement.

I had him on the hook. All I had to do was reel him in.

“Now I’ll grant you, you could of course betray me at the first opportunity. Call attention to me, work at cross-purposes, and make certain that my life is forfeit. At  which point you’ll be directly responsible for one death: mine. But think of all the people whose lives you could end. Think of the vengeance you could inflict. I could be your weapon against humanity, at least for this endeavor. It’s your decision, of course. At least do me the courtesy of telling me which way you’re going to go.”

I then leaned back, folded my arms, and waited. The gesture was for show only, though, because I knew of a certainty what he was going to say.

“We,” said the gnome with a snarl of pure pleasure, “have an accord.”

I stuck my hand out. He stared at it as if it belonged to a leper.

“Don’t get full of yourself. I still hate you. I just hate larger numbers of you more,” he said.

“Understood. I can work with that.”

Having come to what could only be termed a meeting of minds with my unwanted but possibly useful companion, it was simply a matter of determining the best way to gain entrance into the mansion. I considered a variety of stealthy endeavors and finally discarded them all. If you were apprehended sneaking around a mansion, only feeble excuses could be provided. If, instead, you acted as if you were supposed to be precisely there, or at least thought you were, that left you some latitude.

So, bold as brass, I sat astride Clash and rode straight toward the front door of the mansion. There were no guards or any such policing the grounds, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. People who are insecure oftentimes post guards in plain sight in order to try and  keep intruders away. Basically you wind up showing your hand right up front. Those of a stronger disposition prefer to keep their resources closer to the vest. That way you boldly plunge into a situation and only discover that you’re in over your head once it’s too late to do anything about it.

My riding toward the mansion with no one attempting to impede my way meant one of two things. Either the individual in residence couldn’t afford the extra hands to serve as guards. Or he was one of those utterly confident, close-to-the-vest fellows to whom I’d just alluded. The way things in my life tended to go, I was reasonably certain it was going to be the latter.

The gnome sat perched upon the horse’s hindquarters. Clash wasn’t ecstatic about the small creature being in such close proximity. Every so often, the stallion would cast a glance rearward that could only be described as baleful. The gnome didn’t seem to notice, and I doubt he would have cared even if he had. He was too busy chortling to himself and muttering about death and humans. It seemed to me that he was entirely too enthusiastic about the prospect of leaving a body count behind in this endeavor, but it was already too late to do anything about that.

I dismounted upon reaching the mansion and tied off Clash’s reins to a hitching post. The gnome hopped off as well. A large pair of ornate oaken double doors stood closed in front of us. I gestured for the gnome to climb into the eaves just above the door. He did so with a single leap, which I found rather impressive. He was certainly an agile little bugger.

Walking up to the door, I took in a deep breath, let it out slowly, and knocked as if I had every reason to be there. The knock echoed within. A few moments later, I heard the sound of approaching footsteps, and the door creaked open. A man stood there in a dark suit. He had a self-important air about him. He looked me up and down, apparently unimpressed by my fairly simple clothing and the dirt that I had accumulated from a vicious battle followed by hours upon hours of traveling. “May I help you?” he said with the attitude of one who wasn’t interested in helping at all.

I squared my shoulders, and said with an imperious tone, “I’m here to see Mr. Zack.”

“We have no one here by that name.” He started to close the door in my face, clearly feeling that nothing more needed to be said.

I put up a hand and placed it firmly against the door, preventing it from closing. He looked at my hand with a manner so incredulous that I could not have prompted a bigger reaction if I’d sprouted a third eye. Naturally, I would have been astounded if there actually had been a Zack there; I had pulled the name out of thin air. There was no reason to tell him that, though. “This is where I was told Mr. Zack’s mansion was.”

“You were misinformed.”

I stared at him with an air of danger. “My mother told me this is where it was. Are you calling my mother a liar? Are you insulting my mother, sir?”

“Of course not,” said the doorman, rattled. “I do not know your mother . . .”

“You don’t know her, I suppose, in the same way that you supposedly don’t know Mr. Zack. Look”—and I tried to sound sympathetic to his concerns—“I know you’re reluctant to admit that he’s here. After all he’s done, if I were him, I would want to keep a low profile as well.”

“Sir”—and he was speaking slowly, as if to an imbecile—“with all respect to you and without having the slightest intention of defaming your mother, I must inform you that whatever you have been led to believe, it is inaccurate. This is not the domicile of one Mr. Zack; nor has he, to the best of my knowledge, ever resided here.”

“With all respect to you, sir,” I shot back, “I will believe that when I hear it from the lips of the supposed master of this house.”

“Mr. Reaver is otherwise occupied, sir, and cannot be disturbed.”

The moment he said that name, it was as if my spine had frozen. When I spoke again, my voice was barely above a whisper, and that was no affectation. “Reaver?”

“Yes, sir.” He now looked smugly pleased, seeing the impact that the name had on me. “And if you know of Mr. Reaver—as I perceive that you do—then you know that he is not an individual to be trifled with.”

I was standing a few feet away from him, and I wasn’t moving. Part of it was out of strategy and the other part was simply because I was still processing the information I had just been handed. Fortunately enough, the doorman decided to fall straight into the strategic considerations by  taking a few steps forward while gesturing toward the road. “So I would strongly suggest—” he began.

He didn’t have the opportunity to finish the sentence.

“Now,” I said.

It was the cue that the gnome had been waiting for. He dropped from overhead and landed squarely on the doorman’s back. The doorman let out a startled yelp and hit the ground, driven downward by the impact and trajectory of the small, angry creature. Once he was there I didn’t hesitate to deliver a firm kick to the side of his head. That was more than enough to drive him into unconsciousness.

“That was amazing!” said the gnome, hopping from one leg to the other in a manner that almost seemed like a little dance. “That felt wonderful, doing that!” He crouched low over the doorman’s prostrate form. “I think he’s still breathing. Is he breathing?”

“Yes.”

“Cut his head off!”

“I’m not going to decapitate an unconscious, unarmed man.”

“Fine. Wake him up, put a knife in his hand, then cut his head off!”

I simply rolled my eyes, shook my head, and hauled the unconscious doorman out of the way. “There will be plenty of time for such endeavors. Let’s go.” Without bothering to make sure that he was following me—which I suspected he was going to do whether I wanted him to or not—I entered the mansion, swinging the door shut behind me.

Even as I made my way across the grand foyer, I couldn’t help but think that the damnable gnome had a point. If the doorman awoke to sound an alarm, that would cause matters to go very badly for me, very quickly. Still, killing someone in the heat of battle was one thing. Cold-bloodedly murdering an unconscious functionary was simply not something I was capable of. Sometimes I wondered if that wasn’t a deficiency in my skill set.

The place was lush and lavish. It was filled with statuary, wall hangings, tapestries, and paintings. The statuary and such were particularly of use to me because they provided me places or objects to duck behind or in. The paintings, on the other hand, were flat-out curiosities because every damned one of them was a portrait of Reaver himself. The man had spent an inordinate amount of time sitting and posing. Even more, he was in a variety of outfits that harkened to different times in the history of Albion. Were they simply artists’ imaginings, or were they representatives of the periods in which they were actually painted? How bloody old was the man, anyway?

I moved quickly, silently. Fortunately, the place was cavernous. The reason it was fortunate was that footsteps echoed, giving me the opportunity to hide in the event that someone should be coming my way.

That, as it turned out, was exactly what happened. I heard rough voices talking casually with each other, and I could discern immediately that they were very likely guards or household watch of some sort. I ducked behind one of the convenient statues, and two men wearing what amounted to household uniforms of blue and  silver strolled past. They had rifles slung over their shoulders, and they were saying something about “those creepy creatures down there” and not being particularly “thrilled that they were around.” If I’d needed any further confirmation that I was in the right place, that certainly provided it for me. Unfortunately, it also confirmed that Reaver was armpit deep in whatever this business was, and that wasn’t going to amount to anything good for me. Reaver was, top to bottom, soup to nuts, bad news, and that meant that whatever my brother had gotten himself into had just been catapulted from bad to worse.

“Why didn’t you kill them?” came an irritated voice. I glanced downward to see that the gnome was crouched at my side, looking up at me with disapproval and disappointment. “They were right there, and they were armed. Now why did you hesitate?”

I dropped down to face him and spoke in as soft a whisper as I could. After all, my voice could carry to others as readily as their noises could reach me. “Because at this point, the last thing I want to do is make a lot of noise and bring more men down on me than I can easily handle,” I said. “There’s one of me and who-knowshow-many of them.” Abruptly seeing an opportunity, I said, “You could actually be of help in order to facilitate the killing.”

“Oh, aye?” He genuinely seemed interested. He’d also dropped his voice to match my lack of volume.

“The fact that I don’t know what sort of odds we’re facing is impeding my ability to attack and kill people. If  I knew, for instance, that those two who passed were the only two guards in the place, then I could just take their lives with no concern. But if their death cries bring a hundred men running, then I have a significant problem, you see?” He nodded, which buoyed me. “So what I could use you to do . . .”

“Is scout around?” said the gnome. “See exactly what it is that we’re facing?”

“Yes! Precisely! Find out what we”—and I took care to emphasize the word—“are dealing with, then report back to me. Can you do that?”

“Of course I can,” said the gnome with utter confidence.

Without hesitation, he leaped upward. I was impressed once again with his agility. He hit the wall and scrambled up, his fingers somehow adhering to it in a manner that made him look like an oversized spider. Yet there was something about him that made it incredibly easy to miss seeing him. I was able to follow his path because I was looking right at him, but seconds later when another guard walked past in the other direction, he didn’t notice the gnome even though the creature was right there in the upper section of the wall. It was almost as if he were capable of bending light around him somehow so that he was invisible to one’s peripheral vision. A handy attribute to have; would that I had possessed it. Instead, I was going to have to rely on more mundane means of avoiding detection.

I found it in short order, spotting a guard emerging through a doorway while fastening the buttons on his  coat. That suggested to me that he had clothed himself while in the room. I flattened myself against the wall of an intersecting corridor as he walked past, then dashed quickly but lightly toward the doorway. It was a calculated risk. If there were guards inside the room, I was heading directly into trouble. But I needed some manner of camouflage if I was going to continue to skulk around the place. Would that the doorman had been built remotely like me; I could have relieved him of his clothing and tried to blend in in that manner. But he had been much shorter and slighter than me, and also he hadn’t been carrying weapons. The guards, at least, were, so I could be packing mine and not appear out of place.

I caught a piece of good fortune. The room I’d entered had weapons—which I didn’t require since I already had as much armament as I could reasonably carry—and uniforms of Reaver’s house guard, which I did indeed require. Within moments, I had shrugged off my own clothing and pulled on the uniform of one of Reaver’s guards. It offered me the ability to blend in that I required. I disdained to switch out my weapon for any of those in the weapons room. I was accustomed to mine and had confidence in them. I might have been taking a slight risk in being spotted because my weapons weren’t the same, but in weighing that against the possibility of being trapped in a firefight while wielding unfamiliar armament, I was going to opt for having my own guns in my hands.

I found a pair of the guardsman’s boots that fit me,  along with one of the tall, stupid hats they’d been sporting, and made my way out of the room. Squaring my shoulders, I acted like I was supposed to be there and walked with utter confidence. I didn’t know how well the guards knew each other. There was always the chance that they would take one look at me, recognize me for an intruder, and attack.

That turned out not to be the case. I passed the same two that I had seen earlier. They nodded toward me in passing acknowledgment and kept walking without slowing in the least. Obviously, they assumed that I was some new hire, which meant they weren’t part of a unit that operated together regularly. That could work to my advantage.

I made my way around the mansion, moving from room to room. The place seemed endless. I already felt as if I had covered far more ground on the inside than could possibly be accommodated by the outside. Also, time was not on my side. Sooner or later, even though I had secreted him behind some brush, someone was going to find the doorman, and the alarm would be sounded. Perhaps the gnome had had the right of it at that.

I was hinging my entire strategy on two words: “down there.” The guards had made mention of the creatures being “down there,” and that said to me that there was some sort of basement or even dungeon where they were being kept. If that was where my brother was, then that was where I needed to get. Even that seemed as if it was going to be a challenge. It felt like there were hundreds of doors in the place and if the luck of such things  ran true to form, whichever door was the last one I opened would be the one that would lead me down. But I didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of asking my “fellow” guards where the dungeon was. It just didn’t seem wise to bring that degree of attention to myself.

As I moved down one hallway, festooned with the same sorts of paintings and statues as the others, I heard an angry voice floating toward me. It was coming from a room at the far end of the hallway. There were large double doors, and they were hanging partly open. From where I was standing, I couldn’t see much of anything, but from the anger of the voices being raised—or at least of one of them being raised—it sounded like a discussion that I wanted to be there for.

I fought the impulse to sidle over and instead simply walked toward the doorway as if I had every right to be there. Drawing within range, I placed my back against the wall in what I imagined to be a casual manner. I angled myself carefully and was rewarded with a clear view of a mirror hung at the end of the room. The mirror’s presence wasn’t surprising. Someone like Reaver doubtless wanted to have as many reflective surfaces around as possible so that he could gaze lovingly at himself at every opportunity.

In this case the mirror provided me a clear view of the room’s inside. It was a private study, with books lining the walls and a large oaken desk at the far end. There was also a conference table that ran down the middle of it. I could see Reaver leaning against the desk, facing someone I couldn’t make out since he was facing Reaver and,  therefore, had his back to the mirror. Draped around his shoulders he had a large black cape that obscured any details of his clothing, and the back of his head was shaved and decorated with a series of circular tattoos.

Reaver sported his typical smirk, and his hands were resting lightly upon a walking stick with a shimmering, multifaceted jewel atop it. That jewel alone could probably purchase the entirety of the town that I’d grown up in, along with a considerable portion of the adjoining countryside. Yet in Reaver’s world it was simply a bauble to adorn the top of a walking stick. I knew we came from two different worlds, but seeing something like that made me feel as if we were in fact from two different planets.

“What was the purpose of it, I ask you!” the caped man was demanding of Reaver. Even with the cape, I could see that he was trembling with outrage. If Reaver was concerned that the man would actually launch some sort of physical attack, there was certainly nothing in his attitude that conveyed any worry. “What was the purpose of paying you for the use of your army of freaks if they were no more successful than my own!”

“No more successful, my dear Droogan?” Reaver said. “That’s not my understanding of it. From what I hear, where your own troops presented nothing more than a series of targets for the marksmen of Blackholm, my ‘army of freaks’ managed to overcome the wall and the front gate with little to no difficulty.”

So this was the dreaded warlord. If I’d had a clear shot at him rather than simply a reflection, I could have  put a bullet in his brain right then and there and ended his threat. Unfortunately, that target wasn’t being presented. Furthermore, my priority at that point was my brother, and announcing my presence in so definitive a manner would certainly not be in my best interests.

“Yet the town is still in the hands of its people!” said Droogan with great vexation. “Whose fault is that?”

“Whose fault indeed.” It was the first time I could recall in all the times that I’d had encounters with Reaver that he sounded at all nonplussed. “I have to admit, my dear Warlord, that it’s a valid complaint. All the more bothersome because I do not have a ready answer.”

“Why don’t you?”

Reaver spoke with exaggerated patience, as if addressing an imbecile, which he likely felt he was doing. “Deeply ingrained into the human mind—even the transformed human mind—is a desire for survival. ‘Fight or flight’ is the term for it. Faced with something that can bring about one’s death, one either battles against it or runs from it. The first instinct of my Half-breeds is, of course, ‘fight.’ But I cannot breed ‘flight’ out of them, and obviously they wound up facing something that was an overwhelming threat. At least that’s how much I’ve been able to discern. Their Prime wasn’t entirely coherent—”

“Prime?”

“The leader. The strongest, most dominant of them. I didn’t make him that way, you understand. It was purely luck of the draw. He leads, and the others follow. One of them tries to defy him, he strikes him down. And  if he decides that they should flee, then he will compel them to follow. Not different, really, from any typical squadron of soldiers, except there’s more snarling and teeth involved. And the Prime, in turn, answers to me.”

“Well, he didn’t do a bloody terrific job answering to you this time, did he?”

“No, he didn’t,” said Reaver, and he clearly was not ecstatic about admitting it. “And that bothers me. And I don’t know why he didn’t, which bothers me more. Rest assured, though, that it is simply a matter of modifying his behavior. That is being attended to even now. We will find out why he ran, and we will make certain that there is no repeat of his actions.”

“And what am I supposed to do while you’re busy modifying him, eh?”

“Oh”—and Reaver smiled that sickeningly smug smile of his—“I am more than certain that I have sufficient resources to keep you entertained.” He rapped his walking stick sharply on the floor twice. There was the creaking of a door from behind him although I couldn’t quite see it in the mirror from my angle. Then an extremely attractive young woman with thick, curly red hair and a dress cut all the way down to Driftwood undulated her way past Reaver, smiling coyly at Droogan. “This is Giselle. She’s quite experienced with finding new and interesting ways to provide entertainment.”

There was nothing more to learn there, so I quickly headed back down the hallway. I was starting to worry that I was running out of time. I wasn’t sure what Reaver  was up to with William. That was assuming, of course, that it was William. Part of me was still praying that I was wrong. That it was some manner of strange fluke or happenstance.

How bizarre an attitude to have, when you think about it. I had long believed my brother to be dead, and when I was faced with the possibility that he might still be alive, death was the preferable option. Preferable, at least, to being some manner of unnatural creature serving at the pleasure of Reaver.

One thing at a time. One thing at a time.

As I moved quickly down the hallway, I passed what looked to be a maidservant. She was carrying bundles of sheets under her arm and so was too distracted to question anything. She was exactly what I needed. Stepping directly in her path and sounding as casual as can be, I said, “Pardon, Mistress. I’m new here and a bit turned around. I’m supposed to go down to where”—and I quickly remembered what Reaver had said—“the Half-breeds are. Can you point me in that direction?”

“I’m not your guide. Go ask your squad leader,” she said, and tried to move around me.

I stepped right along with her, continuing to block her path, and put on my most sheepish expression. “He already told me. I . . . well, I forgot. And I’m already running late. If you’ll just help me out and save me my job, I’ll use my first week’s salary to buy you a little something—something that will sparkle ever so sweetly when it catches the light.”

“Go on with you,” she said, but she was eyeing me with interest and even a little bit of merriment.

“I swear I will, or my name’s not Clarence Overbrook.” I then bowed to convey the notion that I was every inch a gentleman.

She curtsied in return. I knew I had her then.

There was a suit of armor positioned standing off to the left, standing upright as if there were a man inside. Its mailed hands were resting upon the hilt of an upright sword. The maidservant reached over and placed her hand atop the sword’s hilt. For a half a moment I thought she was about to yank free the weapon and take a swing at me. But then I saw she was not drawing the sword; instead, she was pushing down on it. The sword point descended into a slot at the base of the pedestal upon which the armor was mounted. I had assumed that was there to keep the sword steadied. Instead, when she pushed it, there was an audible click from the wall to my right. A large panel slid open, and there was the darkness of a stairwell visible to me.

“There’s entrances all over the place,” said the maidservant. “This was just the closest one. Excuse me.” I stepped clear to one side so that she could push past while carrying the bundles of sheets. But she winked at me one last time before she went on her way.

Clarence Overbrook: lady killer.

There was a gentle glow from below. Obviously, there was some manner of illumination, so it wasn’t as if I was heading down into blackness. Quickly, I stepped through  the doorway and as my feet hit the stairs, the wall began to slide back into place. It clicked shut seconds later, but from where I was standing I was able to spot a latch on the wall next to the doorway. Getting out would be considerably easier than getting in.

At least that was the theory.




Chapter 9

Into the Pit

THE FIRST SCREAM I HEARD WAS A HUMAN scream, and I knew without question that it was my brother even though I had not heard his voice in years.

I had been going down the stairs cautiously, but when that howl reached my ears, I started taking them two at a time, running my fingers along the wall to brace myself. In short order, I reached the bottom. There were corridors leading in several directions, and I followed the one that the screaming appeared to be coming from. The air was filled with an animal smell so fierce that it practically hit me like a fist. It was a stench of fur and offal and other things that I didn’t want to think about. The narrow corridor in front of me was lined with cages, and from within, I heard growls and snarls that were the  exact noises produced by the monstrosities that had briefly overwhelmed Blackholm.

But the one human outcry had come from farther on down the corridor, and I moved as quickly as I could. I practically flew past the cages, catching only glimpses of the denizens within. They were indeed the same creatures I had fought, but they were paying me no mind. Instead, they were stalking the interiors of their various enclosures where they were kept three, four, even five to a cage. Some were crouched, others were moving around on all fours, and still others were fighting with each other. I ignored them all. There was only one individual I was concerned with.

The human cries rose above the animalistic ones, and there was a cell just ahead of me that I was sure was the one from which the cries were originating. I had been running, but I slowed myself to a brisk, authoritative walk as I got to the cell. I looked in.

My brother, stripped to the waist, was lying splayed upon a long, flat wooden table that was tilted at a fortyfive-degree angle. Welts crisscrossed his bare chest, and there were metal collars around his wrists, legs, and throat. Each of them was fastened shut with a padlock. William was gasping for air, trying to pull himself together. He didn’t look like a creature; he looked normal. So it was possible to transition from one state to the other. Fantastic.

There was a man standing in there with him. He was dressed entirely in black robes, like a monk, and he was massively built, with a blocky head squashed down upon  his shoulders. I couldn’t see his face. He was wearing a metal mask, painted crimson, that adhered to his face like a second skin. “Why are you giving me these problems, William?” he said in a voice that was both a whisper and yet managed to rumble in his throat. “Why are you refusing to tell me why you ordered a retreat from Blackholm? It’s against your training. Against everything that has been drilled into you. We count on you and the others look to you. And I personally trust you. Do you have any idea what it is like to have trust betrayed? Do you?”

He was holding a hot poker in his hand, having just lifted it out of a red-hot brazier.

A white haze fell over my eyes, blinding me with fury.

I shoved open the door, which was easy since it wasn’t locked. It hit with a clang, and the man in black looked toward me, surprised and confused. He scowled. “Is there a problem?”

Without hesitation, I withdrew my pistol, swung it up, and shot him square in the chest.

The close-range blast knocked him off his feet and he fell backwards, letting out a startled yelp as he did so, dropping the hot poker. My shot had not penetrated flesh. I knew all too well what that sounded like, a bullet striking a human chest like it was a ripe melon, and I did not hear that. Instead, there was only a dull thud that told me that he was wearing some manner of armor beneath his loosely fitting robes.

Fine. I took aim at his mask, targeted one of his eyeholes and fired.

He managed to twist away a split second before the bullet struck home, and, instead, it ricocheted off the mask right between his eyes. He went down, his skull no doubt ringing, and I advanced and kicked him as hard as I could. He went over onto his stomach and I shoved my pistol against the back of his head. The mask was solid, covering his head front and back, but the muzzle of my pistol found a junction point at the base of his skull. I felt the muzzle pushing against flesh, and I snarled, “Say good-bye, you son of a bitch.”

That was when William croaked out, “Benny . . . no. You . . . can’t.”

“Watch me.”

“Don’t kill him . . . please . . .”

I had no idea why in the world my brother could possibly want mercy for his torturer, but I wasn’t about to take the time to find out. William didn’t want me to kill the bastard. Fine. Easier to kill him later than to try to resurrect him after the fact. So I stepped back and, as the black-clad man started to sit up, I kicked him in the side of the head. My boot met the metal of his mask, and he gasped. Sure, the mask might have protected his skin from the impact, but hitting him in the head was still going to cause his brain to slosh around something fierce inside his skull. I kept kicking him, not allowing him a chance to recover. Finally, he went down, his arms flung wide, his eyes shut. I hoped his brains had the consistency of pudding as a consequence of my battering him.

I searched his robes and quickly found the keys to my brother’s bonds. Going from one lock to the next,  I snapped them off and tossed them aside. William started to sit up, and he groaned as he clutched at his chest. “You shouldn’t have come here,” he managed to say.

“I didn’t see that I had any choice. Once I found out—”

“You don’t understand. I can’t leave . . .”

I hauled him to his feet. “Sure you can. One foot in front of the other.”

“Benny—”

“There’s time enough for talk later,” I said as I hauled him out of the cell.

My actions were immediately observed by the creatures whose cells were lining the narrow corridor. They pressed their muzzles against the bars, their gleaming eyes studying me. Some of them recognized me, I think, and they growled low in their throats.

“Good thing they’re all locked in,” I said.

They pushed against the doors, and the cell doors swung open effortlessly.

I moaned. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I was trying to tell you . . .”

“Try harder next time.” It seemed overly optimistic, that there was going to be a next time.

The path in front of me was blocked by monstrosities. The way behind me was clear, and I saw it as the only way out. Rapidly, we backed up, William half-leaning on me and contributing about as much to our getaway as a sack of rice. He still seemed dazed and confused, as if he were trying to determine whether I was really there or not.

I swung my rifle around and fired off a quick shot.  I hit one of the creatures square in the chest, knocking it backwards into some of its brethren. They pushed their fallen fellow aside and kept coming at us.

And suddenly William transformed.

I have seen a great many things in my time, much of which would easily be termed unholy, but I swear I had never seen anything quite like that. William’s skin rippled and undulated as if there was something underneath it, a thousand insects crawling about and trying to find a means of escape. His teeth elongated, his eyes changed color to an animalistic yellow, and his ragged fingernails extended and transformed into claws. I was sure that I heard actual cracking of bones from within him, and he was howling and snarling as the change progressed. I couldn’t tell whether it was because he was in pain from the transformation or if it was something inherent in becoming something bestial and inhuman.

The instant that William finished his transformation, he let out a defiant roar that froze all of them. For a moment, I thought we would try to head forward, right through the lot of them. But then they seemed to recover their wits, and they started roaring back at him, defying him as one.

“Fine,” I said, and fired twice more. Two more of the creatures went down, creating a temporary blockage in the corridor as William and I backed up as quickly as we could. There was a door at the end of the corridor right behind us. I prayed it wasn’t locked. I backed up into it, and the door swung open. Breathing a quick appreciation for my prayer’s being answered, we moved  quickly through it, and the moment we had done so, I slammed the door as quickly as I could. There was a bolt across the door, and I threw it shut, then turned to see where we could go.

The answer was: nowhere.

Our way in was also our way out, and that wasn’t exactly a useful means of egress. The door had opened out onto what only could be termed an arena, a large, circular room with a diameter of about fifty feet. The floor was solid rock, stained with dark splotches I could only assume were blood. There were no other doors along any of the walls.

High above, there was an upper level that ringed the top. I took it to be an observation deck since we were being observed.

By Reaver.

And he had friends.

Not friends, exactly. Employees, guardsmen, all of them wearing coats identical to the one I had stolen. The difference between us, of course, was that they were legitimately supposed to be wearing them. Me, I was just passing through. It appeared, though, that I wouldn’t be passing too much farther. By my quick count, there were at least a dozen guardsmen, and each of them was holding a rifle aimed straight at me.

“Did you truly think there was anything that went on in my home that eluded my notice?” said Reaver, with a faintly scolding tone.

There was no denying either my speed or accuracy, but that would only take me so far. In order to survive  this situation, I would need speed, accuracy, bulletproof clothing, and a helping hand from a deity. Unless all of that was made available to me, I didn’t think we really had much in the way of chances.

I heard that cracking and snapping of bone again and glanced toward my brother. He had shifted back into his human aspect, gasping from the effort, and there was a layer of sweat covering his chest and face. He dropped to one knee in order to compose himself and, as he did so, looked up at me wanly. “You shouldn’t have come here, Benny.”

The door rattled behind me, doubtless from the creatures slamming into it, hoping to break through.

It appeared that even if they managed it, there wasn’t going to be much for them to find. The guardsmen had enough firepower aimed at us that, if they should cut loose, we’d be torn to pieces. The creatures striving to get in would only find a couple of corpses. On the other hand, that might be more than enough for them if all they were interested in was making a fast lunch of us.

I abruptly realized I should stop thinking in terms of “us.” Every rifle was aimed at me. Well, that made sense. Reaver had invested time and energy in the creation of whatever it was that he had turned my brother into. Me, I was simply a boil to be lanced.

A dozen hammers were cocked on a dozen rifles. They clearly were not fooling around.

William tried to step in front of me, calling out, “Let him go! He has nothing to do with any of this!” I shoved him aside, having no patience for last-minute heroics. I  had gotten myself into the situation, and if I was not going to be making an exit, then it was entirely my concern.

“You should be aware, Reaver,” I called out defiantly, “that an entire army knows precisely where I am. You let the two of us walk out of here, unharmed, and I’ll see to it that you and this monster factory of yours are left unmolested.”

“How marvelously generous of you, Mr. Finn,” said Reaver, sounding disinclined to take me up on my offer, which admittedly made sense since it was entirely a bluff. “It is Ben Finn, is it not? I have quite the memory for names and faces, and I’m reasonably certain we met back in Bowerstone.”

There seemed little reason to deny it. “Ben Finn am I.”

“And you obviously know me. That is hardly a surprise. I am well-known in certain parts of Albion.”

“I’d venture to say in all parts.” I wanted to keep him talking. I had no clue what I was going to do or how I was going to do it, but people like Reaver were typically in love with the sound of their own voices. The more he talked, the more chance that something might turn in my favor.

“How kind of you to say. I assure you my notoriety has not come without effort.” He gestured around our surroundings with his walking staff, the jeweled top glinting in the minimal light. “Welcome to the Pit. I have numerous homes, but in every single one, I make certain to include someplace like this. My little arena has provided many hours of entertainment for assorted guests and me.”

“So is that what’s going to happen now? You’re going to bring in guests and watch me fight for my life?”

“You?” He laughed lightly at that, as if the very notion was absurd. “My dear Finn, I’ve had lords and ladies and even the occasional Hero coming through my Pits, fighting for their lives. My guests have high expectations. A simple soldier of fortune such as yourself would hardly be the level of entertainment they’ve come to expect. On the other hand”—and he nodded toward the far door, against which the creatures were continuing to bang—“my Half-breeds won’t be remotely as discriminating. They will be more than happy to tear you to shreds just for the opportunity.”

“Reaver . . .” And William was speaking with effort. “I beg you, let him go. He wandered into the middle of this in a misguided attempt to save me.”

“Indeed, as you say, he’s already in it, and thus cannot be permitted out of it as easily as all that. Still”—and he regarded me with open curiosity—“of what importance is he to you?”

William hesitated, but there seemed little point in hiding our relationship. So I spoke up. “He is my brother.”

Reaver studied the two of us for a moment, then understanding appeared to dawn. “Let me guess. You were one of the defenders of Blackholm. You came into conflict with William here, and he, afraid for your life, called for a withdrawal rather than risk anything happening to you. Is that more or less the situation as we have it?”

“More or less,” I said.

Making a scolding, clucking noise, Reaver said, “William, William, William. Why could you not have simply told us that? Why did you allow yourself to be subjected to such extreme measures”—and he pointed his walking stick in the general direction of the lashes on William’s chest—“designed to elicit the information?”

Looking down at his feet as if they had somehow committed an offense, William said, “I was just trying to protect him.”

“How very fraternal of you. Considering that he is currently being held at gunpoint and is a mere word away from being roundly perforated, how would you say that your endeavors to protect him are going so far?”

“Not well,” William had to admit.

“Not well indeed. How fortunate for you that our dear Warlord Droogan is being kept otherwise entertained by my staff. That provides us an opportunity to sort these matters out without him shouting for your blood. That can be most distracting, you know.”

“I’m sure it can be,” I said. I tried to sound solicitous and did not succeed terribly well.

The bolted door was holding firm, but I saw it bend a bit more than it was before. The creatures within were making a concerted effort to bypass it. At that rate, sooner or later, they were going to succeed. I hoped it would not be sooner and prayed there actually would come a later.

“So”—and Reaver rested his walking stick against the brass handrail that circled the entire observation deck—“what to do about this current situation? What would you have, my dear Mr. Finn?”

“My brother’s freedom.”

“And you don’t even ask for your own. How terribly noble of you. Are you quite sure you’re not a Hero? Here’s a hint: You could claim that you were, and most people wouldn’t know the difference.”

“I’m no Hero,” I assured him. “I’m just a man who found the brother he thought was dead and is now trying to do whatever he can to make sure he doesn’t wind up that way yet again.”

“A worthy goal. One that, as it turns out, you will require my aid in order to accomplish. Would you call that an accurate assessment of what we have before us?”

“Fairly accurate, yes.”

“And are you a man of your word, Ben Finn?”

The question caught me off guard. I had no idea why he was asking, but certainly it couldn’t hurt to give an honest answer. “I like to think so.”

“That is rather a vague response, wouldn’t you say?”

“All right, then,” I said more firmly. “Yes. Yes, I am.”

“In that case,” said Reaver, “I have a business proposition to discuss with you. One that would give both of us what we want and result in your brother’s freedom as well. All I ask is that you make no attempt to escape or shoot or stab anyone with any manner of weaponry. Do I have your word on that?”

What did I have to lose? Granted, the thought of making any sort of bargain or agreement with a vile creature such as Reaver was anathema to me, but I had no choice. He had the overwhelming advantage, not to mention a considerable amount of firepower aimed directly at me.  I was still holding my rifle, true, but even if I had a dozen shots in it, I was hardly capable of firing all of them off before being killed myself. I might have had time to get off one shot, and I could make certain that the recipient of that bullet was Reaver. But his men would still open fire on me, and the odds were that they would wind up taking down William as well. I had no problem with the notion of risking my own life, but I wasn’t about to make a move that would likely result in William’s demise as well.

“You have my word,” I said.

“Very well, then,” he said. “Let us all meet someplace a bit less cavernous, and we shall speak as men do.”

I didn’t like the sound of that at all. And even as his guards lowered ladders that would enable us to clamber up to the observation deck and out, I heard the snarling and howling from the creatures on the other side of the door. Considering what Reaver was capable of, I was starting to wonder if I might not have better luck taking my chances with those beasts. All they would do is rip apart my body. When dealing with Reaver, one had to worry about keeping one’s soul intact, and that was certainly the harder job.




Chapter 10

An Unholy Bargain

WILLIAM AND I WERE USHERED INTO the same study that Reaver had been using earlier when he was meeting with Droogan. Despite my having given my word that I would not try to escape or undertake any sort of offensive stance in return for safe passage out of the Pit, the guardsmen were still escorting us at gunpoint. What a world we live in that trust is practically a thing of the past.

On the other hand, Reaver was certainly something of a villain himself, and naturally that would tend to make him suspicious of others. He probably figured that the rest of the world was as unscrupulous as he was. Except the strange truth was that Reaver really did have a code of honor of sorts. Perhaps being disreputable was not quite the same as being dishonorable. Then again,  considering some of the things I’ve done just in order to survive, who am I to render judgments on anyone else?

“First things first,” said Reaver as he sat behind his desk. For Droogan, he leaned on the front; for me, he was apparently more relaxed. “In the future, Mr. Finn, you should be aware of the fact that when you’re watching someone in a mirror, unless you’re very careful, the person you are viewing can catch a glimpse of you as well.”

“Dammit,” I muttered.

He waved it off as if it were of no consequence. “Nothing to concern yourself about. I assure you if I hadn’t become aware of you because of that, then something else would have alerted me. Can I safely assume that you are the reason that Herman, my doorman, was found unconscious behind a hedge?”

“That’s correct.”

“Ah. Well, you’ve certainly caused him some trauma.”

“I assume he’ll recover.”

“Yes.” Reaver had removed some papers from one of his desk drawers, and he had spread them out in front of him. “So: Your brother has been quite busy since his supposed death.”

Unable to resist my curiosity, I nodded toward the papers. “What are those?”

“His ownership papers.”

“Ownership papers?” I looked to William in confusion. He said nothing; instead, he simply sat there, staring resolutely forward.

It occurred to me at that moment that William could easily transform into his animalistic aspect, leap across the table, and kill Reaver right where he sat. After all, I had made promises, but he had not. Yet William wasn’t making so much as a move against him. For that matter, I thought back to all the cells that had been left unlocked. These creatures could have stormed Reaver at any time. What in the world was keeping them there?

“Yes, ownership papers,” said Reaver readily, and slid them across to me. Apparently, he felt he had nothing to hide. “You were under the impression that dear William was executed some time ago, I take it? Or perhaps rotting away in some jail?” When I managed a silent nod, Reaver continued, “No. He was sold into slavery. Unfortunately, he was not the most cooperative of acquisitions. You”—and he tapped the papers as he spoke to William—“were quite busy, weren’t you, William? Come, come, you can respond. I already know the answer, as do you.”

“I was busy, yes,” said William, who suddenly seemed to have taken a great deal of interest in staring at his bare feet.

“He would escape, you see,” said Reaver. He sounded quite chipper about it, as if he were sharing an amusing anecdote over a pint at the local pub. “He would always manage to slip free of his owner and go underground, oftentimes acquiring a new identity and trying to lie low for as long as possible. Doubtless, he hoped that if he could avoid drawing attention to himself for a sufficient length of time, he would be able to resurface and resume his old life. Fortunately—or unfortunately, I suppose,  depending upon one’s point of view—he never had that opportunity, thanks to Taggert.”

William showed the first real sign of life since we’d been brought to the study. His face twisted into a snarl, and he spat upon the floor. “Taggert,” he said with a growl that sounded more animal than man.

I looked from one of them to the other, confused. “Who’s Taggert?” I asked.

“He’s a right bastard,” said William.

“He is, in fact, a slave hunter,” Reaver informed me. He sounded quite amused by it. “One of the best. For some reason, he took a particular interest in William’s comings and goings. Well, goings more than comings, to be accurate. Apparently, Taggert considered it a challenge to hunt William down time after time.”

“I could have had a life if it weren’t for him,” said William. “I could have started anew. But every time I even began to settle in somewhere, the next thing I knew, someone had struck me from behind, and I was waking up inside a cart, chained like an animal, with that damnable Taggert perched on the front seat and driving me back to my ‘master.’ ”

“The thing is, runaway slaves are bad business,” Reaver said. “Take it from someone who’s had to deal with more than his fair share of them. You have to pay extra for people like Taggert to drag them back, and you have to go out of your way to keep an eye on them. That’s a lot of time, investment, and energy for a slave who typically isn’t worth it. I knew that full well when I decided to embark on my little endeavor, and so sent out  word that I was looking for people . . . well, like your brother here. Slaves who were more trouble than they were worth. Slaves who kept running away.”

“But why?” I said. “Why would you want such individuals ?”

“Because I could acquire them cheaply, of course,” Reaver said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world, which in retrospect I suppose it should have been. “I am, first and foremost, a businessman, and a smart businessman saves money where he can.”

“I still don’t understand. What did you do to William and the others? How do you know they won’t run off? I just . . .” I shook my head. “I’m just having some difficulty wrapping my head around all this.”

William appeared as if he wanted to tell me but couldn’t bring himself to do so. So he returned to looking down at the floor.

And then, slowly, the pieces began to come together in my head. Pieces that assembled into a puzzle that rendered a horrific picture.

“That man downstairs,” I said slowly. “That man in the mask . . . the one that William didn’t want me to kill. He did this to him, didn’t he.” It was not a question. “Is he some manner of wizard?”

“More of an alchemist, actually.”

“I thought alchemists are concerned with transforming lead into gold or some such.”

“Alchemists,” said Reaver patiently, leaning back in the large chair behind his desk, “are interested in matters having to do with metamorphosis. Some are obsessed  with elemental aspects such as you mention. Others, however, are more interested in seeing what manner of changes can be . . . applied . . . to the human body. The fellow you encountered falls into that category. He calls himself Baro although I tend to think that is not his real name. What care I, though, for names, when the deeds are being accomplished?”

“And in this case the deed was to transform my brother and your other ‘volunteers’ into these . . . these Half-breeds, as you call them.”

My voice was trembling with rage. That seemed to bother Reaver not at all. Obviously, he wasn’t feeling threatened by my potential wrath, and who could really blame him? If I had figured out this entire business correctly, then he had all the cards, while rage was literally all I possessed.

“That is correct,” he said. “Baro developed a means of infusing human beings with the properties of some of the more dreadful creatures in Albion. A bit of balverine, a bit of hobbe, and some binding magic drawn directly from shadow creatures, from what I understand. And best of all, since they retain part of their humanity, they can be kept under human control.”

“That’s your key to keeping them in line,” I said. “It’s not just that they still possess inner humanity. It’s that they live in perpetual hope that you will reverse what you’ve done to them.”

“That’s part of it, yes,” said Reaver, looking rather pleased with himself. He placed his booted feet upon the desk. “As long as they remain under the kindly influence  of either me or Baro, they still retain some claim upon their human aspects. But should they turn on me or try to run away, as your brother is wont to do, then . . . well, William, why don’t you tell him?”

William continued to refuse making eye contact with me. But he spoke, slowly and haltingly. It was as if he were confessing some great crime. “The animal is within us, always,” he said. “Baro put it there through his powers and concoctions. If any of us run away . . . if we are away from Baro’s enchantments for too long . . . then slowly our humanity will become lost to us. The beast within will swallow it whole, and we will be left as nothing but animals, no better than the most vicious of creatures that wander the forest. If there is any spark of humanity remaining, it will be hopelessly, helplessly trapped within. Who in his right mind would desire that?”

“No one,” I said.

“No one indeed. And so we remain,” said William, sounding like a man speaking from the bottom of his own grave. “We receive the potions from Baro that maintain our humanity for us. And we dare not turn against Reaver since Baro is in his employ. We certainly cannot turn against Baro.”

“That’s why you couldn’t let me hurt him,” I said. “Because if he died . . .”

“Then all of us would descend into animal madness.”

My eyes narrowing, I turned back to Reaver. “At which point,” I said, “there is nothing to stop them from turning on you.”

“Oh, I have fail-safes, you can count on that.” Reaver did not seem the least bit concerned over the prospect of being torn apart by animalistic creatures. “Nothing will happen to me. I have an absolute means of controlling them beyond their need for keeping a tenuous grasp on their humanity. I always land on my feet. Always.”

“Yes, so I’ve seen.” I hated to admit it, but the man was right. “Then here we are. Me with my brother under your thumb, and you with no particular reason to let him out from it.”

“So it would appear.”

There was something in the way he said those words that provided me reason for hope despite all evidence to the contrary. It certainly matched up with all that had just transpired. If he had no use for me, why bring me here to his office? Why not simply have his guardsmen perforate me? Reaver had no motivation to lord it over me. Certainly, he had better things to do with his time.

My weapons had been removed from my person before we’d been led into the study, but that didn’t mean I was incapable of doing violence all by my lonesome. I was confident that, should it come down to it, I could take Reaver in direct combat. In the back of my mind, though, there were warnings that it wouldn’t be as simple as all that. The type of fellow Reaver was, for instance, would probably have some manner of ring on his hand capable of injecting paralytic poison. I glanced at his hand and, sure enough, there was a ring with the shape of a dragon’s head etched in iron atop it. It might be nothing more than a simple ornament. It might also be an instrument of death,  and there were quite a few men who had gone to their deaths underestimating just what Reaver was capable of. I had no desire to add to their number.

Yet still I maintained an aggressive posture as I said, “I want my brother released to me. I want whatever the pernicious magics you have infecting him removed from his person. I want him to walk out of here a free man.”

Reaver smiled broadly. “Is that all?”

“For the moment.”

“And you think that I’m prepared to provide you all that?”

“Yes, I do.” I tried to sound calm and not betray the way my heart was racing. “Because I think you are intelligent enough to know precisely what I was going to want. And I think you wouldn’t have me here unless you were prepared to provide it to me in exchange for . . . well, for whatever.”

“How remarkably cunning you are,” he said. “I am five steps ahead of you, of course.”

“Of course,” I allowed.

“On the other hand, I have been doing this for much, much longer than you have.”

“Indeed. How much longer would that be, exactly?”

He smiled thinly but didn’t reply. Instead, he steepled his fingers and peered over the tips as if he were giving great contemplation to my demands. I knew perfectly well that he had known what I was going to ask and doubtless already had his responses ready. Obviously, though, he liked to play his games, and since I was on his home court, I had no choice but to go along.

“Very well,” he said at last. “I will instruct Baro to undo the changes he made to your brother, and the two of you will be allowed to depart.”

William gasped in astonishment. Clearly, he had not thought things out in as much detail as I had. He was reacting as if his greatest dream were going to be handed to him on a tray as if by a serving wench at a tavern. I, on the other hand, knew that it could not possibly be as easy as all that.

“In exchange for—?” I said, and waited.

“Two things. There are two conditions.”

Here it comes, I thought.

“The first,” he said, “is that Blackholm is off-limits to you. You give me your word that you never return there. Warlord Droogan is allowed to spread his area of control over Blackholm if it suits him, and you will do nothing to interfere.” He leaned forward, his chair creaking under him as he did so, and rested his elbows on the table. “Frankly, I am doing you a service by insisting on that condition. Without your brother in his capacity as Prime to turn my Half-breeds away, you would be serving a death warrant upon yourself. You would not want to be anywhere near Blackholm, you can count on that. Is this agreed?”

I despised the notion even though I had been fairly certain that it was a condition Reaver would insist upon. The warlord was his client, after all, and had presumably paid a considerable sum for use of the Half-breeds. I was a rather resourceful individual. Should I return to Blackholm, Reaver was no doubt concerned I might come up  with some other means of turning aside the attack of his creatures even without my brother’s aid.

I had done all I could to help the people of Blackholm, but they weren’t my kin. Until recently, I had thought I was alone in the world, but I was discovering that that wasn’t the case at all. When it came to making a decision between the brother I had thought long dead and the people whom I had met a relatively short time ago, there really wasn’t all that much of a choice to be made.

“All right,” I said. William began to speak up in protest, as I knew he would, but I turned to him, and said, quickly but firmly, “I’m not looking to discuss this, William. If it’s you or them, then that doesn’t even require a second of thought.”

“But there are so many more of them . . .”

“I don’t care. This isn’t about how the numbers pan out. This is about what I can live with. I’ve seen people get killed, whole towns get slaughtered. There are always going to be more people who need protecting, and I’m going to do the best I can. But I only have one brother, and that’s one more than I thought I had a week ago. Nothing else matters. You get that? Nothing.”

“Well, well,” said Reaver, his tone sly. “It appears I was mistaken after all.”

“Mistaken in what?” I had no idea what he was referring to.

“Why, in my assessment that you might be a Hero. Your choice is wholly selfish and weighted only toward your interests rather than the interests of many people.”

“I can live with that.”

“Ah, but can the people of Blackholm?”

The bastard was enjoying this. He was trying to shove a metaphorical sword into me and twist it, just to watch me squirm. It wasn’t going to work. I knew what was important to me, and if that made me selfish, then that was just fine with me. “I really don’t give a damn what you think of me. Now if we’ve concluded our business . . .”

“Ah-ah.” Reaver raised one slender finger in a peremptory fashion. “We’re not concluded at all. My first requirement was conditional on your not doing something. In order to earn your brother’s freedom, however, you actually have to do something as well.”

“Really.”

“Yes, really, but have no fear. Since you’ve already proven yourself less than a Hero and willing to operate from selfish motivations, this honestly shouldn’t be too much of a problem for you.”

I had a suspicion that he was being less than truthful. The way he was smiling, the way he seemed to curl his tongue around every syllable of the sentence, led me to believe that what he wanted was going to be anything but not “too much of a problem.” But I was hardly about to put my uncertainties on display in front of him. “All right,” I said evenly. “What do you have in mind?”

He smiled in a way that did not touch his eyes. “I have business dealings in Bowerstone.”

“I know. Plenty of them, in fact.”

“Yes, but I have others that are brewing at the moment, and they would be far easier to attend to if a particular individual was no longer there.”

“What do you mean by ‘no longer there’?” I was asking the question even though I suspected I knew what the answer was going to be.

Turned out I was correct.

“I mean,” he said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world, “I require someone to be disposed of on a permanent basis.”

My gut recoiled at the notion. Even though I knew what was at stake, my reflexive response could not be deterred. “You’ve got the wrong man. I’m no assassin.”

“Nonsense,” said Reaver, as if I had just made some sort of joke. “Of course you are. You kill enemies all the time.”

“When they’re facing me. When they have weapons in their hands.”

“So this time you’ll do it from behind, and it doesn’t matter if the victim is holding a weapon or not. Either way, the target is going to be just as dead. Does it really matter, in the final analysis, whether you looked the person in the eyes and whether the person was trying to kill you at the time you killed your target? A life is a life, and the taking of it remains taking it. The only difference is that in this instance, it’s going to serve my interests rather than yours. Except even that isn’t entirely true, is it? Your interests will be served as well. You’ll get your brother back. Your brother in exchange for a single life, and not an innocent one at that, I can assure you.”

I didn’t know what to say. The notion of hunting someone down and taking the prey’s life with cold, malicious planning . . . inwardly, I rebelled at the idea.

But what choice did I have?

I had already agreed not to return to Blackholm. In so doing, I had consigned all those people to the nonexistent mercies of Droogan. Their blood, albeit indirectly, was still going to be on my hands.

But what choice did I have?

“Benny,” William said softly, yanking my attention to him, “you can’t do this. You can’t turn into a monster just so I can stop turning into one. You cannot do it, little brother.”

“Of course he can,” said Reaver with so much cheer that I desperately wanted to leap across his desk and plant my fist squarely in his mouth. If I’d thought it would have done the least bit of good, he would have been missing some teeth. “He’s clearly willing to do anything to save his brother. Obviously, he values you, values your life. So the only question before us is: What does he value more? You? Or someone who isn’t his last connection to his roots?”

Damnably, he was right. The question of who I cared about more was an easy one to answer even if I wasn’t willing to say it aloud or even to myself. My loyalties to my brother weren’t at issue; only my loyalties to my principles were.

“Who’s the target?” I said.

William looked stricken. “Benny, don’t—”

“Shut up.” I was taking out my anger and frustration on him, and it wasn’t fair. But fairness had nothing to do with it. “This isn’t your choice; it’s mine. I thought you were dead, and you had all this time to try to find me  and let me know, and you didn’t. You got yourself into this mess, and now it’s up to me to clean it up. So I don’t need your second-guessing and your appeals to my better nature. I’ll do what needs to be done. Understood?” I didn’t wait for him to acknowledge me and, instead, turned back to Reaver. “I said, who’s the target?”

“The troublesome leader of the Bowerstone Resistance. Of course, it’s not resisting much these days since our fearless leader is in place. But Page still has an annoying habit of sticking her nose into my business. I would see that nose cut off, and the rest of her head along with it.”

I tried to keep my face as impassive as I could, but I saw the sly smile creeping across Reaver’s mouth. There was no way that he didn’t know what I was thinking. In fact, I wouldn’t put it past him to be something of an actual mind reader.

Page. Of course it was Page. It had to be Page. She had gone head to head against him in any number of confrontations involving various projects that needed to be approved by our heroic leader. Granted, no matter which way the decision went, Reaver somehow managed to turn a profit from it. But to someone like Reaver, being able to make the best of a decision that went against you wasn’t enough. The fact that someone stood up to him was an affront. The fact that someone occasionally managed to get her way against Reaver’s desires was simply unacceptable. In this instance, when the someone involved was Page, and he was confronted with someone who wanted something he had, naturally he was going  to aim that supplicant at her with as much ease and as little thought as one would aim a gun at an oncoming monstrosity.

“Bring me Page’s head,” said Reaver in a slow, unyielding tone, turning the screws to my predicament, “and your brother’s fate is in his own hands. That is the offer. Take it or leave it.”

Trying to rally some manner of defiance, I said, “And if we decide to fight our way out of here?”

“Fight? On a lovely day like this?” Reaver chuckled patronizingly. “My dear fellow, the front door is open to you. Leave as you see fit. Go off and be brothers together. And just know that, sooner or later—and probably sooner rather than later—there will be nothing left of your brother, and you’ll be faced with nothing but a ravening beast that will rip you to pieces without a second thought. Good luck with that.” He gestured lazily to the far door. When I didn’t move, he interlaced his fingers and crossed his legs at the knees. “This is it, my dear Mr. Finn. This offer is on the table for exactly ten seconds, at which point it is withdrawn, and your brother remains as he is forever. Nine . . . eight . . . seven . . .”

“All right,” I said. “I’ll do it.”

He raised an eyebrow and chuckled once more. “You sure you don’t want to wait? It would be far more dramatic if I actually made it down to three or two or even one.”

“I could not care less about your sense of drama, your melodramatic flair. I said I’d do it. What more do you want?”

“Actually, as it so happens, there is one more thing.”

I felt myself dying inside even more than before. What more could he possibly want of me? How low was he determined to bring me?

Reaver gave a sharp whistle that obviously served as some manner of signal. A few moments passed, the doors at the far end to the room opened wide, and a couple of guardsmen entered. They were carrying a heavy wooden cage between the two of them, and inside it the gnome was angrily banging around, trying to bust through the bars and having no luck whatsoever in accomplishing it.

“Takes two big strong men to lug me around, does it? Then how come they have you two girls doing it instead?” he said derisively. Then he swung his attention to Reaver. “Love your outfit. Bet it looked even better when it was hanging up as a pair of drapes.”

Nodding toward the gnome, Reaver—unperturbed by the insults directed toward his ensemble—said coolly, “You brought this in with you, I assume?”

There seemed no point in denying it. “Yes.”

“Do be so kind as to take it with you on your way out. I can respect your breaking in here in order to try to retrieve your brother, but there’s no excuse for leaving vermin around the place.”

“Why you—!” The gnome was shaking with such anger that the cage itself was rattling.

“Are we done here?” I said, ignoring the gnome.

“I believe we are. It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Finn.”

“I wish I could say the same.”

“Ohhh, don’t be like that, Mr. Finn.” Reaver spread his hands wide, like a barker at a carnival. “You’re going to get everything your little heart desires. All you have to do is keep out of my way and make sure that Page likewise is out of my way, permanently. That’s not much to ask in exchange for a brother, is it? Not much of a choice at all, really.”

It was at that moment that I was reminded of an old saying of my mother’s, and it seemed applicable there:

One choice is no choice.

 

 

LEAVING WILLIAM BEHIND WAS QUITE POSSIBLY the most difficult thing I’d ever done in my life. This entire rescue attempt had gone about as wrong as it possibly could, and believe me when I say that the gnome made me as consistently aware of that as he could.

As I rode away from Reaver’s mansion, the gnome—perched on Clash’s haunches—peppered me with an onslaught of insults and complaints. If Clash could have thrown him clear, I’m sure he would have in a heartbeat.

Unfortunately, as difficult as it might have been to believe, the gnome’s ire was understandable. I had made promises, and I had failed spectacularly when it came to keeping them.

The gnome made sure that I knew it.

“Where was the bloodbath? Where was the slaughter?! You promised me a pile of deceased humans whose death I could revel in, and what do we have instead? You killed absolutely nobody, and I wound up getting caught  and in a cage! You useless twit! And now you’re going to keep your word to the idiot human who’s got his hooks into your brother? Because he’s blackmailing you into it, of course. As opposed to me, what made the mistake of trusting you—”

He went on like that for quite some time, with the mansion long behind us, before I finally said sharply, “All right. That’s enough. I let you down. I didn’t keep up my end of the bargain.”

“You’re damned right you didn’t—”

“You don’t understand.”

“I don’t need to.”

“Yes, you do.” I reined up and turned around so that I was looking at him. He was sneering at me, as usual. “Not a day has gone by in my life—not one single day—where I didn’t wish that I could have done something, anything, to save my family. They all died, and I lived, and I never understood why I was singled out to survive while the rest of them, who are no worse than me and in some measures better, met terrible ends. And no matter how many times I told myself that there wasn’t a damned thing I could have done, I always felt like I was lying to myself because there must have been something, should have been something. So here we now are, and my brother William is miraculously alive when I’d thought him dead all these years. I’m finally being given the opportunity to make up for all the years of feeling as if I should have done more. Now I can do more. And, truthfully, I don’t really expect you to understand, and at this  point I honestly don’t care. What’s done is done. So now I have to move on to the next thing. I have to go and figure out what I’m supposed to do about killing a woman who I . . . have had a close relationship with. Someone whom I consider a friend.”

“Women aren’t for being friends to men. They’re useful for one thing and one thing only. Not that you’d know how to use ’em for that, in any event.”

“Drop dead.”

“You first.”

Turning away from him and shaking my head in disgust, I snapped the reins. Clash, apparently happy to have the chance to move freely, started in at a fast trot that I worked up in short order to a full gallop. Within seconds, we were barreling down the road, heading in the direction of Bowerstone.

Eventually it became too dark to travel, and I wound up setting up a simple encampment. I lay down and closed my eyes. I hoped that the gnome would continue the sour silence into which he had fallen since our last exchange. That did not turn out to be the case.

“Don’t tell me,” his voice came from the darkness, “that I don’t know about families or brothers. Don’t you dare tell me that. I lost more kinsmen then you’ll ever know when humanity was busy wiping us off the face of the land. Only a handful of us survive, and many of us have been returned to a state of petrifaction. I’ve seen them. They’re used as ornaments. Ornaments. To decorate houses or gardens. How would you like it if your  precious brother’s head was severed and used to decorate some idiot’s home, eh? Well? It wasn’t rhetorical. How would you feel?”

“Bad,” I said.

“Bad,” he mimicked in a nasal voice. Then, in his normal tone, he continued, “So whatever you think you’re feeling, I guarantee that I’ve felt it way worse than you.”

“Well, excuse the hell out of me because I thought that gnomes didn’t have feelings.”

He raised his voice, and said angrily, “Well, you were wrong.”

Once more, the silence fell between us. I wasn’t sure at that point how to feel about the gnome, or my situation, or anything.

Abruptly, the gnome said, “So where are we going, anyway?”

I realized at that point that I hadn’t actually told him the specifics of my deal or my mission. He’d been too busy abusing me over the lack of body count during our most recent sojourn. My immediate inclination was to tell him to stuff it, roll over, and go to sleep, but I very much suspected that I wouldn’t be getting any sleep anytime soon if I took that approach. So, with a ragged sigh, I told him precisely what had been handed me, the big steaming pile of no-win scenario that I called my deal with Reaver.

He listened without interrupting, which was something of a first. After I fell silent, he seemed to be processing it. Finally, he made his pronouncement:

“So what’s the downside?”

“What’s the—?” I had been lying in the darkness, resting my hands on my palms, but I sat up and looked in the general direction from which his voice had come. “What do you mean, what’s the downside? The downside is that he’s asking me to kill this woman who was my ally!”

“Still not seeing the problem.”

“My ally!”

“You think that means anything?” he said dismissively. “When humans kill each other, the ones they’re most likely to kill are relatives. Husbands kill wives, wives kill husbands, both of them kill children. Friends and neighbors kill each other over petty jealousies, squabbles, who borrowed a horse from whom. A lad kills a lass because he didn’t like the way she was looking at another lad; a lass kills a lad because he jilted her. It’s amazing that any of you are still alive because you take the least excuse to snuff each other out like a candle. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“I . . . wish that I could,” I admitted reluctantly.

“All right, then. So don’t go all soft and girlish—or at least more girlish than you already are—and tell me that you can’t kill her because she was an ally. Fact of the matter is, not only can you kill her, but if you want your precious brother back, you’re going to have to.”

“And you’d enjoy that, wouldn’t you?”

“Bloody right I would!” said the gnome. “So far you’ve been long on promises and short on delivery. It’s about time I got some of what you promised me. Or do promises in this case mean nothing because I’m not a precious human like you?”

“No, my promises mean something,” I assured him, “no matter who or what I make them to. And that includes gnomes, or just ‘gnome’ in your case.”

“All right, then,” he said guardedly. “You’d better not let me down again, or . . .”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll hound you into your grave.”

As I rolled over and closed my eyes, I said, “Frankly, at this point, that might well be a blessing.”

“And then I’d follow you beyond the grave.”

“You know,” I said, the last thing before I dropped off to sleep, “I suspect if anybody could, it would be you.”




Chapter 11

The Route to Bowerstone

I HAVE ALWAYS PRIDED MYSELF ON BEING able to think ahead, get a handle on a situation, and figure a way out of or around a trap before it’s even been sprung.

But this was a very different situation. Or at least it may well have felt that way because I had such a massive personal stake involved. It was one thing to be part of a cause, to feel a devotion or loyalty to some brave leader. Now, though, there was something personal and emotional at stake, and I couldn’t say for sure that I was thinking with a clear head.

I was not an assassin. Never had been, never wanted to be. But I was being presented with a cold equation, a scale that had to be balanced. On the one side, my brother. On the other side, Page. And even though scales had only two sides, there was a third aspect to be weighed  and measured and judged, and that was my principles. I had killed far too many beings that walked the land, not to mention enemy soldiers, pirates, and the like, to start becoming faint-hearted about taking a life. But could I betray a friend? Could I kill a friend, at the command of Reaver, who was probably the person she hated more than anyone else alive?

The awful fact was that I didn’t know. I would have liked to be able simply to dismiss the notion out of hand, but I couldn’t. I would have liked to be seized with a steely resolve, and say, William’s life depends on this. Page has to die. But I couldn’t do that, either. The entirety of the trip back to Bowerstone, I kept waiting for some sort of hand of realization to reach down to me from on high, push aside the curtains of confusion, and guide me toward a resolution. Unfortunately, my mental skies, as it were, remained sunny and depressingly thunderbolt-free. So it was that, as I reached the outskirts of Bowerstone, I had no more idea what to do than I did at any point along the road.

Needless to say (but I shall anyway), the gnome was of no help whatsoever.

I was provided relief from his string of insults. Maybe he’d spent so much time with me that he’d simply used up all the ones in his repertoire. All I knew was that he spent most of the trip chortling over how much he was looking forward to watching me kill Page. He spent a good deal of time asking how I was going to go about it and, when I didn’t volunteer anything much beyond, “I haven’t decided yet,” the gnome proceeded to suggest a  myriad of ways that she could be disposed of. I’m not talking about simply shooting or knifing her. Many of them were quite intricate, and in some cases the mere mention of them brought him to such extremes of demented passion that they bordered on the florid. I could recite them in detail because, I am sad to say, some were so vivid that they have emblazoned themselves permanently in my mind. But why inflict that on anyone.

Instead, feel free to imagine the worst, most tasteless, most awful means of demise that anyone could conjure, then multiply it by a factor of ten. That is what I had to listen to during the trip back to Bowerstone.

I was grateful that Clash could not understand English. Then again, Clash was a fairly bright horse, and deep down I’m concerned that perhaps he did indeed comprehend some, if not all, of the gnome’s rants and ended up scarred for life.

When I finally reached Millfields, which was less than a night’s journey from Bowerstone Industrial, I holed up in a small, ramshackle inn called the Lion’s Pride. There didn’t seem much to be prideful about, but I suppose if they’d called the place the Piece of Crap Inn, they wouldn’t get much business.

Not surprisingly, the place wasn’t exactly filled to the gills although there were enough people around, I suppose. I dropped a few coins and got a stable for Clash, and for myself a lousy room in the back that came with a rather uninspiring meal of overcooked steak and underbrewed beer. Honestly, I think Clash’s accommodations might have been the superior ones. But at that point I  had enough on my mind not to care overmuch about either.

The gnome, for his part, opted to stay outside. This wasn’t all that much of a concession on his part. He claimed that anytime he had the opportunity to steer clear of human beings, that was fine with him. I was dubious about the claim. For someone who despised humans, he certainly seemed drawn to us an inordinate amount of the time.

Retiring to my room, I flopped down on the lumpy mattress, no closer to a resolution of what I was going to do than I had been earlier. I was going around and around in my own head, trying to determine the best way to approach the situation. At that point, the only thing I could come up with was the idea of stalling. It was the one loophole I had. It wasn’t as if Reaver had set me a deadline. I couldn’t take forever to carry out the task he’d given me, but there wasn’t a ticking clock that was forcing me to act in a hasty fashion.

“Okay,” I said slowly to myself. “Okay . . . this might be the beginning of a plan. If I just take my sweet time, don’t hurry too much, then maybe . . .”

“Have I mentioned you’re an idiot?”

I sat up violently in the darkness of the room and nearly banged my head on a narrow shelf projecting just above the bed. Right across from me, crouched in the corner, was the shadowy outline of the gnome.

“What in the names of the gods are you doing here? How did you get in?”

“Loose board in the closet. This place is held together with manure and tape. And you’re still an idiot.”

“Is that why you came in here?” I said, flopping back down on the bed. “To throw more useless insults at me?”

“You could ask me why I said you’re an idiot.”

I was utterly not in the mood for games, but I knew that saying that would only encourage him. With the heavy sigh of one endlessly put upon, I said, “Fine. Why am I an idiot?”

“Because you don’t even know that someone is spying on you.”

Having been startled awake, I had been in the process of drifting back to sleep, but that snapped me to full attention. “What? What are you talking about?”

“There’s a man lurking about under a tree directly outside your window.” He indicated the small window through which a few beams of moonlight were filtering. “Can’t say what his intentions are, but I’m reasonably sure he’s not out there because he’s got your health in mind.”

My first impulse was to look out the window, but that would have made me exactly the idiot the gnome was accusing me of being. If I sat up and peered out the window, he’d know I’d spotted him.

The window was wide open, allowing the night air to filter in. “A ll right,” I said, my mind racing. “Here’s what I need you to do.”

“Does it involve violence?”

“It could.”

“I’m in.”

Somehow, I wasn’t surprised. “All right, then. All I need you to do is go out the way you came in, get around  to where he’s standing while staying out of sight, and find some means to distract him. Animal noises, shouts . . .”

“Insults?”

“That would probably be the way to go,” I admitted. “Insult him to your heart’s content. As soon as I hear that he’s otherwise engaged, I’ll do the rest.”

“Fine.”

Considering who and what the gnome was, that had actually gone remarkably smoothly.

I had not even bothered to remove anything save my boots when I flopped down on the bed. In dumps like that, it was always preferable to keep as many of your possessions upon your person as you could, since you never knew who was going to try to relieve you of them, or when. Kneeling in the darkness, I reached around, found the boots, and pulled them on. Then I crouched, waiting. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was waiting for, but I suspected I’d know it when I heard it. Probably a string of shouted insults, followed by frustrated curses from whoever had decided to take up post outside my window.

Turned out I was wrong.

The next thing I knew, as I crouched in the darkness, there was a loud crashing and a howl of alarm, followed by a demented chortle of laughter that I could only think was from the gnome.

That was a signal if I’d ever heard one.

I leaped out the window, my pistol at the ready, unsure of what I was going to see, and yet somehow unsurprised by what I did see.

There was a large, well-built man in a heavy cloak  lying on the ground, struggling. The gnome had him pinned, with his long arms wrapped around the man. One was under his chest, the other was right at his head. “I decided insults were getting old and opted for the direct approach. All I need to do,” said the homicidal gnome, “is give it one good twist. He’ll just have enough time to hear the snapping of his own neck before he dies. It’ll be sharp, like a twig breaking.” He looked up at me with obvious eagerness. “Now?”

I wasn’t certain if the gnome was playing or not. There’s an old interrogation process called good soldier, bad soldier, in which one soldier comes across to a prisoner like he’s his best friend while the other is borderline insane. To save himself from the latter, the prisoner will tell the former anything he wants to know. Usually, though, such tactics are carefully worked out between the two soldiers. In this case, for all I knew, the gnome was fully prepared to kill the man with his bare hands, having absolutely no interest in who he was or his purpose.

“Not yet,” I said, keeping my voice level and calm, which was no easy trick, I can assure you. The man on the ground was struggling fiercely, and I spoke cautiously to him. “I would stop thrashing around if I were you. You have no idea just how strong my partner is. He could easily tear your head off while adjusting his grip.”

The man immediately stopped struggling. The gnome looked up at me, and I saw there was utter astonishment in his face. He mouthed the word Partner?

I shrugged. It had seemed as reasonable a description as any.

“Much better,” I said, kneeling next to him. “Now: Tell me why you were spying on me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was minding my own business.” He had some sort of thick accent I couldn’t quite place.

I appeared to consider this for a moment. Then I said, “Okay. That was the ‘B’ answer. Now you’re going to give me the ‘A’ answer. And if you don’t, the bad news is that my partner here”—and the gnome actually looked pleased at the word—“is going to bite off one of your ears. The good news is, you get to choose which one.”

“No he doesn’t,” the gnome said curtly. “It’ll be the left ear. I’ve had my fill of right ones this year.”

“Oh, all right,” I said, as if making a huge concession. The gnome was certainly getting into the spirit of terrifying the man. Either that, or he really had been biting off people’s right ears in days past. It was hard to be sure.

Even in the relatively dim light that was being permitted to reach us through the clouds filtering past the moon, I could see that all the blood was draining from the man’s face.

“So—again—tell me why you were spying on me.”

The gnome leaned over, his mouth hovering over the man’s left ear. I still wasn’t sure if gnomes breathed, but if they did, then the fellow was getting a serious earful of hot gnome breath.

Apparently, it was more than enough to sway him.

“Reaver!” he blurted out, almost involuntarily.

“Ahhh, there it is.” The man’s accent suddenly snapped  into focus for me. It was evocative of the pirates of the north, with whom I had had a brush or two in my youth and from whose stock Reaver was rumored to have come. Certainly, Reaver, in the course of his subsequent education and path toward commerce, would have left all such hints of his origins behind him, but this man wasn’t nearly so far removed. “And why are you spying upon me on Reaver’s behalf?”

“Because he told me to.”

“Oh, this one’s a genius, he is,” said the gnome, and I couldn’t exactly say that he was incorrect.

“And did he tell you why, exactly, you’re supposed to be spying on me?”

The man hesitated. The gnome promptly reached down and pinched the left ear so roughly that the man shrieked, doubtless thinking that the gnome was sinking his teeth into it. “He said I had to watch to make sure you killed some girl! Peg!”

“Page?”

“Right! Her! Will you get it off me?”

“It? Oh . . . you mean him. No, I actually rather like where he is at the moment. So: Tell me everything.”

“All right! I was born in—”

“Not that much everything. Just everything related to your assignment.”

The words couldn’t come tumbling out of him fast enough. Apparently, Reaver had a fairly comprehensive spy network whose members kept in touch with each other through a complex series of both runners carrying  messages and ravens for longer distances. Apparently, even before we had left his manor, Reaver was in the process of putting word out through his grapevine.

I was being monitored, and I hadn’t even been aware of it. Suddenly, the entirety of our trip up to this point was run back through my head with a new vision of it. Casual passersby, beggars who had nodded and tipped their hats, holy men, young girls with flirtatious eyes . . . we had encountered all of them and more in our trip thus far. I had thought nothing of any of the casual, passing encounters, and it was entirely likely that the vast majority of them were nothing more than that. But now all of them were suspect, as well as anyone else we ran into.

And it wasn’t as if it was going to get easier. The closer we drew to Bowerstone Industrial, the more people we would be running into. Any of them could be Reaver’s eyes and ears, keeping track of me, reporting back on me.

The spy was still talking. “As soon as you went on your way, I was to send a raven to Reaver, telling him that you were still on the road to Bowerstone.”

“And what instructions do the others have?”

“I don’t know.”

The gnome licked his ear.

“I don’t know, gods’ truth, I don’t know!” the spy practically shrieked. Had we been at an inn where anyone gave a damn about others, people would have been crowding out to see what was going on. Instead, those sleeping within were probably just pulling their pillows over their ears and hoping that whoever was being shaken down for information would wind up with a  knife in his heart sooner rather than later, so they could get some sleep. “I don’t even know who the others are! None of us does, except for the occasional contact. Reaver likes it that way.”

“I’m sure he does because lack of your knowledge is his power. The more he keeps you in the dark, the more control he has over you.”

“Please. I told you everything you wanted to know,” he said. “I did.”

The gnome was looking at me with such extraordinary disappointment. I knew I was standing at a crossroads in our relationship if one could use such a word with one such as he.

I patted the spy down quickly since I had no desire for him to pull a weapon on me the moment my back was turned. In short order, I came up with a dagger. I examined it carefully. There were dark stains on it.

Apparently our spy moonlighted as something more than a spy.

“Yes, you did tell me everything I wanted to know. However, I think I want to give you something to remember us by.”

I leaned forward, placing the tip of the dagger against the left side of his face. “Something on your cheek, perhaps.”

“No! No!”

“Yes.”

Abruptly I slammed my knee down into the small of his back, adding my own weight to the fact that the gnome had the spy’s head in a deadly hold. Then I reached  lower, shoved his cape aside, and yanked down the upper part of his trousers, exposing part of his naked left buttock.

Then, with the tip of my dagger, I made a quick circular cut into the skin, leaving a trail of blood behind it. He let out a screech like the damned, and I said tightly, “Be grateful it’s not your throat I’m slicing through.”

“What did you do?”

“Carved a ‘g’ for ‘gnome.’ He likes being a pain in the ass, so I thought I’d give him an opportunity to be one literally instead of just figuratively. Now pay careful attention to what I’m about to tell you. Are you listening?” He bit down on his lip and nodded quickly, but there was pure hatred in his eyes. “I’m taking your little pigsticker here with me. I’m going to be heading in one direction, and you’re going in the opposite. Report back to Reaver, don’t report back to him, I don’t care. But don’t even think about trying to avenge yourself for this little affront, and here’s why: Gnomes don’t sleep. Ever. And he’s my eyes. So I will always see you coming, and next time you do, I’ll assume your intentions are hostile and shoot you between the eyes before you get within fifty feet of me. Is that clear?” He nodded again. “Say that it’s clear.”

“It’s clear,” he said with a growl.

“Good.”

I removed my knee from the small of his back and released him. He clambered to his feet, his face a bright red, which was a combination of his howling and his mortification. He hitched up the back of his trousers and  winced from the pain. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t garner any sympathy from me.

“Go,” I said, pointing the way with his dagger.

With one final glower, he turned his back to me and shuffled off into the nearby woods. The gnome crouched next to me and watched him go with great interest. Then he looked up at me and, of course, scowled. “You didn’t kill him.”

“No.”

“You didn’t let me kill him.”

“ ‘Let’?” I regarded him with curiosity. “I doubt I could have stopped you if murder was truly in your heart. Do you actually have a heart?” When he didn’t answer but simply glared at me, I continued, “I notice that you talk a good game, but even now, when the opportunity was right there in your hands, you didn’t take his life. Why? Is there some gnome rule against it or something?”

He didn’t offer any sort of answer.

“I bet I know what it is,” I said at length.

“Oh, do ya?” he sneered.

“You think you’re better than humans.”

“I don’t think it. I know it.”

“You hate humans for killing so many of your kind, and you want us all dead. But at the same time, if you started killing us yourselves, then you’d be no better than the humans you despise for all the slaughter. So you cheer for our demise, and you urge me to kill others of my kind, but you want to keep your hands clean yourself.”

“You,” he said with thick disdain, “know nothing.”

“See, whereas I think I know more than you want to admit I do. But I’m not inclined to argue with you, especially when you did me such a service. Consider this, though. Every time our spy is interested in bedding a woman, he’s going to have to worry that sooner or later she’s going to ask him what the ‘g’ carved on his ass stands for. He’s going to have some uncomfortable moments ahead of him.”

“Especially when he sits down,” said the gnome.

We laughed. Together. It was certainly the first time that had happened, and when the gnome realized it, he quickly shut his mouth and, for the first time that I could recall, actually appeared mortified. He settled for scowling at me once more before leaping upward, sinking his fingers into the trunk of the nearest tree and scurrying up into the protective cover of the branches.

“Thank you,” I said, “for watching out for me.”

He didn’t respond immediately. But as I climbed back through the window of my room, I could have sworn that, very faintly, a reluctant “You’re welcome” was muttered back to me.




Chapter 12

Threading the Needle

I COULD HAVE MADE A SERIOUS SPLASH upon returning to Bowerstone. Looked up old friends, reconnected with the members of the Bowerstone Resistance with whom I had fought side by side during the “great unpleasantness” as some people dryly referred to it. I did not do so, though, for two reasons.

The first was that this was hardly a social call. I had been tasked with the impossible job of choosing between my principles and my brother’s life, to say nothing of facing the notion of killing a woman who was—if not exactly a friend—at the very least a colleague.

The second was that by then I had a healthy dose of paranoia because I knew that Reaver had spies watching me, and I had no idea whom to trust. For all that I could be sure, Reaver might even have had paid spies within the Resistance itself. Why not? Being a freedom fighter  wasn’t exactly what you would call a high-paying vocation. I could easily see him seducing certain members of the Resistance, grunts and such, to keep Reaver apprised of everything that Page was up to. Plus it wasn’t as if I were entirely unknown to the residents of Bowerstone. So additional eyes could easily have been recruited by his already existing network of unknown size to keep a watch on me.

Or there could be no one. It could have been that the spy back in Millfields had been the only one on Reaver’s payroll, and the things he had told me were not the truth at all; he could have just been an extremely convincing liar, and I was going to spend the rest of my time in Bowerstone, if not the rest of my life, jumping at shadows. Sometimes your own mind can be a far greater threat to you than actual enemies.

At that point, though, I couldn’t afford not to operate on the assumption that Reaver did indeed have people watching me everywhere I went. Which meant that the manner in which I handled my interaction with Page was going to be extremely crucial. The most frustrating thing was that, even after all this time, I still hadn’t worked out an actual plan of what to do. I was simply making things up as I went along, and that was a dangerous way to handle the situation. But I couldn’t find the emotional distance required to form a coherent plan of attack on the problem. Instead, I would simply have to rely on my instincts, and if those instincts prompted me to bury a knife between Page’s ribs, then that was what I was going to do.

Although I’d probably wait until her back was turned. Face-to-face, she would doubtless relieve me of the knife, then force me to eat it.

I entered Bowerstone Industrial on foot, having left Clash well stabled back in the village. It seemed easier that way, particularly since personal property was much more likely to disappear if left unattended even for five minutes in Bowerstone Industrial, and the odds were only slightly better in the Market.

I went to the most logical place I could think of in order to find her: the sewers. But when I arrived and went to what had been the headquarters of the Resistance, I was surprised to find that she wasn’t there. I suppose I shouldn’t have been. She had to leave sometime. It was just lousy timing that it was then.

I considered waiting around for her return, but somehow that strategy didn’t ring true to me. Even though I had no real plan formed, I was sure that the best way to approach that impossible situation was to appear as casual as possible. A sort of, “Hello, Page, I just happened to be in the area, thought I’d drop by” attitude would be the best one for me to display. That wasn’t going to work if she found me standing there waiting for her. She’d sense something was up, and I was reasonably sure that my ill-conceived plan wasn’t going to be able to stand up to any sort of scrutiny.

Of course, whenever she showed up, I could pretend that I had just arrived as well, but I wasn’t confident that my limited acting abilities would allow me to carry that off.

So after a minute or so of pondering, I turned around and headed back out of the sewers. I walked across to the bridge where the gnome had taken up station perched underneath. “Anyone?” I said.

“A couple of stray dockworkers. I was hoping for more.” He sounded disappointed. I’d left him out on watch to see if any potential spies had swung by and encouraged him to hurl as many insults their way as he could conceive. The dockworkers might well have had every business being there; on the other hand, they could have been more spies. Mentally, I cursed Reaver for putting my mind in such a state.

“Maybe next time,” I said.

“Where’s the woman? Was she there? Did you kill her? If you did, I want to go look.”

“She wasn’t there.”

Once again, there was disappointment on his face. “Then where is she?”

“That I do not know. But her minimal belongings are there, so I assume she’s still somewhere in town.”

I had no choice but to look around and hope that luck was with me.

As it turned out, for once, it was.

Simply strolling around Bowerstone Industrial is not the most enjoyable of experiences. There is a distinct and constant stench in the air, most of the residents are indigent, and Reaver’s main factory dwarfs everything else, serving to remind me that I was still not in control of my own destiny. There was a steady stream of beggar children who approached me, and under ordinary circumstances I would have had to be constantly concerned that my wallet was going to be stolen. The gnome, as it turned out, was handy in that regard. He skulked along by my side and hurled insults and sneers at anyone who even looked like he was thinking about coming our way. So we were able to pass through the place with relative ease.

I didn’t spot Page anywhere in Bowerstone Industrial, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. It wasn’t as if I could conduct a room-to-room search of every building in the area. Having nothing to lose, I continued on the path that took me to Bowerstone Market, the shabby and run-down buildings giving way to active shopping and the sounds of money changing hands. I didn’t know that Page had any more reason to be there than anywhere else, but I really wasn’t sure what else I could do.

I wandered near the Cock in the Crown, and my inclination was to steer clear of it, having no desire to encounter Jennifer again (she of the load-bearing hips and generous breasts) or—even worse—her husband. I doubted Page would be in there anyway. Tossing back brews and socializing wasn’t exactly her sort of thing.

Even as I started to turn away from it, however, I abruptly heard a crashing sound as if a table had just been knocked over. Then there was the familiar sound of some part of the human anatomy being broken—a jaw was my guess. Then came a roar of outraged voices and one female voice soared above the others. “Who else?” came the shout. “Who else wants to try? Do any more of  you piss-drunk, empty-headed louts with no social conscience want to try to grab my breasts?”

“Found her,” I said.

The gnome cocked his head in what I could only describe as intrigued interest. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I actually think I like her.”

I strode quickly toward the pub, the gnome bringing up the rear and actually chortling with delight to himself, a sound I still found disconcerting, to say the least. Reaching the pub door, I was about to enter when I heard another sharp crack of knuckle against bone and the trajectory of the outcry warned me just in time. I sidestepped as a man came flying backwards out of the pub and crashed to the walk just past me. He lay there, stunned, trying to raise his head.

“I wouldn’t bother if I were you,” I advised him.

He made a motion that seemed an attempt to nod, and his head slumped back.

Then I stepped into the pub and saw a world of chaos.

Page was at the center of a whirlwind of violence, men coming at her from all directions. What she had going for her was her natural battle skills and the fact that most of the men were hampered by being fairly drunk.

What she had going against her was that she hadn’t drawn a weapon but instead was using her bare hands against all comers. It was like watching a dancer in motion, an incredibly lethal dancer who was flattening all the other dancers with deadly accurate strikes to the weakest points of the human body. Anyone who drew within range of her was met with a formidable combination of punches and kicks aimed at jaws, throats, kneecaps, and solar plexuses.

Unfortunately, just like most humans, Page didn’t have eyes in the back of her head. Cramped quarters are not the best venue for fighting a battle, particularly when you’re heavily outnumbered. Tables and chairs had been knocked aside in the melee, but that still didn’t leave a lot of room to maneuver. So it was that even as Page was handling everyone to the front of her and to the sides, I spotted a man coming up behind her wielding a cudgel. In about two seconds, he was going to bring it crashing down on the back of her skull.

With me, to think is to act, plus it was a blessing to be presented with a situation that didn’t involve a good deal of pondering on my part. Two seconds he might have had, but I had my gun drawn and cocked in half that time, and I fired all in one motion. I would have had no hesitation in blowing his damned head off under the circumstances, but I had no desire to announce my return to Bowerstone by killing someone. Besides, it would have gotten blood all over Page’s nice outfit.

So, instead, I shot the cudgel out of his hand.

Everyone froze as the loud report of the gun echoed in the pub. Page looked my way, obviously concerned that a new enemy had presented himself, attempted to shoot her, and simply missed with the first shot. Then she realized who it was, and I saw the first unguarded, genuine smile that I could ever recall adorning Page’s face. Just as quickly as it appeared, however, it promptly vanished, as if she had remembered who she was and who I was.

The man who had been wielding the cudgel had frozen, his arms looking rather comical poised over his head considering he wasn’t holding anything in his hands anymore. Page glanced behind herself, saw him, and promptly drove an elbow into his face, knocking him off his feet. This prompted, very briefly, a renewed surge toward her.

I cocked the hammer again. It had the typical effect that the distinctive sound usually had: It paralyzed people in their tracks, much like the child’s game called frozen tag. Plus there was still smoke wafting from the muzzle for added emphasis, and the smell of discharged gunpowder was managing to replace the general fragrance of alcohol. “Well now, this doesn’t exactly seem fair odds,” I said in a lazy way, making it clear from my tone that I was perfectly comfortable with threatening people at gunpoint. “Seems to me we should thin the herd a bit to make it more even. Any volunteers for the thinning? Anyone? Anyone at all? Just raise your hands right up there, and I’ll oblige by shooting you in the face. Come on. Just throw those hands right up there.”

Imagine my astonishment when no hands went up.

“This is just shocking,” I said. “I mean, here I thought the citizens of Bowerstone were always willing to give of themselves and volunteer their services when called upon to do so. What has the world come to? Miss? Any thoughts on the matter?”

“It’s a sad state of affairs,” Page deadpanned.

“I couldn’t agree more. Tell you what. How about you come with me, and we’ll commiserate on the lack of community spirit these folks are displaying. And maybe  later we can come back and shoot a few of them just on general principle.”

“That sounds like a plan to me.”

Slowly, she walked toward me as I kept the gun leveled. There was always the possibility one of them might grab her and try to use her as a human shield, but I had a distinct feeling that they’d be quite content to see her leave. It turned out my assessment of the situation was spot-on and, moments later, Page and I were walking the streets of Bowerstone.

She didn’t seem inclined to volunteer any words, and so I filled the silence for us. “So I see you’ve been keeping busy.”

“I just wanted a quiet drink.”

“Really. Drinking alone. That doesn’t sound like you.”

“What do you know of what I do when I’m alone?”

“A fair point,” I said. “But if you don’t mind hearing my conjecture—”

“Are you suggesting I have a choice?”

“I think you went in there looking for a fight because you’re bored out of your mind.”

“You don’t know anything about it,” she shot back. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

“Recently? Saving your neck.”

She turned to face me, and said testily, “I was handling it just fine myself, thank you very mu—” Then suddenly her eyes widened. Her hand moved toward her flintlock pistol.

I turned to see what she was reacting to, and the only thing I saw was the gnome perched on a rooftop nearby.

That’s when I realized.

“No, wait!” I shouted, just as she brought her gun up to shoot him. I knocked the pistol to one side, and the shot went wide, hurtling harmlessly past the startled gnome.

She looked at me with round, startled eyes. “What did you do that for? It’s a gnome! They’re like rats with attitude!”

“He’s with me.”

“He’s with—?” She looked stunned. “He’s with you? He’s with you?”

“Does that bother you, sir?” called the gnome.

“I’m a woman,” she said icily.

“Are you sure? Never seen a woman with three days’ worth of beard stubble before.”

“Hey!” I said before she could speak. “I thought you said you liked her.”

“I liked her more before she tried to shoot me!”

Passersby were glancing our way, some in confusion, some in amusement. Suddenly worrying that one or more of them might be spies for Reaver, I quickly started walking, guiding Page forward. Under ordinary circumstances, I doubt she would have allowed me to handle her in that way, but I suspected she was still processing the revelation of my traveling companion. “Why in the world are you traveling with a gnome?” she said. “Are you that much of a masochist that you have to have someone at your side to lob insults at you?”

“If I were, Page, I could have just stayed here with you.”

“Oh, ha-ha,” she said. “What are you doing back here anyway? I thought you had served your purpose here.  That you were going somewhere else to see new adventures.”

“I did. And—”

“And what?”

I thought desperately. There we were, at the moment of decision, and I had no more of a clue what I was going to do than I had had before. I was threading a very delicate needle, trying to come up with a story that had enough of a ring of truth to it that it wouldn’t sound fabricated but at the same time omitted key elements of the situation, such as that it was my job to kill her.

When I fire a gun, I don’t even have to think about aiming or shooting. It all comes naturally as I allow my reflexes to take over and do what needs to be done. Perhaps the best way to proceed was to do essentially the same thing. Just open my mouth and allow for whatever words came out to guide me.

“And I found a purpose, and I was serving it, then I thought, ‘I should really go and get Page to help because this would be the exact sort of thing that she would be excellent at.’”

So apparently my instincts had decided to toss aside the notion that I Just So Happened to be in the area and thought I’d drop by. In retrospect, my instincts were probably dead-on in that regard. There was no way that Page would have fallen for that, and all of her inner warning systems would have been on high alert.

As it was, there was still some obvious suspicion in her mind, but at least she wasn’t concerned that I posed some sort of threat. At least I hoped that was the case.  “The sort of thing that I’m excellent at? And what would that be?”

“Blackholm.”

She tilted her head. “Blackholm? What about Blackholm?”

“It’s under siege.”

“So?”

“So Bowerstone isn’t under siege. No matter what your opinion of our leader might be, the fact is that everything here has stabilized. So you can either go where you can be of help, or you can just hang around here, waiting for things to go wrong and meantime getting into pointless bar brawls. Instead, you can come back with me to Blackholm and get into brawls that actually matter.”

“And why can’t you do that?”

“I have done that. But there’s only so much that I can do. I’m . . .” I thought fast. “I’m not a leader, Page. I’m not like you. I’m the guy who’s best at carrying out orders, but I don’t like being the one who everyone turns to. That position suits you far better than it does me. They could really use you there.”

We had been walking, albeit slowly, but she stopped and stared at me. It was like she didn’t quite know what to make of me. “Are you trying to flatter me at your own expense? Because it’s been my experience, Finn, that no one is a bigger fan of you than you are.”

“I’m a fan of what I can do. But I’m also pretty damned smart, and a man who’s pretty damned smart knows what he’s good at and what he’s . . . well, not ‘bad’ at, in my case, but less good at. You’re simply a better leader than  I am, and I’m not ashamed to admit that. And, frankly, I told the people of Blackholm about you, and they expressed much enthusiasm about you. Certainly more than those idiots”—and I gestured behind us in the direction of the pub—“who are just trying to grope you or something like that. But, you know, whatever you decide”—and I shrugged as if it were of no great personal interest to me—“for all I know, Blackholm’s already been overrun, so this entire business might be academic.”

“You’re pushing awfully hard for some town out in the middle of nowhere that you haven’t been at for all that long.”

I only had one option left: to pretend that it really didn’t matter if she went with me or not. “Fine,” I said. “Do what you want. I said my piece, and you weren’t interested. As you wish.” I turned on my heel and strode away with as much conviction as I could possibly muster, feeling like the eyes of all Reaver’s unseen watchers were upon me.

You’ve failed. She didn’t fall for it. And now you have no options because if you go back to her at the sewers, she’ll be even more positive that you’re being insistent for some reason you’re not saying. The only other option left to me is to try to recruit some men and mount a direct attack on Reaver’s mansion. Except how will I know that one or more of the men I recruit aren’t already on Reaver’s payroll? This is so frustrating. What if—?

It seemed like long minutes had passed, but in point of fact it was only seconds before Page called, “Wait.”

“Wait for what?”

“For me,” she said impatiently. “I have a few things back at the headquarters. I’ll get them and bring them back here. Don’t wander away.”

You mustn’t act too happy. “You don’t have to come along on my account. We can manage just fine without you . . .”

“Shut up, Finn. I’ll be back within the hour. Don’t wander away if you think you can manage it.”

“Don’t forget your shaving equipment, milord,” the gnome called sarcastically. “Wouldn’t want you to get too scruffy along the way.”

She glared at the gnome, and said, “Next time, he’s not going to yank the gun away fast enough.”

“I’d like to see you try.” He made a rude noise, and she reproduced the noise perfectly and fired it right back at him. Then she strode away, shaking her head in disgust. The moment she was out of earshot, he turned back to me and grinned widely. “She’s a keeper, that one. So: When are you going to kill her?”

It was an appalling question but, at the same time, a perfectly legitimate one. The gnome knew the true nature of my predicament. When was I going to kill her? Would I even be able to do so? The entire thing seemed utterly hopeless.

“I don’t know.”

“Probably in her sleep would be best,” said the gnome. “Because there’s no doubt she’ll kick your ass if you try it while she’s awake.”

“That’s true,” I said with no enthusiasm.

“So on the way back to Blackholm, the two of you  make camp somewhere along the way, and you wait until she’s asleep, and bang.” And he slapped his palms together. “Problem solved.”

“Shoot her in her sleep?”

“Well, you’ve got a sword, so whacking her head off is also an option. Whatever you think is going to work best for you.”

“I don’t understand this,” I said in frustration. “If you like her so much, how is it that you’re so sanguine about my killing her?”

“I don’t like her that much,” the gnome said with a toss of his head.

“Okay, well . . . thank you for clarifying that.”

Page was as good as her word. That was hardly a surprise; Page placed a great premium on keeping one’s word when promised. The fact that our leader had gone back on some of his promises to her was the thing that had poisoned her loyalties. She expected everyone to keep to the same degree of earnestness as did she. The fact that the real world in general, and ruling a kingdom in particular, simply didn’t work that way never factored into her thinking.

“All right, then,” she said. “Let’s go save some people I’ve never heard of and leave behind the city I’m starting to wish I had never heard of.”

What I found interesting was that not once did she ask who it was that was attacking the people of Blackholm. I supposed it was because she didn’t care. That said a great deal to me in terms of just how frustrated she had become with the Bowerstone Resistance. She seemed  willing to embark on a quest with no real depth of information other than what I had told her. That was very atypical of her because Page was typically a lunatic for gathering information. I wondered why she wasn’t then.

I vowed to be sure to ask her before I killed her.




Chapter 13

Killing Page

I RETRIEVED CLASH FROM THE STABLE back in Millfields. Clash and Page eyed each other warily, and Clash made a loud, snorting sound. “Okay,” I said as I saddled up Clash, “now we need to find you a horse. Perhaps . . .”

“No thanks. I’ll walk.”

I stared at her, confused. “Look, Page, if it’s a matter of money, I have more than enough to cover purchasing a horse for—”

“I don’t need your charity, and I don’t need a horse.”

“Page, what in the world is going—?”

The gnome chuckled, which was one of the more unsettling noises I’d heard in a while, then he said, “She’s afraid of horses.”

“I am not!” Page said defensively.

“I can smell it coming off her.”

“I do not smell. That’s it. Finn, I don’t know what your obsession with this creature is, but it’s ending right now,” and she started to go for her gun again.

Resting a hand firmly on hers before she could draw the weapon, I said, “Page . . . ?”

“I am not afraid of horses,” she said tersely. “Horses and I just don’t get along, that’s all.”

“Does anyone get along with you?” asked the gnome.

Once again, she attempted to pull out her flintlock, and, once more, I prevented her from doing so. I suspected that she was allowing me to stop her. There was no doubt in my mind that the gnome had been quite right. If it came to a brawl, Page really would be able to mop the floor with me. “I’m not good with animals in general, if you have to know. Dogs try to bite me, cats try to scratch me. Horses make those loud, angry horse noises at me. It has nothing to do with fear. I’m simply not an animal person.”

I somehow knew that the gnome was going to ask if she was even a person person, and so I fired him a warning look. Once upon a time, nothing I could have said or done would have shut him up. Happily, this time he saw my look and clamped his mouth shut before saying anything.

“It’s going to take us quite a while to get to Blackholm if we’re walking the whole way.”

“That’s not my problem,” she said. Clash stared at her, and there seemed to be actual animosity in his eyes that I’d never seen before. It appeared that she was right about the antipathy of animals for her.

“Tell you what, Page. I’ll take the reins, and you can ride behind me. Clash can handle two riders easily. I won’t even go at full gallop.”

“Listen, Finn,” she began to say.

But the gnome cut her off, looking outraged at the suggestion. “The back is where I ride!” he said in protest. “She has no business sitting there. What’s the matter? Are you that eager to have her flat breasts pushed up against your back? Her manly arms wrapped around you so that you can find some womanish pleasure in them? And you said we were partners!”

Page’s jaw dropped, and she stared at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Partners?”

“It’s complicated,” I said, which was something of an understatement.

“You are not,” the gnome said firmly to Page, “going anywhere near that horse. Do you understand? Nowhere near!”

I saw something I had never seen from Page. Her body was literally trembling with fury. Then she suddenly turned, strode toward Clash, placed her hands on his rump, and vaulted onto his hindquarters in as smooth a mount as I’ve ever seen. Clash stumbled a few steps forward, clearly startled, and for a moment it looked as if he was considering bucking and throwing her off. Quickly, I grabbed his bridle, and said, “Shhh. Shhh. Calm down, big fella. You just have to get to know her, that’s all.” Clash’s eyes were remarkably expressive as they looked at me with barely restrained impatience. Apparently, Page was right; there was something about her  that animals simply didn’t like. Fortunately enough, Clash seemed prepared to tolerate her, which was quite a concession from him.

The gnome looked apoplectic. “Fine! And when you fall off and break your neck, I’ll be standing over your body and laughing and dancing, like this!” Whereupon the gnome proceeded to dance around in bizarre gyrations while producing a demented cackle that sounded like a swarm of bats spiraling around. This went on for about ten seconds or so, then he stomped off toward a tree and flopped down next to it. His face was umber with fury.

Page stared at me questioningly. “Just how complicated is this partner business?”

“He saved my life, all right? Just . . .” I put up a hand. “Just give me a minute.” With a heavy sigh, I strode over to the gnome and crouched near him. “Look . . .” I started to say.

To my astonishment, in a low voice the gnome said, “Don’t say I never did anything for you.”

I blinked. “What?”

“I know how the human female mind works better than you do. Just how pathetic is that?” Then he abruptly raised his voice again so that Page could hear, and said, “Fine! Ride off! At least a real man will finally be on that horse’s back! You’re lucky he’s going to let you handle the reins!”

With that, he scrambled upward into the tree and disappeared into the branches.

There was no doubt in my mind that the gnome was  going to be able to keep up with us. Indeed, I was starting to wonder if he had some supernatural ability to transport himself from point to point, because his talent to show up constantly wherever I was bordered on the arcane.

The crafty little bugger. He’d actually managed to outthink Page and get her to do exactly what he wanted. Granted, it was in service to a desire to see me kill her, but still, I had to admire his ingenuity.

We set out. As good as my word, I kept Clash going at a brisk trot rather than anything approaching a gallop. He seemed to be a bit annoyed at the slow pace. I could feel him straining against me every so often, wanting to cut loose and move at full speed. But I maintained the trot, and, eventually, Clash seemed to realize that this was how fast we were going to be moving and no faster.

Page seemed reluctant to put her hands on me, but it was necessary so that she wouldn’t fall off. So she held on to my shoulders, balancing herself carefully. For someone who loudly proclaimed that she disliked horses, she certainly cut a confident figure.

We rode with very little chatter back and forth between the two of us. That wasn’t all that surprising. Page was something of a taciturn type, and I was still daunted by the idea that I was supposed to kill her. I had come no closer to determining whether I could accomplish that or not.

At one point we stopped along the way and ate sparingly of our supplies. I studied her as we did so, then said gently, “Are you all right?”

She glanced up at me, almost as if she were surprised to see that I was there. “I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

“You just seem . . . I don’t know . . . tired.”

“I haven’t been sleeping much, that’s all.”

I could see it in her face. Her eyes looked a bit sunken, and there was a general air of exhaustion about her. “You know what your problem is?” I said.

“You’re going to tell me, aren’t you?” She sounded quietly amused.

“You care too much. You care about the people of Bowerstone. You care about your causes. You care about everyone and everything.”

“Oh yes. What a bitch I am,” she said.

“I was just wondering why that was. What is there in your past that makes you take everything to heart?”

She was sitting with her back against a tree. Dabbing at the edges of her mouth, brushing away the crumbs from the slightly stale biscuit she’d just finished. “I’m not like you, Ben Finn. I don’t feel the need to dredge up everything from the past to explain the present. You don’t look at a mountain and say to yourself, ‘I wonder what the entire history of that mountain is. What sort of forces were required to carve it into the shape it now has?’ No, you just look at the mountain and accept it for what it is.”

“I accept you, Page. I just don’t pretend to understand you.”

She laughed. As passionate as she was about her causes when she was in Bowerstone, she appeared to be visibly relaxing once she was away from it. “That’s fine with me,  Finn. I prefer to be an enigma. I think it makes me more”—and she passed her hand in front of her face—“mysterious.”

I presented a mocking bow. “As you wish, my mysterious lady.”

We continued on horseback. Page actually engaged in conversation from that point on. The farther we progressed, the more at ease she appeared. I doubted she would ever have admitted it, but she almost seemed grateful that I had encouraged her to depart Bowerstone.

She still remained reticent about her background; I suspected I could not have pried it out of her with a crowbar. But she talked of her concerns about Bowerstone and seemed particularly worried about whatever Reaver might be up to. “That bastard won’t be satisfied until he owns the whole of Bowerstone, every square block,” she said. “And then there are days that I think even Bowerstone is insufficient for his interests. That he’s looking beyond it to the whole of Albion. The other night I . . .” She hesitated. “I had a dream . . .”

“A dream? You mean like a prophetic dream or . . . ?”

“Gods, I hope not,” she said with an apprehensive laugh. “I saw Reaver, and he was gigantic . . . a hundred feet tall or higher . . . and he was standing over all of Albion, his legs just stretching from one side to the other. I couldn’t even see where his feet were coming down. I fired at him with my pistol, and he didn’t even feel it; it was less than pinpricks to him. And he was just laughing and laughing, and when I woke up, I was bathed in sweat, but I could swear I still heard that laughing.”

“Ouch.” I shuddered. “That sounds brutal.”

“It was.”

“But still . . .”

“What? Say what’s on your mind.”

“Is it possible you’re just too obsessed with him?”

“I think I may not be obsessed enough with him.”

I frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

“He doesn’t even know I’m alive, Finn.” Unconsciously, I think, she thumped her fist on my shoulder blade. “I’m constantly trying to keep an eye on his endeavors and petition our ruler for rules and restrictions on Reaver’s undertakings, and yet for all that . . . for all that . . . I’m betting he doesn’t remember my name.”

I’d take that bet.

“The giant in the dream represented what he is and what I am. I can’t hurt him. I can’t stop him.”

“But you also can’t give up.”

“No, I can’t,” she said reluctantly. “Because Reaver is a blight on Albion that should be purged, and as much as I’d like to turn away from that, it’s just impossible. I’m on this trip with you to Blackholm, and it’s a diversion at best. I know that, when this is done—assuming I come through it in one piece, of course—I’m going to return to Bowerstone and go right back to work trying to rid the town of its influence. Even if . . .”

Her voice trailed off.

“Even if what?” I said.

She hesitated, then said darkly, “I helped get rid of one ruler who didn’t have the people’s best interests at heart. There’s no reason I can’t get rid of a second one.”

I snapped the reins and brought Clash to a halt. Turning half-around in the seat to fix my gaze on her, I said, “You speak treason.”

“It’s one of several languages I’m fluent in.”

“Page, you can’t . . .”

“Ideally, I won’t have to,” she said. “Make no mistake, Finn: I haven’t given up on the notion of effecting change through peaceful means. I’m not a warmonger, and I’m certainly not seeking out a fight. I’d like to think I’m better than that.”

You are. I’m just not sure what I’m better than.

 

 

WE RODE UNTIL LATE AND MADE CAMP BY the roadside. The stars twinkled down as if they were winking at me, whispering, We can see what you’re about to do.

Page had drifted to sleep almost immediately, and her chest was rising and falling in time with a soft, steady snoring. She had removed and stored her flintlock and sword, although I didn’t see where she had put them. It wasn’t a concern, though. It wasn’t as if she was going to need them.

So there we were. I stood over her, and I had my pistol handy and my sword as well.

I knew exactly where to shoot her in a way that would bring about death instantly. She would never feel a thing; she’d wake up dead, as they say. Still, just standing there several feet away and ensuring she never woke up . . . I mean, I’d never considered shooting someone from a safe  distance as craven before, but for me this was new depths. My hand strayed to the hilt of my sword. I could pull that and bring it down hard and fast, beheading her in one stroke. At least if I was going to be a damned executioner, I could perform the task in the traditional manner.

She murmured something in her sleep, tossed slightly, and settled back into her slumber.

I released my hold on the sword. Fine. I was a coward. It was a hard thing for me to admit to myself, but there it was. Bad enough that I was going to kill her during her slumber, but I was going to do it in such a way that I didn’t have to get my hands dirty. It would be the gun after all.

What proof would I bring to Reaver that I had done the deed? I’d probably have to behead her in any event and bring that with me. It was a nasty, gruesome business, but there was nothing else to do. I didn’t think he was going to accept one of her hands.

I leveled my pistol at her. I tried to force myself to cock the hammer. My thumb pressed down on it and mashed against it, trying to find the strength to draw it back. But it seemed as if it had become wedged shut, resisting every attempt I made to pull it back.

I knew in my heart this wasn’t the case. There was nothing wrong with the trigger; there was something wrong with me.

Here we had come down to it: Page’s life against my brother’s freedom. I had the opportunity, I had the weaponry, all I had to do was utilize it, and I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t pull the trigger. I couldn’t even cock the hammer.

I had no idea how to help my brother. However, on some level, I suppose it was nice to find out that I did indeed have scruples. That there were depths to which I was unwilling to stoop.

“I can’t do it,” I said, very softly.

“I can.”

It was Page who had spoken. Still lying on the ground, she was looking right at me with eyes that showed no hint of fatigue or, for that matter, mercy. She sloughed aside her bed wrap to reveal her flintlock pointed right at me. Unlike mine, her hammer was cocked, the sound having been muffled by her bed wrap. All she had to do was apply the slightest pressure, and I was a dead man.

I forced a smile, then said in a soothing voice, “You’re sleeeeping. This is just a dreeeeam. Go back to—”

“Shut up.”

“Okay.”

The barrel of the gun never wavered. “Did you think I was stupid?” she said.

“Think? No. I was kind of hoping, though . . .”

“I knew something was wrong,” she said tightly. Her voice was flat and unyielding. If I made the slightest move, she was clearly ready to kill me. Apparently, my being unable to kill her had garnered me no points. “Showing up in Bowerstone, trying to get me out of there with that nonsense about Blackholm . . .”

“Actually, that part was true.”

“Really.” She raised an eyebrow. “And you were bringing me there to be their leader?”

“No, that I made up.”

“Instead,” she said, “you wanted to bring me out into the woods to kill me.”

“I admit it sounds rather bad when you put it that way.”

“Finn”—and she placed her free hand under her other to hold the flintlock absolutely rock steady—“if you have any interest in seeing the sun rise, put your gun away and tell me what’s going on.”

I did exactly that. I shoved the pistol into my belt, then I told her. What other choice did I have?

Very quickly, I outlined the specifics of my situation. I told her about my brother enslaved to Reaver and that her death was the only possibility of getting him back. She listened without interruption to the entire thing, and, when I had finished, she didn’t say anything for a time.

“Could you possibly point that elsewhere?” I said, indicating her flintlock.

The muzzle didn’t budge in the slightest. Some people have serious issues with trusting others.

She spoke slowly, deliberately. “You’re telling me that the best plan you could come up with was to try to lure me out of Bowerstone in a painfully obvious manner, then kill me in the woods?”

“I think ‘plan’ might be an overly generous word. I was more or less making it up as I went.”

“I’d never have guessed. Why in the world didn’t you simply tell me the situation you were in?”

“Because Reaver has spies everywhere. There was one stalking me outside an inn I stayed over at, and I have no idea how many others were spread out through Bowerstone. I couldn’t trust that anything I said might not be  overheard, then Reaver would have done who-knowswhat to William.”

“William. The brother who was dead.”

“The brother who I thought was dead. It turns out I was misinformed. Look, Page,” I continued quickly, “this is actually all transpiring to our advantage.”

“How do you figure that?”

“We’re all alone out here,” I pointed out. “None of Reaver’s spies are around to inform him that I’ve failed to kill you. I was completely serious when I said you were the better leader. Here, now, we can put together a plan in which you survive, and we liberate my brother.”

“Or I could just shoot you.”

“Well, that would be one way to go. I’d like to find an alternative that entails considerably less dying on my part.”

She had been lying there the entire time, never shifting out of the position save to steady her grip on the gun. Now, though, she slowly sat up and, at the same time, lowered the gun. I let out a low sigh of relief as she got to her feet.

“Okay,” I said, “now that that’s—”

Her right fist flew before I could react and clocked me on the side of the head. I went down, a ringing inside my skull so loud that I felt as if I had stuck my head inside a bell tower. I placed my hands flat and firmly on the ground as the world swirled around me.

“That,” she said, “was for being less than honest with me. We were partners in a great battle, Finn. I deserve more consideration than that.”

“I think you’ve made your point rather emphatically,” I said, rubbing the side of my head. I moved my jaw side to side and felt a slight clicking within. I hoped that would go away in short order; I had no desire to live the rest of my life with that.

She shook out her fist and flexed the fingers. Bone on bone was never the smartest way to punch someone. Far better to aim for the gut or right at the nose. But I guess Page felt she had to make a point. “So the question before us now is: Now what?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Honestly, I’d be thrilled if you came up with something.”

“First you try to kill me, then you’re going to follow me. That about sum it up?”

“If I’d really been trying to kill you, Page, you’d be dead.”

“I had my gun on you the entire time, Finn. The only thing that saved you was that you never cocked your weapon. If you had, I’d be standing here trying to decide whether to bury you or leave you to be a feast for crows.”

“Well, I guess we’ll never know,” I said, endeavoring to summon what was left of my injured pride. “So what now?”

“What now? What should really be now is that I go back to Bowerstone and leave you to this mess that you got yourself into.”

I shrugged. “All right, then. Can’t say I blame you. If that’s what’s going to have to—”

“Be quiet.”

“Okay, then.”

She stroked her chin, walking back and forth, considering the matter. I could practically hear the wheels spinning inside her head. Already, I was starting to feel a few more shreds of confidence than I had earlier. Perhaps Page really could develop some sort of strategy. She was, after all, not emotionally invested the way I was. She would be able to study the problem dispassionately and come up with a workable plan. At least that was the theory, and I was praying that it would turn out to be fact.

Suddenly, Clash, who had been quiet the entire time, reared up. His reins were tied to a tree, but I was sure that had they not been, he would have bolted. He whinnied loudly, his brown eyes wide with terror.

I have to chalk it up to Page’s basic antipathy for animals that she didn’t realize something was wrong. “Would you shut that beast up? I’m trying to think!”

There was no time. Something was coming, something that was terrifying Clash. I yanked out my sword, and Page jumped back, perhaps thinking that I was going to use it to attack her. Instead, I swept it down and cut through the ropes that were keeping Clash attached to a tree. Clash backed up, still whinnying.

Page had yanked out her flintlock once more and was aiming it in my direction. “I’m not the enemy!” I shouted above Clash’s terror. “The enemy is out th—!”

I never made it through the sentence as an onslaught of Reaver’s Half-breeds came pouring out of the forest.

They had approached with complete stealth. Had it not been for Clash’s terror, I’d have had no knowledge that they were anywhere in the vicinity. My sword still in  my hand, I yanked out my pistol with the other. I fired nearly point-blank, and the closest Half-breed went down, but two more were right behind him. Now that they had revealed themselves, all need for silence was gone.

Page fired off a quick shot and yanked clear her steel broadsword. She met the charge fearlessly, shouting defiance. A broadsword isn’t designed for subtlety. You wield it in the same way that you would an axe while trying to cut down trees. Page laid into them, whipping her blade around, trying to get a cut at anything within range.

Ideally, we would have gone back-to-back, protecting each other’s flank while trying to chop our assailants into pieces. But we didn’t have the opportunity because the flow of Half-breeds cut us off from each other.

I slashed away with my cutlass, trying to hack through them and make it to Page’s side. But there were too many of them, pushing me back. I retreated, still swinging. They seemed to be coming from everywhere, and I wasn’t sure if my brother was among them. I certainly hoped not. It would be a hell of a thing if, after all this, I wound up bisecting my brother in the heat of combat.

Page suddenly screamed in pain, and I saw blood pouring down her face from a slice in her forehead. If the blood got into her eyes, blinding her, she was done for. I redoubled my efforts to get to her, shouting defiance. Then one of them managed to get in behind me and grab me by the back of my shirt. He flung me as hard as he could, and I literally sailed through the air. My head slammed into something big and hard, and I had just  enough time to register that it was a tree before I slid down to its base. The last thing I saw was the creatures bearing a still-struggling Page to the ground, then blackness enfolded me. I was sure that I would not be returning to the land of the living.

As was true about so many things, however, it turned out that I was wrong.

When consciousness slowly flooded into me, I became aware of the heavy breathing of a horse. I opened my eyes, and there was Clash standing in front of me, studying me with obvious concern. If he’d been a dog, he would have been licking my face.

“What happened?” I said wearily, holding my head. Clash didn’t respond, which wasn’t really all that surprising.

And then an all-too-familiar voice piped up: “They took her.”

I moaned, partly from a steady ache in my head and partly from hearing that annoying gnome again. I looked up and saw that he was perched on a tree branch overhead.

Now was not the time to argue with him, though. I pulled myself up, keeping my back against the tree to prevent me from toppling over since the world was still tilted a bit. “Took her?” I echoed.

“Knocked her out and carted her off like so much laundry. It was glorious,” he said with a chortle.

“They took her where?” Immediately, I answered my own question. “To Reaver. They’re hauling her back to Reaver.”

“How do you know?”

“Because they didn’t kill her here. If Reaver just wanted her dead, her corpse would be lying there.”

“They could have dragged her off into the woods and killed her there.”

“True, but why? What would be the purpose? You think creatures like them are worried about witnesses? For that matter, they could have killed me as well. I was helpless. But they didn’t. And that,” I said, my mind racing, “means only one thing: Reaver wants me to follow. He wants the both of us. This whole thing is like one big game to him, and he’s moving us around like chess pieces.”

“And I suppose you’re too stupid to make the obvious move.”

“Meaning?”

“Take yourself off the board. He’s expecting you to go running after her liked a damned fool. Which, of course, you are, but that doesn’t mean you have to act like one all the time. Let Reaver have her. It’s perfect.”

“Perfect? How is that perfect?”

The gnome hopped down out of the tree and crouched in front of me. “Right now,” said the gnome, “he’s not going to do anything to your overly manly friend. He’s going to wait for you to come and rescue her so that he can play whatever games he’s playing. But as days and days pass, he’s going to realize that you’re not coming. So he’ll just kill the manly woman himself and be done with her. Then, a month or so later, you come strolling in like you own the place and demand your brother be  released. After all, she’s dead, isn’t she? You held up your part of the bargain.”

“But I didn’t kill her!”

“Oh yeah? You got her out of Bowerstone. You brought her off into the middle of nowhere. Reaver’s hordes would never have been able to just cart her off so easily if it weren’t for you. The fact that she didn’t die at your hand doesn’t matter. You set the stage. That’s what matters. That’s what you say to Reaver, and that gets him to let your brother go.” Then he added with a shrug, “Or he just kills you for your arrogance. As opposed to killing you however he currently has planned. Either way, it all works out well for me.”

“I guess it does.”

I moved quickly to Clash and vaulted onto his back.

“You’re going after the manly woman, aren’t you?”

“Her name’s Page, and yes, I am. Because part of what you’re saying is absolutely right. She wouldn’t be in this fix if it weren’t for me, and I’m the one who has to get her out of it.”

I snapped the reins before the gnome could respond. Clash wheeled around and let out a defiant whinny as if he were about to charge into battle. Just before I was able to urge him forward, there was a soft thud from behind me. I didn’t even have to turn to see what it was, namely, the gnome landing on the haunches.

“That anxious to see me die, are you?”

“Always,” said the gnome, sounding remarkably chipper.

I urged Clash forward, and we pounded down the road in the direction of Reaver’s mansion. Killing Page hadn’t worked out the way it was supposed to, so I would have to see how efforts to keep her alive would go.




Chapter 14

The Student of Humanity

I RODE HARDER THAN I EVER HAD BEFORE. In retrospect, it was incredibly dangerous and foolhardy. Riding bent for leather in that way, particularly at night, I was running the risk that Clash could trip, fall, break an ankle. I was risking the destruction of a magnificent beast all in the interest of trying to get to Page as fast as I humanly could. But I wasn’t thinking about that at all. All that was in my mind was the image of Page being driven to the ground by that pack of ravening Half-breeds.

“Ya know they may have eaten her by now,” the gnome shouted from directly behind me. “If they were in the mood for a snack on the way. They’re more animal than man anyway.”

I shook my head. “Reaver said he had total control over their actions beyond their simple desire not to lose  their humanity. Assuming that he wasn’t lying, then he’s going to be making sure that they bring Page back to him in one piece. I’m positive of it.”

“Oh, well, and if you’re positive of it, then it must be so.”

I didn’t bother to reply, mostly because I was, in fact, not positive of it at all. I was just hoping with all my being and praying that it would turn out the way that I wanted it to.

The dawn was just starting to break when I reached the narrow path that led directly to Reaver’s mansion. Clash, for all his strength, was obviously exhausted, his breath running ragged in his great chest. I slowed us to a trot as we drew within sight. Unlike earlier, when I had been going to find Page and had no clue how I was going to handle things, this time I knew precisely what I was going to do. It wasn’t going to have anything to do with skulking my way around the mansion. There was no way that Reaver wasn’t expecting me, so there was no point in pretending that he wasn’t.

I rode up to the front door just as I had done the other day although it seemed an eternity ago. Dismounting, I didn’t even bother to tie off Clash. I very much suspected he wasn’t going to be going anywhere. He was still huffing and puffing, and I hoped that when I returned (optimistic that, thinking “when” rather than “if ”), I wouldn’t find him slumped over from a heart attack.

As if I had an appointment, I knocked firmly on the door, then waited. A few moments later, I heard the  steady shuffling of footsteps, and the door opened to reveal the same doorman I had encountered the last time I was here. There was a sizable bruise on his right temple, and the moment he saw me . . .

. . . he smiled.

I hadn’t been sure what sort of reception to expect, but that certainly hadn’t been it. The fact that he was smiling upon seeing me told me something very specific. It said that Reaver had plans for me; that they weren’t going to be to my benefit; and that the doorman had been informed of them and was looking forward to seeing them implemented. None of which filled me with much joy.

Trying to sound casual, I pasted a wide smile on my face, and said, “I’m here to see the master of the house.”

“Of course, sir. Right this way. He’s expecting you.” He glanced behind me, then over his head. “Didn’t bring your belligerent little friend with you this time?”

I tried to look casual as I glanced around and saw that, indeed, there was no sign of the gnome. He had apparently vanished into the ether yet again. “So it would seem,” I said.

“A pity. I would have liked the opportunity to shoot him.” He pulled back his coat, and I saw the butt of a gun extending from his belt. It was a not-so-subtle message to me that he would not be caught unawares a second time. I was reasonably certain that I could still knock him out with a quick right jab before he was able to do a thing to stop me, but I honestly didn’t see the point. I had no time to waste with underlings; I had things of more significance to be worried about.

He stepped aside and gestured for me to enter. I strode in and stopped dead in my tracks.

There were guardsmen everywhere, lining the main foyer, all of them holding their rifles and all of them pointing them straight at me.

I endeavored to sound nonchalant. “If you’re planning to fill me full of holes, would you mind if I took my coat off? Because this is a really excellent coat, and I see no point in having it destroyed. It certainly never did anything to you.”

The doorman smiled thinly. “Oh, we have very specific orders not to do anything to you, unless—of course—you attempt to resist or fight back. Then all bets are off.”

“Well, I’ve always been something of a gambling man, so I far prefer it when all bets are on.” I tried to sound jovial so as not to betray the rapid beating of my heart and my initial impulse to turn and run out the door.

“This way, then, sir,” said the doorman, and he went ahead of me. Obviously, he considered me so little threat that he didn’t hesitate to present his back to me. He wasn’t the least bit worried that I would endeavor to grab him and perhaps use him as a human shield. I didn’t blame him; there wasn’t much reason for me to do that. I wanted to go where he was taking me, and besides, knowing Reaver, he would have instructed his guardsmen to simply shoot right through any human shields I might care to use.

Moments later, we were standing outside the door to what I immediately recognized as Reaver’s study. The  doorman rapped twice, and called, “Sir! The fellow you were expecting is here.” He seemed to take particular delight in the mention of how I was expected, as if to drive home that there was nothing I could do at that point that could possibly take them off guard.

“Ah yes. Bring him in, please.”

I entered the study, and there was Reaver, more or less just as I had left him. He had company, a man whose face I had yet to see, but I could determine by his build and the way he was scowling darkly at me that he was the warlord known as Droogan.

“Well, well,” said Droogan. He sauntered over toward me and peered at me from beneath huge, bushy eyebrows. “The fellow who caused so much trouble for my men when they endeavored to take Blackholm. Who actually managed to beat back an attack by even your formidable creatures, Reaver. Is that whom I have the pleasure of addressing at the moment? Would this be the legendary Benn Finn?”

“This would be he,” said Reaver mildly.

He looked me up and down, and said, “Good to meet you.”

Then he drove a savage punch into my gut, knocking the wind out of me, doubling me over. I gasped, staggering, clutching at my stomach, trying to recover even as a gray haze fell over my vision.

“Droogan!” Reaver said sharply, but Droogan wasn’t listening. He advanced on me, clearly ready to do more damage. I couldn’t see him clearly; only the vaguest outline of him because of the pain behind my eyes. It was,  however, all that I required. He swung at me again, and I was able to sidestep him so that he barreled right past me. With his right fist outstretched into a blow that didn’t connect, he managed to overbalance himself and that gave me all the opportunity I needed to slam a fist into the back of his thick neck. It struck a nerve cluster perfectly, and Droogan pitched forward like a felled tree, landing just as heavily.

I turned to face Reaver. The haze from Droogan’s blow was dissipating from my eyes, and I was able to see that several of his guardsmen were standing right behind him. As seemed to be the common practice in this house, they were aiming straight at me.

“That was very deftly done,” said Reaver. He actually seemed quite pleased about it. “I don’t imagine you’ll catch him that way a second time.”

“That’s all right,” I said, trying to keep the pain out of my voice. “If it happens again, I imagine I’ll come up with something else.”

“Yes, I imagine you will.” He scratched just under his chin with the jewel on the end of his walking stick. “You are an intriguing fellow, Mr. Finn.”

“Just ‘Finn’ will do. I was never much for formalities.”

“As you wish. You seem to have principles, Finn. In this day and age of sell swords and people who are just out to get whatever they can—”

“Like you, you mean?”

He let it pass; I doubted he had much interest in anything I had to say. “As I was saying: Here comes someone like you. Fighting to protect the people of Blackholm,  who really don’t have much in the way of coins to rub together. So I assume that you didn’t do it for the money but simply because you were compelled to fight on behalf of the underdog. You’re a compassionate man, and you don’t see a lot of compassionate men as heavily armed as you.”

“Compassion only goes so far. Sometimes, you just have to say, ‘The hell with it,’ and shoot somebody.”

“Oh, I can certainly appreciate that point of view.” Reaver made it sound as if we were long-separated cousins catching up on recent activities. He tapped his desk with his finger, and continued, “There’s something you should know about me, Finn.”

“Other than that you love the sound of your own voice?”

“Who of us doesn’t? It’s how we know we’re still alive.” He cast a mildly curious glance at the fallen Droogan, who was just starting to get to his feet. Droogan reached up and placed his hand on the table, gripping it for stability. Then his legs began to quiver, still not responding properly to the commands his brain was sending, and he fell to the floor again. Reaver shook his head and shifted his attention back to me. “The thing you should know about me, Finn, is that I’m a student of humanity. I’m always intrigued to see how far people can be pushed . . . especially when it serves their self-interest. So here you came into my sphere, a very dedicated and principled and compassionate man, as I’ve said. But I had something you desperately wanted. And I wondered, how far would you go? Would you be willing to kill an innocent woman—a  former ally, even—in order to free your brother of my influence? Frankly, I suspected the answer would be ‘no.’ Warlord Droogan, on the other hand, was reasonably sure the answer would be yes. That is because, I suspect, Droogan cannot see beyond the end of his own nose. He simply knows what he himself would do in a given situation, and I can assure you that Droogan would kill his own mother if it meant managing to conquer some town or village or outlying province.

“So we made a modest wager, Droogan and I. And, thanks to the fact that Page is still alive, I won it.”

“I was planning to kill her,” I said. “Your monstrosities interrupted me before I could—”

He waved a hand lazily, conveying the message that I should stop trying to convince him of that which we both knew to be patently untrue. “It’s a bit late for damage control at this point, Finn. We both know the truth. Page is alive; I have her, I won the bet with Droogan—who was quite irritated to pay me my due. Droogan . . .” And he raised his voice slightly to get Droogan’s attention. Most of the warlord’s ability to stand had seemingly returned to him, and he pulled himself upright—still leaning against the long table—and glared at me with a stare so angry that, as they say, if looks could kill, I would have been a dead man. “Droogan . . . would you be interested in another bet involving our friend Finn? Double or nothing?”

“He’s no friend of mine,” Droogan said with a growl. Then the rest of Reaver’s sentence seemed to register on him. “What sort of bet?”

“Why, a very entertaining one. You’ve seen my arena in the Pits. That’s where the charming Page is at this very moment, shackled to a rather firm stake. Her hands are free, and she still has her sword, so it’s not as if she’s without resources. But her maneuverability is somewhat hampered. What I propose, Finn, is to give you a second chance at winning your brother’s freedom. I will put you into the arena with the beauteous Page. My Half-breeds are under strict instructions: They are not to attack you in any way unless you attack them first. Then they have free rein to do as they wish to you. If you simply stand there and allow the Half-breeds to rip Page to tiny pieces, then I will free your brother of his obligation to me, and the two of you will walk out of here. If, on the other hand, you attempt to fight on Page’s behalf, well . . . the two of you will quite likely die, and your brother will remain in my ranks forever. What say you?”

There was really only one answer available to me. But before I spoke it, I decided to try to get some leverage of my own. “I want to add something to the stakes.”

“You,” snarled Droogan, “are in no position to—”

“Now, now,” Reaver interrupted him. He was smiling, as if he approved of my attempt to get some further concessions from him. “You’re quite the negotiator, aren’t you, Finn? The life of Page, the sanity of your brother, both on the line, and yet you want to try and make it truly interesting. All right. Name your term.”

“No matter what happens in the arena, Droogan and his forces never set foot in Blackholm. Ever. It’s off-limits.”

Droogan laughed at that, and it was not a sound I was particularly pleased to hear.

Reaver actually looked saddened. “A h, Finn. I like your style and, believe it or not, I was inclined to grant you your additional stakes no matter how absurd they were. Unfortunately, that one is not within my purview. Droogan’s forces have already taken Blackholm. Between the loss of some of their key protectors—including their being abandoned by you—and the damage inflicted by my Half-breeds, Droogan’s remaining men were able to come marching in through the large, broken front gate and take over Blackholm without a single shot’s being fired. They showed a great deal of initiative, actually. Which is a crying shame, because I was so looking forward to sending the Half-breeds back into Blackholm. It was practically all I could think about, so imagine my frustration and shed a tear for me. Or don’t. Anyway, the upshot is that the warlord has already added Blackholm to his list of acquisitions, and there isn’t much of anything to be done about it.”

My heart sank. All I could envision were those people whom I had abandoned in order to chase after my brother. I had not hesitated on that course of action when the opportunity presented itself, but now—

“You’re second-guessing yourself, aren’t you?” said Reaver. He actually sounded sympathetic. “You shouldn’t; it’s beneath you. You did what you felt you had to do, what was best for you. What served your needs the most prominently. That is exactly what I do, every single time a situation is presented me. I do what’s best for me. I’m  hoping that this experience actually brings us closer, Finn. If you learn from it, it might actually enable you to make the right choice in the arena.”

“And what do you think the right choice is?” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

As always, sarcasm had no sway with Reaver. Instead, he said, “Actually, I’d rather do nothing to have an effect on the outcome. As I said, I’m a student of humanity, and I wouldn’t want to do anything to skew the results of the test. In fact, just to avoid doing so”—and he looked toward Droogan—“I’ll let you choose which side of the wager to take. Will he fight on behalf of Page? Or will he allow her to be killed so that his brother might go free?”

Droogan seemed intrigued by the choices before him. “Whatever else he is, he’s not a stupid man, I’ll grant him that much,” Droogan said begrudgingly. “This time it’s his own neck on the line. And it’s not like it’s his wife or something like that. She’s not, is she?”

“No,” I said quietly.

“You ever have her?”

“No. Never.”

“Then he’s thinking with a clear head instead of letting his privates do the thinking for him. You’re on, Reaver. I say he lets the bitch die.”

“Very well, Droogan. And I shall take the opposite opinion. And then we shall see what we shall see. Gentlemen”—and he nodded toward his guardsmen—“kindly escort Finn to the arena. And Finn . . .” His eyes were half-lidded, making it hard for me to determine if  he was being sarcastic or not. “Best of luck. I mean that sincerely.”

“Yeah, that means a lot to me,” I said, as the guardsmen came to escort me from the study and down to the arena, where I would have my last chance to save either Page or my brother.

This time I had already made up my mind well in advance. I was going to save them both. That was my plan.

I just hadn’t formulated precisely how yet.

 

 

I WAS LED DOWN THE SAME ENTRANCEWAY to the arena as I’d traveled before. The Half-breeds saw me coming and started howling and snarling. “Good to see you,” I said, nodding, as if I were greeting old friends. “Hi. You’re looking lovely today. Is that a new hairstyle? It suits you.” The casual tone I was taking with them seemed to bewilder them; some of them even looked at each other in confusion as if to demand, What’s he talking about?

“Benny . . .”

It was William. As was the case with the others, he was mostly in his animal phase now, barely holding on to his humanity. He was hanging against a door, his arms drooping through it, and I could see the inner turmoil in his eyes.

“William.” I started to take a step toward him. The guardsmen directly behind me began to prod me forward, telling me not to stop. I rounded on them, showing  no fear, and snarled with as much ferocity as any of the Half-breeds might have displayed. “This is my brother, for gods’ sakes! What harm is giving me a minute to speak to him going to do anyone? It’s not like we’re trading secrets; you can hear every word! Do none of you have siblings you love? Well?”

I have to admit, I didn’t actually expect my little outburst to have any impact on them whatsoever. And then, to my surprise, one of the guardsmen whom I took to be senior of rank rumbled, “Let him have his minute. But no more. And don’t try anything funny.”

“Hilarity is the last thing on my mind. And . . . thank you.” He tipped his head slightly to me, and I turned back to William. I’d never seen anyone with such a look of utter hopelessness in his eyes. “Hang on, William. This is all going to work out.”

“Benny, listen to me: They haven’t given us our treatments in a while. I think they want us boosted to the highest level of . . . of animal fury. Talking to you now . . . it’s taking all I have left . . .”

“Then save it for the arena.”

“You don’t understand. I . . .” He trembled, put his hand to his forehead and visibly concentrated to pull himself back to rationality. “I’m not going to be able to go easy on you this time. If you challenge me . . . challenge any of us . . . I may not be able to hold back.”

“So you know that you’re not supposed to attack me unless I strike first?”

“Yes.”

“How? How in the world do you know this?”

“We . . . we just do,” he said in frustration. “The  thoughts are right there in our minds. I don’t know how or why—”

“All right, that’s enough,” said the guardsman sharply as he came toward me. “We don’t need the two of you plotting strategy.”

That was when William reached between the bars, grabbed my forearm, and managed to whisper, “Do what you have to, Benny. Do what you need to do to survive. Promise me that. Promise me.”

“I promise,” I said. But I didn’t really mean it.

Because I’d had a life.

I’d had a life of adventuring and being my own master. Of embarking on great quests and fighting beside Heroes in the defense of Albion from forces so darksome that the average human mind could scarcely conceive of it. I’d had a good run.

William had been cheated of everything. He’d been a slave for years and was in the process of being robbed of even his most fundamental humanity. I couldn’t leave matters that way; I just couldn’t.

So what I had to do was find a way to protect Page from the onslaught of the Half-breeds without actually making offensive moves against them. Because whatever else Reaver might be, he was still—as crazy as it sounds—a man of his word. If I managed to adhere to the letter of the bet rather than the spirit of it, I might yet have a chance.

And that was when the answer occurred to me, an answer so simple that I was actually embarrassed that I hadn’t thought of it earlier.

Of course, the entire plan hinged on my being correct in my assessment of Reaver as a man of his word. If not, and if Reaver brushed aside my attempts to save both Page and my brother as breaking the rules rather than simply bending them a bit, I wasn’t going to have a chance. Neither would Page, and neither would William.

The guardsmen pushed me farther down the hall toward the door that I knew entered out onto the arena. I passed by the cage toward the end and saw the man in the hood and cloak from earlier, the alchemist who had brewed up the vile spells that had trapped my brother and countless others in this form. Even beneath his metal mask I could tell that he was sneering at me, obviously looking forward to the prospect of my being torn limb from limb by his pets. I tossed off a mocking salute to him, and added, “I’ll be coming back for you when this is over.”

“If you do, it’ll be as a bodiless ghost.” He chuckled.

“Or a hollow man,” I countered. “They’re animated by restless spirits, after all. And I assure you that I’m going to be the most restless spirit you’ve ever encountered. And when I’m a hollow man, trust me, mage: I will find you. There won’t be a point in Albion remote enough to hide you from my vengeance.”

The chuckling died in his throat. This provided me some small bit of solace; if I did indeed die, this bastard would be having plenty of sleepless nights and jumping at every noise. Or perhaps not. Perhaps he would dismiss my threats as the last-minute, empty words of a desperate man. I chose to embrace the former, though, because I wanted to hold on to whatever solace I could find.

A guardsman stood to one side and unbolted the door. I walked through, and the door slammed shut heavily behind me. The bolt on the outside slid shut; obviously, it could be controlled from the inside as well. When the time came, the guards inside would unbolt it, and there would be nothing to deter the Half-breeds from charging into the arena and trying to make short work of me.

Sure enough, there was Page, with one foot shackled to a very wide, very sturdy post. She had been yanking on it with all her might and turned around and looked quite surprised to see that it was I who had entered. She dropped the chain in frustration and, putting her hands on her hips, said, “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“I have a nasty habit of turning up in the damnedest places.”

“That would certainly describe this particular location.”

There was no one in the viewing seats overhead yet, which told me we had a little time. Quickly, I explained the details of the situation, the circumstances of the bet, and what I was planning to do in order to counter it and maybe even win it. Page listened to it with an expressionless face and, when I’d finished talking, said, “That is quite possibly the most harebrained scheme I’ve ever heard.”

“Well, do you have anything better?” I said testily.

“No, not a thing. So I guess it’s your harebrained scheme or nothing. Although I’m not entirely sure that you didn’t come up with it so that you could spend your last moments rubbing up against me.”

“That wasn’t the thinking behind it. I think of that more as just one of the perks.”

A door that led into the viewing section opened above us. Reaver entered first, which certainly didn’t surprise me all that much. Droogan came in right behind him, still wobbling a bit from the punch I’d hammered into his nerve cluster. What I did find surprising, though, was that a number of people I didn’t recognize filed in behind Droogan. They were elegantly dressed, clearly upperechelon nobility, and they were talking excitedly about how wonderful it was that “Reaver was having another of his games.”

“Apparently, Reaver likes a big audience for his pleasures,” I said, making no attempt to keep the disgust out of my voice.

“Yes, he does.”

She wasn’t looking at Reaver, though. Instead, she was looking at me, studying me as if I were some sort of specimen. She said nothing for a time; just stared. It seemed to me that she had something on her mind but wasn’t permitting herself to speak.

“What is it?” I finally said.

Her voice very low, so low that no one in the viewing stand could possibly hear it no matter how acute their hearing, Page said, “I was a monk.”

If she had suddenly produced a plank of wood and slapped me across the face with it, I could not have been more bewildered. Actually, the face slapping would have made more sense. “Excuse me?”

“A monk. But before I was a monk, I grew up dirt  poor in Bowerstone Industrial. In those days”—and I could practically see her mind wandering away to times gone by—“the smoke of the factories was just starting to blacken the air, the detritus of trade ships just beginning to pollute the waters. I’d sit on the edges of the dock sometimes and watch what was just beginning to happen, and, of course, it never occurred to me that that was just the start of it. I couldn’t dream what it would turn into. A child dreams of things getting better, not worse.

“My father took off when I was eight, and my mother fell ill when I was barely eleven. I wound up working in the factories next to my older brother, Cedric. He watched out for me at first, but within a year, he died in a machinery accident.”

“And you had to fend for yourself. I know what that’s like,” I said.

Slowly, she nodded. “My mother died a short time later, and I wound up living in the factory. Nobody knew at first. They found me hiding under floorboards or behind steam-powered engines, reading by candlelight. Reading was my only escape from the hell that I was living in. Not that I had books, you understand. They were pages from discarded books that would wash up on the docks. I’d dry them out and treasure them, and that’s why the workers called me Page.

“I wanted to go to where the books lived. I escaped the factory and wound up finding an order of monks on the outskirts of Bowerstone because I was told they were very learned and very loving of books. It was so true. Their library was amazing, and they even told me it was  but a pale reflection of other, grander libraries. They took me in. They made me one of their own. They taught me to think. They taught me to fight.”

“Fight? Monks fight?”

“Oh yes. They can be devastating. But they are also the gentlest souls in the world. They fight to protect themselves only, or to offer protection to the helpless.

“And when King Logan’s reign of tyranny assumed full force, the monks were among his first targets. He had no interest in any group that supported the needs of the helpless and poor. He ordered us out of Bowerstone. We refused to go. And then one night we awoke from our slumbers to discover our sanctuary ablaze. Some of us never made it out, and those of us who did ran straight into the guns and arrows of Logan’s men.

“I was the only survivor.

“And so I returned to Bowerstone Industrial even though every instinct told me I should head in the other direction. But I wasn’t going to let others suffer under Logan’s reign the way that I had. I formed the Resistance, dedicated to bringing him down. And I succeeded. By the gods, if I accomplish nothing else in my life, I accomplished that.”

“Yet when Logan stood trial, yours was the only voice speaking out in favor of not executing him,” I said. “I’d have thought, if he did all that to you and yours, that you would be the first one shouting for his head on a spike.”

She smiled cruelly. “Logan lived for power. It was everything to him. I want him to live a long life with no power, no authority, no rank or title, no nothing. My fondest hope  is that someday he winds up in one of the very factories that I managed to escape from. Killing him doesn’t allow for the possibility of his continuing to suffer.”

“But it does allow for the possibility of his regaining power,” I pointed out.

“If that happens, then I’ll take it away from him again.”

“Assuming we get out of here.”

“Yes, assuming that,” she said grimly.

“Why did you tell me all this now?” I couldn’t fathom it.

“Because,” she said, “I thought you should know who it was you might be dying for.”

“Okay, so . . . they gave you the name ‘Page.’ So that’s not your real name. What is your real name?”

“Come now, Finn: I should be allowed to take at least one secret to my grave, yes?”

“Well,” I said with determination, “that’s not going to be anytime soon.”

“I like your confidence.”

“It’s more bravado than confidence, but thanks.”

Reaver loudly cleared his throat, which naturally drew our attention to him. All of his guests were seated. Droogan was leering down at us, obviously excited to see what the outcome of the wager would be.

“My apologies,” said Reaver, and he actually sounded regretful. “Am I interrupting you? You seem to be having something of a heart-to-heart.”

“Just arguing over what means we’re going to be picking of killing you,” I said cheerfully.

“Better than you have tried, but by all means, I wish  you the best of luck.” Then Reaver called out, “Captain of the guards! Unleash the Half-breeds!”

Immediately, as we had worked out, I unslung my rifle so that my back was unencumbered. Page flattened herself against the stake, then I stepped directly in front of her, pushing my body back against hers firmly. However I didn’t touch my sword; nor did I draw my pistol. The rifle lay impotently on the floor. Then I braced myself, awaiting the charge.

“What is he doing?” demanded Droogan of Reaver.

“I’m not quite sure I know. Oh, Finn,” Reaver called down conversationally, as if he were a professor hoping to hear an answer from a student. “What are you doing?”

“Winning the bet,” I said.

“How do you figure that? Obviously you’re going to defend her . . .”

“You said your creatures were instructed to leave me alone unless I attacked them. I’m not planning to attack. I’m simply going to stand here between them and Page. The only way they’re going to get to her is to tear through me . . . but your instructions prevent them from doing so. I’m going to resist them passively, not actively.”

“I could simply give them different instructions,” said Reaver casually.

“But then you’d be changing the terms of the wager,” I shot back. “We had a bargain, you and I. Are you going to be revealed, in front of all these people, as a man whose word cannot be trusted?”

Reaver had been standing, but now he sank back into  his chair. His face was absolutely inscrutable. I hoped never to find myself playing poker against the man because he had no “tells” whatsoever.

Droogan looked at him angrily, apparently upset that Reaver hadn’t simply dismissed my strategy out of hand. “You’re not going to let him get away with this, are you?”

“The parameters were established,” Reaver said. “You were standing right there when they were. I didn’t hear you objecting.”

“That’s because I—”

“Be quiet.” Reaver seemed to have moved on to something else in his mind entirely. For the first time, genuine concern flickered on his face. “Do you hear that?”

“I don’t hear anything!”

“Yes, that’s the point. We should be hearing . . .” He called out once more, “Captain of the guards! Report!”

All eyes in the place went to the door through which the Half-breeds should have come pouring through. Instead, it remained resolutely shut.

Reaver’s voice was remaining flat and even, but I could tell that he was working to control it. He tossed down a key, which I took to be the one that would enable me to unlatch the bolt from my side. “Finn,” he said, “would you be so kind as to open the door?”

I stared at the key. “You can’t be serious. You think I’m going to—?”

“I concede your strategy, all right?” said Reaver with a trace of impatience. “That was sloppy on my part, not foreseeing that possibility. No matter how old one is and  how much one learns, there are always further lessons, particularly for a student of humanity. You win, you can both leave, and I will have my alchemist ‘cure’ your brother of his addiction. I say this before all these witnesses of high standing and character who trust me to keep my word in various dealings. Now, will you please open that damned door?”

“Isn’t there going to be a fight today, Reaver?” It was one of the noblewomen. She sounded petulant, like a child being told that there wasn’t going to be dessert after dinner.

“It seems not, my dear,” said Reaver, but he hadn’t stopped looking at the door.

I exchanged looks with Page. “It’s a trick,” she said, never taking her eyes off Reaver.

“I don’t think so. He has no reason to. There’s something going on, and he’s as confused as anyone else.”

“Finn, wait!”

But I didn’t wait. Instead, grabbing up the key, I strode across the arena, and it might have been the most stupid thing I had ever done. Yet Reaver was coming across as discomfited, and if that was the case, my concern for my brother’s welfare was overwhelming my better judgment.

I gripped the door tightly, opened the lock, yanked the door wide, then backed up quickly, preparing to throw myself in front of Page again if necessary as the creatures came charging out.

No one and nothing did.

My backpedaling slowed, then stopped as I realized no danger was presenting itself. There were confused murmurings from the gallery of spectators above, and Droogan was demanding to know what sort of trick this was.

I reversed my course and headed back toward the opening, straight into the open mouth of the waiting lion, as it were. Yet all I was worried about at that point was my brother’s condition and welfare.

I entered the narrow hallway and saw no sign of the creatures. Nor did I hear them in the near distance down the hallway, snarling and howling as they were wont to do. Quickly, I made my way down the corridor toward the cages that had housed them. As I drew close, a smell that I knew all too well overwhelmed me.

It was the smell of death.

The cages were empty and the bodies of Reaver’s guardsmen were everywhere. They had been ripped open, torn apart. Their blood was everywhere. Instinctively, I turned toward the cell the alchemist had used as his personal play area, and a deep howl of despair emerged from my throat. His dead eyes stared uncomprehendingly out at me from his head, which was on the other side of the cell from his body.

I was standing there staring at the death of hope for my brother. Insofar as I knew, the alchemist’s talents would be required in order to free William of his enslavement in his animal body. With the alchemist dead, all hope was gone.

And gone, too, were the Half-breeds. There was no sign of them at all.

I stepped over the body of the captain of the guards  and noticed a large ring of keys dangling from his belt. As I removed it from the belt, I heard an impatient Reaver calling, “Well? What’s going on, Finn? What have you found?”

I strode quickly back down the hallway, gripping the keys tightly. Emerging into the Pit, I looked up at the expectant and eager faces above. At that moment all I could think was that if they had had between them a single neck, I would have taken my sword and cut it through. “Your guardsmen are dead,” I called up to Reaver, “and the Half-breeds are gone. All of them.”

“That’s impossible,” said Reaver flatly, but I knew from his voice that he was aware I wasn’t lying.

Droogan was practically shaking with fury. “You said you had total control over those creatures!”

“I do!” Reaver said, and he looked to his right . . .

. . . and saw nothing. Obviously, he was expecting to see something, but whatever it was, it wasn’t there. His head snapped around, and his gaze focused on Droogan. “Where is it?”

“Where’s what?”

“My walking stick. I had it when I came in here, and you were right behind me. I set it down, and now it isn’t here. Did you pick it up? Did you touch it?”

“I didn’t touch your damned walking stick!”

It was the first time I had ever seen Reaver close to losing his iron control. “Then where is it?” he nearly shouted.

Then came the last voice that I should have expected, and yet—strangely enough—the very first one I wanted to hear. “Looking for this?”

It floated through the arena, originating from beneath the viewing level. The spectators were looking around, confused as to who had spoken and where he was positioned. But Reaver said two words, growled from between gritted teeth: “The gnome.”

Upon hearing him referred to, the gnome emerged from beneath the balcony and vaulted easily onto the railing. Reaver’s guests let out startled shrieks and backed up, stumbling over each other to get away from him as if he presented some manner of actual threat. The gnome was chortling deliriously, no doubt entertained by the sight of the terrified humans giving way to him. “I’d throw insults at you,” he said, “but you’d be a waste of effort. The fact that you live at all is insult enough.”

The gnome was waving Reaver’s walking stick around, holding it by the top. Then the cocking of a trigger instantly riveted the gnome’s attention in the direction of the potential threat. Reaver had produced a gun, seemingly from nowhere, and he was aiming it straight at the gnome. “Hand me back that walking stick right now,” he said tightly.

“I see no reason not to,” said the gnome, and he lobbed the walking stick to Reaver, who caught it with his free hand. He looked to the end of it, where the glistening bauble that had served as the head of the walking stick had sat, except it was no longer there. The only remains of it were a few assorted fragments that seemed to be clinging to it with determination.

Reaver moaned softly to himself upon seeing the  remains of the crystal. “You didn’t,” he said tragically, although the obvious truth was right in front of him.

“Oh, I did. Of course I did,” said the gnome. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been around? Do you have any idea how much I know? I’ve forgotten more than you’ll ever learn. And when I see an Old World control crystal, I recognize it for what it is. If you’d been paying a bit more attention to your precious bauble and less attention to your guests and your games, I wouldn’t have been able to slip right in here and snatch it practically from under your nose, you great idiot.”

“What’s he saying?” said Droogan, looking in confusion from the gnome to Reaver.

“Want me to say it more slowly and with words of fewer syllables?” asked the gnome.

Reaver let out a long sigh as if he were about to make a great confession. “That walking stick,” he said with clear frustration, “was how I maintained command over the Half-breeds. It enabled me to control their minds, to guide them. When it was shattered by this household pest, it broke the direct line of communication that I had to them.”

“What . . . what does that mean?” asked one of the women in the group. Her hand fluttered to her throat as if afraid that one of the Half-breeds might be sitting right near her, preparing to chomp down on her throat.

The gnome answered before Reaver could with what was clearly great delight. “It means that they’re out and about, and Reaver doesn’t have a thing to say about it. It  means you’re all in mortal danger. That even as we speak, they’re tearing around this mansion, ripping into anything they see and anyone they run into. Why don’t you run right out there, little miss? I’m sure they’ll like you well enough. You’re certainly carrying enough additional flesh on those bones. You’ll probably go down well.”

The woman let out a shriek and grabbed the man nearest to her for support, but he didn’t look any more happy about the entire situation than she did. The rest of the guests were appearing equally terrified. This did not go unnoticed by the gnome, who was taking an insane delight in being the cause of all this fear. “Oh, that’s the way of it, eh?” he called out, making no effort to keep the chortle out of his voice. “You have no problem with the prospect of watching other people get ripped into pieces for your entertainment. But when it’s your own necks on the lines, suddenly you’re all skittish about it! Hah!”

I was busy taking the opportunity to try the assortment of keys in the locked manacle that was keeping Page attached to the stake. The first six accomplished nothing, but I inserted and turned the seventh key with no resistance at all. The lock clicked open, and Page was free.

Full-out panic was seizing everyone in the galley. They wanted to flee, but they were in terror of departing the viewing area because they didn’t know what they were going to encounter. But they were equally fearful over staying where they were because for all they knew, the Half-breed monsters would come pouring in there and rip them to pieces. Meanwhile the gnome wasn’t making things any easier for them, bounding around  like a lunatic, apparently not caring about the gun that Reaver had drawn on him. “Keep going!” he shouted. “Keep babbling to each other! Get louder and louder! It’ll make it that much easier for the creatures to hear you and be brought right to you!”

“Oh, do shut up,” said Reaver. He fired off a shot at the gnome, but the little fellow was certainly spry; he dodged it easily and quickly found shelter. With a growl of irritation, Reaver shoved his pistol into the inner pocket of his coat and strode up the several steps to the back of the viewing area. Without hesitation he threw open the door that led down into it. The spectators screamed, obviously terrified that the Half-breeds were going to come pouring in through the open doorway and assault them with the full fury of their animal breeding. Obviously, none of them were considering the reality that, if the Half-breeds wanted to get to them, a simple unbarred wooden door would hardly have been sufficient proof against them.

Nothing came through the door.

Page and I were prepared as well. We had our weapons at the ready, and even though we were down in the Pit of the arena, the distance to the door above would have been no great problem for decent marksmen, and Page and I were far more than that. “You know,” I said in a low voice to Page, “we both have a clear shot at Reaver.”

“I’m not a cold-blooded killer, and neither are you, as you have already proven beyond question.”

I nodded in acknowledgment of the truth of her words and returned my attention to the door.

Still nothing presented itself to be shot, including—to my gratitude—my brother. This was going to be brutal enough without having to deal with gunning down William first crack out of the box.

The people were still cowering but were starting to look bewildered. Reaver, for his part, didn’t seem the least bit surprised. Obviously, he had not been expecting any of the Half-breeds to attack, and the fact that they were not doing so was simply the realization of that expectation.

“For all your knowledge, gnome, you don’t know everything,” said Reaver. “Shattering the crystal didn’t quite give them the total freedom you seem to think it did. Yes, I don’t control them anymore. But because of their animalistic nature, their minds will—how best to put it—reset. They’ll be compelled to return to the last uncompleted mission that I gave them . . . the one that was so much on my mind recently . . . and complete it.”

“How do you know that?” said the gnome, sounding dubious.

“Because I’m Reaver. Because I know things like that. That’s why they won’t be wandering the mansion. There’s a direct exit from the cells to the outside. Their instincts will take them straight toward it and, once they’re out, they will feel compelled to head right for—”

“Blackholm,” I said.

“Blackholm?” said one of the women, and she looked much relieved. “Well, thank the gods for that. At least it won’t be anywhere that matters.”

I swung the muzzle of my gun toward her. “One more word out of you will be your last.” She could tell  from my demeanor that I was not speaking in jest. Her mouth immediately clamped shut as her eyes widened in fear.

“But my men are stationed in Blackholm!” said Droogan with rising alarm.

“Well, they won’t be for long,” said Reaver.

“Are you sure about this?” I called up to Reaver. “You’re positive they’re heading toward Blackholm?”

“Oh yes. The gem may be gone, but I can still sense them here”—and he tapped the side of his head—“like a fading echo. Blackholm is their destination, and once they’ve overrun that, they’ll start going berserk throughout the countryside. Do you see what you’ve done, gnome? Do you see what your mission has accomplished, Finn? Albion was much better off when the Half-breeds were under my control.”

“The Half-breeds exist because you created them!” I said. “Don’t make it sound like Albion owes you a debt of gratitude because you were keeping a leash on the very monsters you created!”

“At least I was keeping that leash. Now no one is.”

“So what are you going to do about it?” said Droogan.

“Me?” Reaver seemed amused at the notion. “Nothing. It’s no longer my problem. Let them run the length and width of Albion for all I care. Soldiers or suchlike will stop them over time. Since this is the place they departed, it will be the last one they would return to, and I’d imagine they will be destroyed before that should occur.” He turned to Droogan. “Warlord, you are a guest of this house. You may, of course, rush off to  Blackholm to join your troops. Or you may simply wait out the unpleasantness here. That is the case for all of you, as well.”

Droogan didn’t hesitate. “I can always get more men. There’s only one of me. To hell with Blackholm; I never much liked the place anyway.”

The shaken people in the galleys were starting to calm down under Reaver’s quelling influence. Many even seemed delighted by the thought of a lengthy stay at Reaver’s domicile. “It will be,” said one woman cheerfully, “as if there were a snowstorm going on outside, and we all had to hunker down! That could be fun!”

“Are you all insane!?” I shouted up at them. “People are going to be dying out there, and you’re talking about curling up in front of fireplaces and drinking hot chocolate!”

Another woman turned to Reaver, and said, “Do you have hot chocolate? With the little white bits . . . ?”

“You mean marshmallows?”

“Yes!”

“Absolutely. Marshmallows and everything.”

I turned to Page, and said, “That wasn’t exactly the response I was expecting.”

“It was for me,” she said. “Looks like we’re going to be getting me to Blackholm after all.”

Part of me couldn’t believe she was saying it, and yet another part of me wasn’t surprised. “You mean you’re with me?”

“Yes. If anything”—and she glared up at Reaver—“to underscore just how different I am from Reaver and those other parasites.”

Then I couldn’t quite believe the next words to come out of my mouth, but there they were just the same: “Gnome! We’re leaving! Are you coming with us?”

The gnome produced a demented, chittering noise, like an oversized insect, then leaped clear of the viewing area and landed down next to us. “It’ll be a bloodbath. Wouldn’t miss it.”

We headed for the single exit from the arena, and as we did, I stopped, turned, and called up to Reaver, “So, did we teach you a thorough enough lesson, oh student of humanity?”

And Reaver, who had unleashed a horde of human/ beast hybrids upon an unsuspecting populace and was busy planning to wait out the calamity by having an extended party, shrugged, smiled, and said, “Live and learn.”

“And if you don’t live?” I said, yanked out my pistol, aimed it straight at his heart, cocked the hammer, and pulled the trigger.

It clicked harmlessly.

Reaver’s only reaction was an amused, raised eyebrow. “I underestimated you, Finn. Apparently you are capable of shooting someone in cold blood . . . or at least trying to. And would have done so if I hadn’t taken the opportunity to switch out your pistol for one that wasn’t loaded. Yours and Page’s, I should add. So perhaps we have both lived and learned today although with your subsequent actions, you’re certainly reducing the ‘living’ part of the equation. You may want to get yourself properly armed before you head out to engage in a pointless  death. I suspect the dead guardsmen down there won’t miss their weapons or ammo in the least. Come friends”—and he turned to the others in the viewing box—“let us away.”

The others started to file out, and I shouted after Reaver, “How do you know that, instead of heading off to Blackholm, I won’t decide to hunt you down through the halls of this manor and shoot you down like the dog you are?”

“Because every minute you spend doing that is one less minute you can be spending making your desperate race to help the poor, doomed souls of Blackholm. Furthermore, the last shreds of humanity for the Half-breeds are rapidly fading. By my calculations, as of sunset, they will be nothing but ravening beasts with no restraint, no mercy, no . . .” He pretended to shudder as if he were too repulsed by the idea even to continue. Then he produced a pocket watch and tapped it. “Ticktock, Finn. Time is not your friend.”

I made a growling noise that could easily have been produced from the throats of one of the Half-breeds, then I sprinted out of the arena, Page right behind me.




Chapter 15

Into the Fray

PAGE, THE GNOME, AND I QUICKLY MADE our way down the corridor, grabbing whatever weapons we could reasonably take with us. That mostly meant pistols although Page—much to her delight—discovered that the guards were carrying grenades as well.

It’s odd. I am an absolute dead-shot marksman when it comes to firearms, but I am fairly useless when it comes to grenades. My aim when throwing always causes me to toss the grenade wide of its mark. I had actually been toying with the idea of combining the concepts of rifle and crossbow in order to create a device that would launch a grenade directly at a target. If I could make it work, I could add a devastating weapon to my repertoire. Unfortunately, I wasn’t going to have that available to  me anytime in the very near future, and I honestly didn’t know how much of a far future I was going to have.

“Perfect,” I heard Page say. She was grabbing what appeared to be an entire bandolier with grenades attached to it. Slinging it around her shoulders, she found a second one as well. This was an indicator to me of just how quick, vicious, and unexpected the assault on the guardsmen had been. There they were, so heavily armed, and the Half-breeds had annihilated them before a shot could be fired or a grenade thrown.

I remembered the armory upstairs, but we only had so much time to spare. Reaver had certainly been correct about that. Every minute counted.

So I ignored the temptation to take any of the other exits from the corridor that presented themselves and instead followed the direct path that the Half-breeds would have pursued. It wasn’t all that difficult; we just followed the trail of blood.

Sure enough, there was a door at the end that was hanging off its hinges, clearly having been smashed open. We raced out into the open air, emerging on what appeared to be the far side of the mansion. The sun was shining, and the sky was a cloudless blue. There was no sign of the Half-breeds. That wasn’t particularly surprising ; they had a significant lead on us. It seemed like such an astoundingly pleasant day that it was difficult to believe that a pack of monstrous half men were on their way to ravage an unprepared town.

Truth to tell, I had no idea what the status of the actual citizenry of Blackholm was. What if Droogan’s  troops, upon asserting their claim upon the town, had killed the populace or driven them from their homes? That meant that the very people who had tried to assault the town and been repulsed by the Blackholm defenders, including myself, were now being faced with poetic justice.

Were that the case, there would be sore temptation on my part simply to stand aside and let the Half-breeds have their way with them. After all, I had killed quite a few of them; why shouldn’t the Half-breeds have their opportunity?

On the other hand, what if the citizens of Blackholm were still there, even as prisoners or slaves? Then they would need as much help as we could possibly provide.

Plus there was the matter of my brother. If we didn’t manage to stop the Half-breeds at Blackholm, he would be condemned to a bestial life, a monster with a human consciousness forever trapped inside, screaming for release that would never come.

“Finn!”

It was only when Page shouted my name that I realized I had stopped moving. I looked at her, and Page, damn her, was able to look right into my eyes and see straight through into my mind. That was the only explanation. Her face softened then, and she said, not without compassion, “You’ve finally realized, haven’t you? Finally admitted it to yourself.”

“Admitted what?”

“That you’re going to have to kill your brother.”

I winced inwardly as she said that. I wanted to shout at her, or hit her, or just take out a gun and shoot her.

Instead, I turned away and started shouting, “Clash! Clash! Can you hear my voice? Clash!”

“He’s not a bloody dog! He’s a horse!”

“Horses are far smarter than dogs. Clash!”

“No, they’re not.”

“You don’t see horses going around sniffing each other’s bums, do you? Besides, when did you become an expert on animals? You don’t get along with them, remember?”

“I know, but still—”

“Clash!”

“Finn, we have to talk about the thing you don’t want to—”

There was a sudden clopping of hooves, and Clash came galloping around the corner. He let out a loud whinny upon seeing me, and I was relieved that we hadn’t tied him off. That might well have saved his life because if any of the Half-breeds had happened to see him, he would have been able to keep his distance from them. The Half-breeds had many potent qualities, but I would match Clash’s speed against any of theirs. Indeed, that speed was the only thing we had going for us right then.

I looked triumphantly at Page, who just rolled her eyes in response. Then, getting down to business, she said, “Is he going to be able to move fast enough with both of us on him?”

“You think you can run fast enough to keep up with him?”

“No.”

“Okay, then.”

“I’d like to see her try,” offered the gnome.

I didn’t deign to reply. Instead, I clambered astride Clash and extended my hand to Page. She grabbed it, and I hauled her on behind me.

The gnome was standing there, scowling, and I said, “Are you coming?”

He swaggered over to me and then, instead of leaping upward as I knew he could, he extended his hand, waiting for me to assist him up. I realized at that moment that at no time during our association had I actually ever come into physical contact with him. I hesitated for a split second, then reached out a hand. He snagged it, and I pulled him up, and in doing so nearly toppled backwards off the horse. I had prepared myself for some manner of weight, and instead he felt lighter than paper. An instant later, he was seated in front of me, adding nothing to the load. “I don’t understand,” I said. “I saw you knock people to the ground. You held them immobilized. But you weigh next to nothing!”

“It’s a gnome thing,” he said dismissively. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

“Sorry. There aren’t enough small words to explain it.”

I realized there was no point in discussing it and no reason for expending any more time on it. I snapped the reins, shouted, “Hold on!” and drove Clash forward. We weren’t going at a trot this time, and Page had no choice but to throw both arms around me and hold on as tightly as she could.

I guided Clash down the narrow road that led to the  main one and, once we were there, really opened it up. Page let out a startled yelp, having never experienced the sheer exhilaration of being astride a speeding horse. Although to her it seemed far less exhilarating than it did something to be terrified of.

But she didn’t scream or complain because that was certainly not the way Page handled herself. Having produced her initial exclamation of being startled, she then simply continued to clutch on to me and offer no complaint. Her heart was pounding so hard, though, that I could feel it thudding against my back.

As for Clash, so powerful a horse was he that, as near as I could determine, he wasn’t moving any slower now than he had been when he’d been galloping along with me as the only human astride him.

Clash pounded down the main road. I don’t know if he understood that we were heading back to Blackholm. But he was certainly able to discern my urgency and the need for speed, and he was more than able to accommodate us for that. I had assumed he’d been grazing on the grass outside Reaver’s manor, so at least we didn’t have to stop to replenish him. At one point, however, I heard him gasping heavily, and I reined up near a narrow, rushing river so that he could slake his thirst and keep going.

Page approached me as Clash slaked his thirst. “Finn,” she said, “we cannot simply rush into this without a solid plan.”

“Here’s the plan: We get there, we try to defend the people, assuming that there are any regular citizens left. And we try not to die. How’s that for a plan?”

“Those aren’t plans. Those are goals. A plan is how we attain the goal.”

“A plan,” I said impatiently, “is the thing that top army brass draw up while gathered around a map, moving about little figures that represent all their forces and all the enemy forces. And they spend weeks nattering about over the thing, then they put it all together and send it to their field officers to implement. And you know what happens?” I didn’t bother to let her respond. “The moment they’re in the field, whatever it was they failed to account for in all their planning rears its ugly head, and the entire damned strategy goes out the window. That’s what a plan is, Page. It’s the first thing to go as soon as the guns start blazing, and the bodies start falling. Now if you have some manner of plan that’s actually going to account for whatever it is we find when we get there, then I’m all too happy to hear it. But I’m not going to spend a lot of time obsessing about it. Okay? And if that’s too much of a bother for you, then as far as I’m concerned, you’re welcome to just stay here and not be a part of it. Let’s face it; you have no personal stake in this anyway.”

“Yes, I do.”

“He’s my brother, it’s the people of a town you’ve never been to, so I don’t see what—”

To my abrupt shock, she grabbed me by the back of the head, pulled my face toward hers, and kissed me as passionately as I’ve ever been kissed. Then she released me, looked at me in that heated way that always felt as if her gaze was boring into my soul, and said, “Yes. I do.”

“Okay, well . . . okay,” I said, which was hardly the slickest answer I was going to come up with, but there it was.

“Everything depends upon our getting there before the Half-breeds do,” she said, having gained my full attention. “If we arrive after the fact, then we might as well just bring a couple of mops and trash cans to clean up the blood and body parts. If we get there before them, on the other hand, and we can manage to convince Droogan’s people not to shoot us on sight, then we might be able to manage something.

“Something like what?”

She pointed at the twin bandoliers of grenades that she was wearing across her chest. “These can be absolutely devastating. Any one of these contains enough explosive power to blow a man to bits. I must have two dozen here. If we can lure the Half-breeds in, get them close enough, then detonate them . . .”

“You mean pull all the pins simultaneously?” I looked dubious.

“That won’t be necessary. If one of them goes off close to the others, they’ll detonate one after the other, in a chain reaction. The ultimate effect will be near-simultaneous.”

“All right. All right, that could actually be feasible. But how do we draw them in close enough . . . ?” My voice trailed off, then I realized. “Someone’s going to have to be wearing them. That’s your ‘plan,’ isn’t it? Someone acts as human bait to draw in the Half-breeds and, when there’s a point of no return, that person blows himself or herself up in order to destroy the Half-breeds.”

“I didn’t say it was a perfect plan.”

“It’s a terrible plan!”

“It requires a sacrifice of one life to save far more,” Page said firmly. “I’ll take a deal like that anytime. I can do this . . .”

“It’s a terrible deal, and you’re not going to do it. I sure know I’m not going to.”

“It’s the most efficient way,” she said firmly.

“To hell with efficiency and, for that matter, to hell with you,” I said. “I don’t know what sort of martyr compulsion you’ve developed as a result of all your reading and training to be a fighting monk and all that, but I’m not going to let you throw your life away like that. It’s ridiculous.”

“Do you have a better plan? I mean, you can’t even cope with the reality that you have to kill your own brother, so I don’t see where you get to—”

“I’ll find another way to save him, all right? I’ll . . . I’ll appeal to the humanity within him. They still haven’t managed to snuff that out, not entirely. I’ll get through to him, and he’ll find a way to shake off this curse through sheer willpower; and then he’ll be able to convince the others to do the same.”

“You call that a plan?”

“It beats blowing yourself to bits.”

“Not by much,” she said dubiously.

“Come on,” I said, not wanting to hear any more. “This is getting us nowhere, and while we’re arguing, the Half-breeds are moving somewhere through the woods, bearing down on Blackholm. Clash! Lunch break’s over!”

Moments later, we were once more on horseback and pounding down the road toward Blackholm.

The gnome had remained oddly silent during the trip thus far. He continued so as we continued down the path. I wasn’t sure why, but I was hardly prepared to knock it.

I kept imagining that, in the near distance, I was hearing the Half-breeds as they made their way through the forest. I even kept worrying that they would, at some point, leap out directly in front of us, or drop down from overhead, knock us to the ground, tear into us before we had a chance to fight back. But nothing did assault us, and if I was hearing their cries from the distant woods or whether it was just my imagination, I would never really know.

We kept riding hard, and soon we were drawing within sight of Blackholm. I had no idea of what we were going to find. I hoped it was something that played to our advantage.

The wall still appeared intact, so I supposed that was something. We rode around to the great gate, and I was pleased to see that it had been repaired. That would be an invaluable asset.

I had to think that we had gotten there before the onslaught of the Half-breeds because all sounded relatively quiet within. I had no idea whether we were going to be dealing purely with Droogan’s men or if the townsfolk were still alive as well. Then I realized that we, in fact, did have a way of finding out.

“Can you get up there?” I said to the gnome. “Do some reconnoitering?”

“Some what now?”

I blew air impatiently through my lips. “Look around and see if the place looks like it’s nothing but Droogan’s men, or if the people who lived there before are still living there, or even living at all.”

“Ah. Got it,” said the gnome. “Stay here. Be right back.”

We were positioned at a far corner of the wall. The gnome vaulted off Clash’s back and latched onto the surface of the wall with his fingers or claws or whatever it was that he had that enabled him to climb so adroitly. In no time at all, he scampered up the side of the wall, achieved the top, and dropped out of sight onto the other side.

“He can be handy to have around,” Page was forced to admit. “How did you meet up with such an odd traveling companion?”

“I told you. He saved my life. He gave me warning of some hobbes that were creeping up on me. If he hadn’t, they’d have had me cold.”

“And since then he’s been tagging along?”

“Mostly so that he could insult me with impunity, yes.”

“I don’t know,” she said, and there was actually a trace of whimsy in her voice. “I think he’s come to like you. He seems anxious to serve you.”

“He just has some gripes with humanity. If you actually take the time to listen to him and even be sympathetic, he’s really not so bad.”

A few more minutes passed, and the gnome appeared at the top of the wall and made his way down so quickly that it almost seemed that he was falling. Yet he managed to slow himself just enough that he landed noiselessly on the ground in front of us.

“Droogan’s forces aren’t there,” said the gnome.

“They’re not?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“But I thought they took over—”

“They did,” the gnome told us. “But then Bowerstone royal forces showed up. Apparently they caught wind of what was happening and didn’t want this Droogan fool getting even so much as a toehold here. As soon as Droogan’s hired idiots saw that real men with real guns and real ready to use them were marching toward them, they abandoned the place.”

“They told you all this?”

“No. I heard them singing drunken, self-congratulatory songs about all this. You humans are certainly huge fans of singing your own praises.”

“But that’s fantastic!” I said, my spirits buoyed. “Page, did you hear that?”

“Every word. It almost seems too good to be true.”

The warning was right there in her words, but I took no heed of them because I was so excited by the prospect that we had finally caught a break.

The gnome chucked a thumb toward the gate. I could see that it was starting to open wide, welcoming us in.

“Excellent!” My heart was racing with anticipation as I wheeled Clash around and sent him running toward the inviting gate.

“Finn, hold on,” Page was saying, “maybe you should wait a moment and double-check—”

I didn’t listen to her. I had heard what I had wanted to hear, accepted the best-case scenario blindly.

We rode through the open gate.

The instant we did, figures came at us from both sides, grabbing Page and me and hauling us off Clash. The horse whinnied and bucked, but someone grabbed him by the reins and quickly gained control of him.

I lost track of Page as I was slammed to the ground, all the wind knocked out of me. I looked up in confusion, the world spinning in front of me, and I saw a very familiar face leering down at me.

It was Trevor. Trevor, the mercenary who was missing both a left arm and any sense of humor about my doing things like making off with one of their best horses.




Chapter 16

Sacrifices

AS TREVOR LOOMED OVER ME, HE spoke, and his foul breath washed up and through my nose as if mounting a frontal assault. “So it’s himself, the great Ben Finn, is it?” he said. “Delivering himself right to us like a great big birthday gift.”

“Is it your birthday?” I managed to gasp out. “Because if so, I need to go back out and shop.”

The air was still knocked out of me, and I was able to offer only token resistance as they grabbed my weapons.

Page, as it turned out, was providing a significantly more impressive account of herself. As near as I could tell, they had never actually gotten a firm grip on her, and she had managed to fight herself loose before they could reapply it. She was standing with determination, her back against the wall—literally—and she had her  sword out and was whipping it threateningly back and forth. One of the approaching men tried to engage her. She knocked his sword out of his hand in three quick moves, then kicked him in the crotch for good measure, doubling him over and eliciting a crunching noise that caused every man witnessing it to say, “Ooooo,” and wince in sympathy. After that display, no one was quick to be the next one to the attack.

I looked around, getting the lay of the land for the first time, to see where the supposed troops of our illustrious leader were. There were none to be seen. I did spy, however, Trevor and also Baron and the rest of that crew, along with a goodly number of men whom I didn’t recognize. They were all wearing the black colorings and crests of Warlord Droogan. Unable to keep the disappointment out of my voice, I said, “Seriously? You signed on with Droogan’s lot? After all the things you said?”

“He came up with decent money,” said Baron. “Sorry, Finn, but we go where the money is.”

“A loan from Reaver, no doubt.”

“Don’t care about money’s sources,” said Trevor as, even with one hand, he was able to haul me to my feet. “Just its spendability. Oh, and I also care when someone robs me of my property.”

“How about your lives? You care about that?” I said.

“What, you’re threatening me now?” Trevor said with a sneer.

“No, I—”

Apparently getting me to my feet was simply to give  him a better angle so that he could knock me off them. He slammed his fist into the side of my head and sent me flat to the ground again. I lay there for a moment, trying to stop the world from spinning. Then I spotted, perched nearby, out of sight of the others but more than obvious to me, the gnome. The little cretin. He’d known exactly the reception we’d get, and yet he’d fabricated precisely what I’d wanted to hear so that I’d go riding blithely right into it. I thought he’d changed, but that was what he wanted me to think. He was still as anxious to see me die as he had ever been; he’d just been more creative in finding a way to bring that about.

I didn’t know whom to feel more disappointed with: the gnome because I thought he was changing and growing, or me because I’d been naïve enough to fall for it.

“Shut up and listen!” Page called. She was continuing to keep her sword between herself and her would-be assailants. We had to convince them quickly of the severity of the situation because sooner or later, someone was simply going to take a gun and shoot Page from twenty feet away. “Everyone here is in great danger!”

“What, from you?” said Trevor with a sneer.

“The Half-breeds,” I said. Putting my palms flat against the ground, I managed to push myself up to standing once more. It’s difficult to make your case for something when you’re lying facedown in the dirt. “Reaver’s half-man, halfanimal creatures. They’re on the way here.”

“What the hell are you talking about? You’re talking rubbish!” Trevor drew back his hand to knock me over again.

The blow didn’t fall. Instead, Baron caught his wrist. Trevor looked at him in surprise.

“Let him speak,” said Baron. “We’ve fought beside the man in the past. He’s earned that much.”

“He’s earned a quick death rather than a slow one if he’s earned anything at all,” said Trevor. “But fine if it’ll shut you up.”

Baron tentatively released Trevor’s wrist. I looked around the town square, and all I saw were men working for Droogan . . .

No. No, I was wrong. There they were. Citizens of Blackholm, peering out fearfully through windows of their homes. “You let the people here live,” I said to Baron. “That’s great.”

Trevor spoke before Baron could. “We’re not wholesale slaughterers, no matter what you may think of us. Yes, the civilians stayed. They work for us. Bring us what we need, act as our servants. Entertain us.” And he chortled in an ugly manner that made me want to pick up my gun and put a bullet in his brain.

But there was no time for that.

“Reaver,” I said, “has lost control of his Half-breeds. They’re out, they’re even more animalistic than before, and they’re coming here because apparently this was the last place they had been sent to overrun. Their most recent mission is embedded in their brains, and they’re determined to complete it.”

Droogan’s men looked at each other in uncertainty. They seemed to have forgotten Page entirely, distracted by this new and disconcerting piece of information.

One of them said, “Even if that’s true—”

“It’s not. He’s lying,” Trevor said. “That’s what he does. He says whatever’s convenient for him . . .”

“But let’s say that it is,” insisted the other man. “Even if they came here, we work for the warlord who hired them in the first place. So we’re all on the same side. The townspeople, they’re well and truly screwed.” And this prompted some laughter from the other men. “But not us.”

“The Half-breeds aren’t going to distinguish,” Page spoke up. “Reaver was quite clear about that. They’ll tear into whoever’s still here, and once they’re done with that, they’re going to keep on going and spread out through the countryside, leaving destruction in their wake.”

“It’s a miracle that we got here ahead of them,” I said. “You can thank Clash for that. But we have hours at best, and minutes at worst, before they come swarming over the walls.”

“That’s . . . that’s ridiculous,” said one man, who stepped forward and, from the way the others were looking at him, had a good deal of authority. “If that were happening, then Warlord Droogan would be here to tell us that himself.”

“Worked with him a long time, have you, General?” I said.

“ ‘Captain’ will do, and yes, I have,” said the captain defiantly.

“All right, then. If you know him—if you really know him, as you claim to, rather than just holding to some idealized vision of what he is—then which do you honestly think is the most likely? That upon learning from  Reaver the seriousness of the situation, he would hasten here, hoping to get ahead of the oncoming wave of slaughter, so that he could die at your side? Or that he would accept Reaver’s offer to remain as a guest in his fabulous mansion until such time as this entire ‘unpleasantness’ blows over? Which sounds more like him, eh? Honestly?”

I had partly expected the captain to dismiss the disparagement of his warlord out of hand. Instead, he actually seemed to be considering both possibilities quite thoroughly. It had suddenly become deathly quiet in the town square, all eyes on the captain, curious to see what he would say.

He came to a conclusion.

“That bastard,” he said.

Apparently, he’d come to the right conclusion.

He was looking around, his eyes narrowed, and I could guess what was going through his mind. I spoke up quickly in order to nip it in the bud. “Running away isn’t going to help,” I said. “I mean, you could do it, yes. And the Half-breeds will come tearing through here, and you’ll be gone. But if they find little to no resistance, they’ll just keep right on going, like a horde of locusts. If you don’t stop them here and now, the damage they’ll inflict beyond this place will be incalculable. And they’ll catch up with you, sooner or later. We’re talking about creatures with human cunning and the viciousness of balverines. You really want them roaming the countryside, hot on whatever scent they happen to pick up on once they come rolling through here?”

Trevor kept looking from the captain to me and back. “You’re . . .” he finally managed to get out to the captain,

“you’re not actually thinking of listening to him, are you?”

Apparently, the captain actually was. He was a broadly built, intelligent-looking man with a bristling red beard. He raised his voice, and said, “Man the parapets! Hurry up! I don’t know how much time we have, but I’ve seen these things in action. I was there for one of Reaver’s demonstrations in the arena. Once they get going, there’s no mercy in them.”

“You’re going to need all hands,” Page said, seizing the opportunity. “Shouldn’t the villagers have the right to battle for their lives as much as you?”

“She’s right,” Baron said.

“She’s not right!” Trevor protested. “We conquered these half-wits. Put guns in their hands, and they’re as like to shoot at us as anything else!”

“Gather them together. Let me talk to them. You’ll be allies by the time I’m done, trust me on that,” I said hurriedly, addressing the captain and ignoring Trevor.

The captain nodded once, then pointed at Trevor. “You. One arm. Make sure it gets done.”

“But—!”

Clearly in no mood to be questioned, the captain said angrily, “If the man’s lying, we’ll find out soon enough, and he’ll pay for it. If we assume he’s lying, and it turns out he’s not, well . . . do you want to die later or die right now?” His hand hovered around the pistol in his belt.

Without further word of protest, even though he was clearly burned by the order, Trevor gestured wordlessly for Baron and some of the others to follow him, and he set out across the square.

Minutes later, all of the townspeople had been gathered in the square. A number of the warlord’s men were standing around them in a half circle, including the captain. The citizens were eyeing the warlord’s men warily, but then a number of them spotted me and quickly word passed among them. I was relieved to see that Russell was among the survivors. His eyes widened, and a grin split his face when he looked upon me. Many of the other men who had fought alongside me on the battlements were there as well although they looked downtrodden and frustrated.

Immediately, there were excited murmurings spreading through the crowd. I put up my hands to silence them. Page was standing next to me, watching me with interest. I think she was curious to hear what I was going to say.

“We’re about to be under attack,” I said. “You’ll notice the men already taking stations around the battlements. If some of them look apprehensive, it’s natural that they do, because it’s the beast-men who are returning. You remember them, I take it.”

The terrified expressions on the faces of the citizens were all the proof I needed that they most certainly did remember them. “These men,” I continued, “are out to defend this town from being destroyed by the beast-men, which I assure you is what they most definitely want to  do. But there are not enough men here, not nearly enough. I need every one of you who can wield a gun with any accuracy—whether you fought earlier on the battlements beside me, or simply now want to fight for a chance to survive—ready to fight alongside these men.”

“They’ll give us guns?” said Russell.

“There are armaments aplenty,” said the captain. “But I have to know that you’re not going to try and avenge yourself on my men for taking over this town on the orders of the warlord.”

“It doesn’t seem an unreasonable concern,” I said. “Some people will elevate fulfilling grudges above their own best interests.”

There were uncertain looks among the townspeople, then Russell stepped forward, his shoulders squared, and when he spoke, he reminded me very much of his father. It was the first time I could recall that being the case.

“We wish to fight for our town,” he said to the captain. “And your men want to fight for their lives. Where our interests intersect, I don’t see any reason that we shouldn’t be battling side by side for our mutual interests.”

I saw the others nodding slowly in agreement and immediately looked over toward the captain to see his reaction.

He didn’t hesitate. In a loud voice, he called out to his own men, “Get them armed! Hurry it up!” Then, as his men hastened to do his bidding, he strode over to me. He held a warning finger up in my face. “If this turns out to be some sort of massive hoax on your part . . . an attempt to get these people armed so that they can try to fight back—”

“I almost wish it were,” I said. “Because then the stakes would be so much less than they are right now. But I think you’re a smart man, Captain, and I think you know when you’re hearing the truth and when you’re not. Truth always has a more positive ring to it.”

“There is something to that. Also”—and he glanced toward Page—“I am well aware of the involvement you had with the battle of Bowerstone, Miss. I happened to be standing in the back of the court when you presented your stands on certain issues in opposition to Reaver’s. You were most impressive.”

“Thank you, Captain—?”

“Thorpe,” he said with a slight bow. “Captain Thorpe.”

Page eyed him up and down. “Can’t say I understand why an obvious military man of your breeding is working with a rotter of a warlord like Droogan.”

“Can’t say I’m entirely pleased with the actions of the individual sitting on the throne in Bowerstone,” replied Thorpe. “Sometimes you just decide to opt for the lesser of two evils. But considering recent events, perhaps I could have made better choices.”

“Perhaps you could have.”

“All right, all right,” I interrupted, suddenly feeling a bit impatient with this newly blooming mutual-appreciation society. “Can we please stay focused on the impending fight for our lives?”

Thorpe cast me a casual glance, then shifted his attention back to Page. “Is he always this jumpy?” he asked.

“You have no idea. Now listen, I have a plan to deal with these creatures—”

I knew she was going to fill him in on the suicidal notion of blowing them to hell with all the grenades, so I didn’t have to stand around and listen to it again. Instead, I turned away and quickly followed the citizenry to the armory, where the soldiers were leading them. The citizens looked relieved once they saw me there, and I quickly took charge, however unofficially it might have been, of overseeing the distribution of weapons into the hands of the eager citizenry.

Trevor leaned in toward me, and growled, “If just one of these bastards so much as looks at me funny, I’m going to authorize my men to gun them all down. And if this so-called threat of yours fails to materialize . . .”

“You should be so lucky,” I said.

I walked among them, matching the weaponry up as best I could with the people who wanted to wield them. There were some children as well, goggle-eyed, clearly scared, not grabbing weapons but instead asking if everything was going to be all right. The adults were busy assuring them that yes, absolutely, of course it was all going to be all right. After all, Ben Finn was here, so how could it not be all right? I saw no reason to start listing all the ways that my presence could wind up with things most definitely not being all right.

I found refuge for the youngest children in a wine cellar at the tavern. We shuttered them in there and warned them not to emerge until one of the adults came for them. The notion of the Half-breeds finding them there was a horrific one, but we had done all we could to ensure their safety. Now it was just a matter of doing  everything we could to make sure it wouldn’t come to that.

Emerging from the tavern, I heard the familiar voice of the gnome speaking from directly above me. “Did I hurt your wee feelings?” he asked.

I didn’t even bother to look his way. Instead, I kept walking. Seconds later, he was by my side, matching my stride and puffing out his chest so that he would be presenting an air of self-importance that I figured was intended to mock me. At that moment I didn’t care in the slightest. “What’s the matter, Finn?” he said. “Can’t take a joke?”

“You deliberately lied to me. You set me up in hopes that I’d come riding in, and they’d kill me on the spot.”

“I knew they wouldn’t.”

“You knew no such thing.”

He shrugged. “I figured if they killed you, good for me, and if they didn’t kill you, then good for you, and there’d certainly be plenty of opportunity later for you to be killed.”

I turned on him, and said, “Have you considered the possibility that just once, just once, it might be nice to actually try and befriend a human instead of treating us all like the enemy?”

“There are two kinds of humans,” said the gnome. “The kind who’s killed gnomes . . . and the kind who hasn’t killed gnomes yet.”

“Get away from me,” I said, then returned to my original path.

“Finn!”

I stopped. The gnome addressing me by name was an  unusual enough moment that it caught my attention. I turned and stared down at him.

The gnome glared, and said, “I didn’t like that I was starting to like you.”

I tilted my head. “What?”

“I’ve being hating humans for more lifetimes than you can count. Hating pissants like yourself. It’s become . . . comfortable. A comfortable way of thinking, hating the lot of you. But you were making me uncomfortable. So I thought this was the perfect opportunity to get back to being what a gnome is all about.”

“And how’d that work out for you? Not so well as you would have liked? You could apologize, you know, if you’re actually feeling guilty.”

He glared at me. “Drop dead,” he said.

I walked away then. I was actually fairly sure that he would ignore me and follow me to the parapets, shouting insults the whole way. But when I glanced behind me moments later, he was nowhere to be seen.

“Finn!” came a sharp voice that I instantly recognized as Thorpe’s. His beard seemed to be pointing directly at me as if it had taken up some sort of personal issue with me. As he drew near, he lowered his voice, and said, “Page informed me of your plan.”

“My plan?”

“Trying to draw the creatures into the square. Blow the hell out of them.”

“Okay, first of all—”

He didn’t give me a chance to explain that it was purely Page’s idea, and I did not endorse it at all. “I  think you’re not thinking big enough. I’m having my men seed the area with packets of gunpowder to create an even bigger explosion. Right now I’m having my aide inform the rest of the defenders that, if we’re not able to stop the monsters from getting in, then we should try to herd them to the center.”

“Any idea how we’re going to go about doing that?”

“There’s really only two ways, isn’t there?” he said mirthlessly. “Either we push at them from the perimeters. Or we find something to put in the middle to attract them in.”

“You realize,” I said slowly, “that Page is willing to provide that attraction for them. And there’s a very good chance that it’ll work. She was brought past them on the way to Reaver’s arena. They have her scent already, so they might well be drawn to her. Of course, you can say the same for me,” I added after a moment’s hesitation. “So either of us can lure them in if that’s what it takes.”

“Understand that that is merely the backup plan,” Thorpe said firmly. “My men are going to stop these things before they get over the walls.”

“What we need are vats of boiling oil that we could either pour down on them or even use to slick up the walls.”

“I don’t disagree,” Thorpe said. “Three problems with that. First, we don’t have enough of either the vats or oil we’d require. Second, oil-filled vats are incredibly heavy, and the parapets don’t look sturdy enough. And third, I’m reasonably sure we don’t have the time. Listen . . .” And he put up a finger to indicate I should be silent.

I listened.

There was no attempt at stealth this time. In the distance, I could hear their howling, their snarls, and their fury. They’d arrive within seconds.

I scrambled up the ladder to the parapets. As I did so, I glanced toward the main gate, where I saw that the soldiers and the people of Blackholm were working together to reinforce it. They were piling whatever barricades they could in front of it since the creatures had breached it so easily during the previous encounter.

I saw that Page had taken up a position on the wall. She had two rifles and a box of what I assumed to be additional ammunition at her feet. She was scanning the woods, looking for a target. Quickly, I moved down the parapet toward her, stepping past Russell, who looked up at me for what I could only think was encouragement. He reached up, and I clasped his hand once firmly, a power grip. One of the warlord’s men was alongside him, and he looked at the two of us with just the slightest trace of mirth. “You two want to be alone? Because I’m sure the oncoming monsters won’t mind waiting if—”

Releasing my grip on Russell’s hand, I said sharply to the soldier, “You watch his back. His father was a great man. He has potential.”

The soldier glanced at me mirthlessly. “Yeah? That’s what my father said about me. Look how I turned out.” Then he turned to Russell, who was angling his rifle into position. “Pick your targets carefully. Don’t rush. Make every shot count.”

“Yes, sir,” said Russell.

I scanned the horizon line. The sun had not yet set. The Half-breeds could have waited for the cover of darkness to make their assault that much more effective. The fact that they apparently weren’t doing so spoke volumes.

I drew near Page. She was watching the surrounding forest, and yet, apparently, she was aware of my approach without even looking. “Do you see it?”

“See what?” I wasn’t really thinking about having to listen, because the howls they were making were easy enough to hear.

“The trees. The trees are shaking. Get ready!” she shouted, raising her voice so that it carried all along the parapet. “Watch the trees! You can track their progress!”

She was correct. As the Half-breeds moved, they were simply shoving trees out of their way, banging against them, or ricocheting off them. The branches were shaking violently in response, making them easy to follow.

“Not exactly the most subtle bunch, are they?” she said, casting me a sidelong glance.

“They were before, actually. On their first attack, they snuck up on us. We didn’t know they were near until they fired arrows at us.”

“They were armed?”

“Some of them. That was probably their human aspect, or maybe Reaver’s influence, which caused them to approach us that way.”

“So the question is,” she said slowly, “does their lack of human control make them less dangerous . . . or more so?”

“Let’s hope we keep them at enough of a distance to find out.”

I took up position next to her. Any moment they would be bursting out into the open area between the edge of the forest and the perimeter of the wall.

In a low voice, I said, “You know, I think that Captain Thorpe fellow likes you . . .”

“Shut up,” she said.

“Right.”

I had my rifle aimed, ready to start firing shots at the oncoming horde. It was going to be seconds at most before I was going to have to contend with the biggest problem still awaiting me: How in the world was I going to be able to distinguish my brother from the rest of the oncoming wave of hostiles? For that matter, even if I was able to, what was my realistic option? Did I shoot to kill? Shoot to wound? They always say that there is no more dangerous creature than a wounded animal. Did I really need to make my brother even more dangerous than he already was?

Then, with what seemed like a collective roar, the Half-breeds burst into view, and the time for thinking and second-guessing was past.

I didn’t even bother to try to figure out which one was William. I just started shooting. Page did the same. From all around me, I heard guns blazing, soldiers and citizens shooting as one in defense of what had become, in however unlikely a fashion, a mutual home for them.

A number of the first wave of Half-breeds went down, then, to my horror, got right back up again. They’d been hit. I could see that they’d been hit. There was blood trailing from their legs, their chests. One had a piece  torn away from his scalp and was shoving the freely flowing blood from his eyes. They were slowed, but they weren’t stopped, and there were more of them coming in right behind them and moving even faster.

“Stay on them!” Page shouted as she reloaded. She wasn’t talking to anyone in particular; it was just the sort of encouragement that embattled people called out to each other.

Wave after wave of ammunition rained down upon the oncoming Half-breeds. Meanwhile, I heard them slamming against the gate; they were trying to crash their way in through it, just as before. This time, though, we had been ready for them, and the reinforcements of the gate, as hasty as they had been, appeared to be holding steady.

Again and again we blasted away, and again and again we managed to knock back more of the Half-breeds. They couldn’t get any traction on the wall the way they had before because there were so many more people with small-arms experience firing away at them. We were managing to beat them back, and the bodies of Half-breeds were starting to pile up. They were able to take more punishment than any human foe could, but bullets were starting to find their hearts or their brains, and that was putting paid to them as quickly as it would a human being.

I heard concerted howls, barking, but it didn’t come across to me as if they were making random sounds. Instead, it sounded as if orders were being relayed.

Suddenly, they started peeling away, dropping from  the walls and darting this way and that as if they had abruptly lost their taste for combat.

“It can’t be that easy,” said Page, “it just can’t be.” Yet the way she was saying it carried the implication that she was indeed hoping it in fact could be. The problem was that I didn’t think it likely either.

My head whipped around toward the gate, and suddenly I realized the one thing that we had overlooked.

The positioning of the parapets enabled us to shoot straight down at our assailants as they approached us.

But there were no walkways across the tops of the main entrance. To put them there would have impeded the ability of the main gate to fully swing wide.

“They’re going to come over the top of the gate!” I shouted, and started running along the perimeter of the walls. “Reposition! Get over there!”

And suddenly the men who were already on station on the parapets that came closest to the gate were shouting, “They’re here! They’re all here!”

They started firing like mad, but I knew even before I got there that it wasn’t going to be enough.

I could see it in my mind’s eye without even having to witness it in real life. The Half-breeds moving en masse, like a great sea of ants, crawling like one great gray shaggy carpet up the gate, sinking their claws into the wood. Our defenders would be able to shoot at them, yes, but only at angles. The creatures at the edges would provide natural cover for the ones toward the middle. It would mean that the entire middle of the swarm would  be well protected and able to reach the top before anyone could stop them.

Page was right behind me, then she shoved me aside and was in front of me, moving faster than I would have thought possible. Impressively, she was reloading her rifle as she went. Even I couldn’t reload on the run. She was so dexterous of fingers that I had to think she missed out on her calling; she would have made a very credible cutpurse.

Just as we drew within range, it was too late. The Half-breeds came up and over the gate, roaring their defiance as they dropped down upon the soldiers and townspeople who had been attempting to maintain the blockade. The fact that the gate wasn’t opening was no longer a help to us. The gate wasn’t keeping the Half-breeds out; instead, the sturdy barricades were serving to keep us in with them.

We fired again and again, but accurately targeting the Half-breeds became a hideous problem as they poured over the gate and descended into the midst of the populace. We couldn’t shoot at the Half-breeds without hitting our own people.

It was now hand-to-hand below us. The soldiers, the citizens who served as soldiers, and even complete civilians—I spotted a man who poured drinks at the local tavern and a woman who I knew to be the schoolteacher—had swords in their hands and were fighting side by side with the soldiers of the warlord. Blood covered soldier and citizen alike, and still the Half-breeds were attacking.

Soldiers from the parapets were spilling down the stairs  that led to the ground below to aid the others in their fight. Page was a few feet ahead of me, and she was shouting, “Once I’m down there, you drive them toward me! Even over all the bloodshed, they’ll pick up my scent!”

“I’m not going to let you sacrifice yourself!” I yelled right back at her.

“This isn’t up to you! It’s up to—!”

And suddenly my brother vaulted over the wall, landing squarely between Page and me. While the others had chosen to focus their attentions on the main gate, William had made his own way around and, during the distraction, had come right up the east wall, and none had been the wiser.

Page saw him, turned, and brought her pistol right up to his face. She pulled the trigger.

It clicked hollowly. Misfire. We simply had to start carrying a better class of weapons.

Her sword was already in her other hand and she started to bring it around, but too slowly, far too slowly in the face of the animal speed that William possessed. He lunged in before the thrust, grabbed her by the throat, and lifted her off her feet.

“William!” I screamed. “Not her! Face me!”

William spun and slammed her against the interior of the wall. It shuddered from the impact her skull made against it. Her eyes rolled up, and William released her. She slid down and lay on the walkway of the parapet, unmoving, her head slumped to one side.

He came right at me. I brought my pistol around and fired. Any other opponent would have been a dead man,  but William moved with speed that was beyond human, beyond even balverine. He twisted around, dodged the bullet, then leaped through the remaining distance between us. Before I could fire again, he batted aside my pistol. It flew from my hand and off the parapet.

My rifle, Vanessa, was still slung over my back, my sword in its scabbard.

I grabbed for the sword, cleared it from the scabbard halfway, then William was upon me. He slammed into me, drove me backwards, knocking me off my feet. I fell heavily, and William pressed his advantage, landing atop me, snarling into my face, the foul stench of his animal breath washing over me with such force that I thought that alone was going to kill me.

His teeth were slowly descending toward my face. I grabbed at his throat, digging my fingers in, trying with all my strength to push him back.

It was not how I imagined this going at all. I was sure that there would be something of William left. That I would be able to get through to him, to convince him that he could be salvaged, that he could triumph over this monster that had been unleashed within him. Instead, I was fighting a losing battle against, not my brother, but a berserk creature that was going to tear out my throat inside of about two seconds.

His jaws and slavering teeth were right above me, and I knew that this was it, this was how the great Ben Finn was going to meet his end, ripped apart by a brother he had long thought dead, and suddenly William brought his jaws down and to the right of my head. His body was  trembling as if he was physically fighting some sort of inner urge, then his barely human voice emerged hoarsely from his lips.

“Gnome . . . told me plan . . . good plan . . . wrong . . . person . . .”

Then, just like that, the pressure was gone. I sat up, bewildered, unable to process what was happening.

William, still moving in a feral crouch, had gone over to Page’s prostrate body. He propped her up slightly and yanked the bandoliers filled with grenades from her. He started draping them over himself.

“No! William—!” I started to shout.

He turned toward me, and I could see the brutal struggle in his eyes. Every word he spoke was like a rock that he was pushing uphill. “William . . . not here . . . much . . . longer . . . don’t want . . . to live like this . . . let me die . . . a man . . .”

I had no idea what to say. There seemed to be nothing to say.

With the twin bandoliers slung over himself now, William leaped clear of the parapet, sailing in one long, glorious arc straight toward the middle of the square. I could see the packets of gunpowder scattered all over, forming a circle like a target. He was heading for the middle of it.

He landed in a crouch and tossed his head back and howled. It was an incredible noise, eerie and arcane and primal, like something that might have been torn from the very first humans ever to stand upright and bay at the moon.

Instantly, the other beasts stopped their assaults upon the soldiers and citizens.

Apparently, William was still their Prime, their leader. I suddenly had the feeling, although there would never be any way to prove it, that he had been the one responsible for the slaughter of the alchemist. His animal nature must have won over human reasoning at that moment, and he had seen, not the individual who might be able to rescue him from his bestial state but simply the human bastard who had tormented him and was worthy only of punishment and death. Perhaps by killing the one who had tortured him, William had managed to reestablish his position as leader of the Half-breeds.

William let out a series of snarls and howls, bounding around in a circle, as if celebrating a great triumph. The others started to converge around him, the attacks apparently forgotten. The soldiers, covered with blood that was either theirs or the Half-breeds’ or perhaps a combination of both, couldn’t believe their luck. They started to bring their weapons to bear and I shouted as loudly as I could, my voice carrying across the compound, “No! Hold your fire! Back off! Find shelter fast! Fast!”

Either they then realized what was about to happen, or else they simply decided that getting some distance from the Half-breeds was a solid idea no matter how you sliced it. Whichever one it was, they heeded my commands and fell back, dashing toward buildings or horse troughs or whatever covering they could get.

The Half-breeds were echoing William’s howling. He was calling them to him, as if they were engaged in some  ritual that had its origins in the farthest dark times of mankind’s beginnings. He began to gyrate in place, and the others instantly copied him. My descriptions of it do not begin to do it justice. Trust me when I say that you actually had to be there to appreciate the spine-chilling strangeness of the entire thing. It was an undulating mass of flesh and fur, coming together, then moving apart, and they waved their claws in the air, claws dripping with blood from the victims whom they had assaulted and rent apart.

And in the middle of all this unholy insanity was my brother, once a boy whom I had admired and even revered, once a man whose absence from my life had been a wound that had never quite healed, and now the leader of a tribe of monstrosities who—within moments—no doubt intended to turn their attentions back to their victims and complete their slaughter.

I only realized belatedly that I had unslung my rifle. I didn’t have a target of any sort; it had just seemed the natural thing for me to do, to have it at the ready.

Now all of the Half-breeds had joined him, their howling and chanting sounding like some ancient rite that was long forgotten by modern man but easily remembered by creatures whose roots could be traced to humanity’s very beginnings. And then I saw William’s finger curling around the ring of one of the grenades.

He was about to pull it free. When he did that, within seconds, the grenade would detonate, setting off all the others, the gunpowder . . . the explosion would be massive. It would be the end of the Half-breeds.

It would be the end of my brother.

My hands were trembling, and I could feel tears welling up.

Then I became aware, out of the corner of my eye, of the last rays of the sun vanishing below the horizon line. And I remembered what Reaver had said about how much time was left before all traces of humanity were going to disappear.

At which point I realized the grenades hadn’t gone off.

I looked to my brother just in time to see his fingers slipping clear of the ring that would detonate the grenades. Then he let out a howl, and this was different from the rest. This one was pure, inhuman bestiality, and I knew that whatever there might have been left of my brother, it was now hopelessly and forever trapped inside this monstrous form, doomed to spend eternity begging for the one thing that only death would provide: release.

And I knew that within the next second or two, the Half-breeds would destroy anything and everything that stood in their path.

In one breath, I swung the rifle up, aimed it, and my hands were not trembling in the slightest, and whatever moisture there might have been in my eyes was gone. In the seething, jumping mass of fur and flesh that was the Half-breeds, I targeted one of the hand grenades and I fired. And as I did, I whispered, “I’m sorry.”

The bullet was across the distance in an instant and struck the sphere cleanly.

There was a brief glimpse of surprise on the face of the creature that had been my brother, then all the grenades erupted. William was blown apart instantly, and all the Half-breeds anywhere near him went up along with him. Seconds later, the fire spread to the pockets of gunpowder that had been layered just below the surface, and the detonations moved from one to the next with the speed of chain lightning.

The Half-breeds had been so caught up in their primitive ululations that it took them moments to realize what was happening and to react. It was those moments that cost them. By the time they started trying to get away, it was too late. They were being blown in all directions, enveloped in a huge fireball. Some of them were lifted up and carried by the impact, sent hurtling across space and slammed into walls with such force that one could actually hear the skeletons within shatter to pieces, and they collapsed to the ground, nothing more than dead or dying sacks of meat. Others erupted in flame and ran about screaming, as if that would somehow enable them to escape the fire that was consuming them; instead, of course, all that accomplished was to feed it faster. Some of them fell to the ground, trying to roll around and thus beat out the flames, but the damage was too extensive, and they would soon just roll to a halt and lie there while the fire devoured them. One of them actually managed to make it to a horse trough and fell in, enveloping himself in water. At that point I saw the captain, Thorpe, stride quickly forward, reach down, and keep the Half-breed’s head submerged. There was frantic splashing, with water cascading over the sides. It just caused Thorpe to bear down harder, and soon the thrashing ceased.

Then Thorpe shouted, “Tend to the fire and the remaining creatures!” as the explosions died off, but the flame kept going. It was a reasonable cause for concern. It would have been a hell of a thing if they had managed to destroy the enemy only to see the entirety of Blackholm reduced to ashes because the fire was burning out of control.

The people of Blackholm charged into action, sprinting out of the shelters they had taken and doing whatever was in their power to deal with the situation. Quickly, a bucket brigade was formed, and there was a line of men, soldiers and citizens together, passing buckets of water around as quickly as they could in order to douse the flames.

Meanwhile, some of the Half-breeds, astoundingly, were still moving. They’d been severely burned, but there was still some fight left in them. That wasn’t the case for long, though, as they were quickly dispatched by everything from bullets to the head from soldiers to an angry woman repeatedly staving in the head of one of them with a shovel while punctuating each blow with a lengthy torrent of abuse: “This . . . is . . . for . . . killing . . . my . . . husband . . . you . . . bastard!”

The entire process took about an hour. An hour of soldiers who had conquered the village working side by side with the people they’d conquered. An hour of hearing the final, pained, agonized howls of the Half-breeds. Every single one of the poor creatures had once been human, and it was quite likely that none of them deserved the hideous fates that had been handed to them. Certainly, my brother hadn’t. But nobody cared. Nobody  gave a toss about the tragedy of these once-human monsters. All they cared about was that they were alive, and the monsters that had tried to kill them were not.

On one level, I could totally understand that mind-set. At that moment, though, I wasn’t thinking about understanding it at all. All I cared about was that my brother was dead; that I had killed him; and that all the people below were thrilled about it and celebrating with boundless joy.

I almost started shooting them because, at that moment, I hated them.

I hated them because their survival had come at my brother’s expense. I hated them because what had they done that was so marvelous, really, that they got to live while he died? What made them better? More deserving? Why did they get to be lucky and keep living, and have siblings they got to spend their lives with and know and love as adults?

All of those dark thoughts, all of them and more went through my head, as I sat upon the parapet, not having moved an inch from where I had been when I fired the shot that detonated the grenade. I had to think that even the townspeople didn’t fully understand what had happened. Perhaps they thought that one of the Half-breeds had simply been holding some hand grenades and accidentally set it off himself. They had no idea that one of them had still possessed sufficient humanity to want to sacrifice himself rather than become a monster permanently and was willing to take those like him along with  him. They had no idea that I had been the one who had actually set off the grenade that triggered the rest of the explosions.

No, they had no idea at all. They were just so happy to be alive.

How I hated them all, and I felt a growling monster stirring deep within me that wasn’t all that dissimilar to the one that had overtaken my brother. It urged me to give in, to indulge myself, to make them feel some of the pain and sorrow that I was feeling, because really: Didn’t they have it coming?

Then a gentle hand was laid upon my shoulder.

I looked and saw that it was Page. There was a large lump on her head from where it had been banged around.

Once more, in that way she had, she seemed to gaze into my eyes and through them into my soul. Or at least she tried, because this time my soul was very far away, and she was staring only into darkness. She drew her head back in surprise, as if she’d been slapped across the face, then she looked at me with what seemed genuine concern.

“Are you all right?” she said.

I held her gaze, then, with great reluctance, released the pleasing mental image that had me picking off various villagers one by one with my rifle.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Are you okay?”

“I’m alive. And a little puzzled. What happened?”

There were a lot of ways that I could have put it, a lot of detail that I could have gone into. Instead, I boiled it down into four words.

“William saved your life.”

She took that in and nodded very slowly. “Well . . . that was a very decent thing of him to do.”

“He was a very decent man. I wish . . .” My voice caught for a moment. “I wish you could have gotten to know him better.”

“So do I.”

She draped an arm around me and pulled me close, and we sat there, leaning against the wall, not saying a word as the people below worked on cleaning up the mass of destruction and picking up with their lives. The remaining bodies of the Half-breeds were being dumped onto what was going to be a sizable pyre in order to rid themselves of the last of the creatures.

At one point, we turned and looked at each other at the exact same time. Our faces were inches away from each other.

I thought about kissing her.

She tilted her head and looked at me dubiously. “You weren’t thinking of trying to kiss me just now, were you?”

“Good Lord, no.”

“Because you know, back in the woods . . . I just did that to shut you up. You get that, right?”

“Of course.”

We went back to watching the pyre.




Chapter 17

Aftermath

THE ARRIVAL OF WARLORD DROOGAN in Blackholm a week later was a rather glorious thing to bear witness to.

Apparently, word had reached him that the threat of the unleashed Half-breeds had been attended to, and so he came riding in imperiously astride a very large and impressive black stallion. The main gate had been left wide open to welcome him, and he looked about his latest dominion in a very confident manner.

His approach had been spotted by scouts, and word of his arrival had been relayed forward. Captain Thorpe was standing in the center of the town square to greet him, his arms folded. Trevor and Baron were to either side of him, and various of the warlord’s troops were scattered about the town, looking on and watching with great interest.

“Captain,” said the warlord approvingly, looking around. “You seem none the worse for wear after the recent unpleasantness.”

“Thank you, Warlord,” said Thorpe, and he saluted. “It was something of a challenge, but my men were up to it. We had some casualties, but fortunately they were somewhat low in number.”

“How excellent that it wasn’t worse,” said Droogan.

“And what of you, Warlord? How fared you during this distressing time?”

“Anxious to fly to your side and aid in the defense of my latest acquisition,” he said. “Unfortunately, I was unavoidably detained.”

“In a harsh environment?”

“Harsh and extremely challenging,” said Droogan as he slid off the horse and dusted himself off. One of the soldiers walked up and extended a hand. Droogan promptly gave him the reins, and the soldier took the horse off to be tended to. “Trust me, Captain, I would not have wished the conditions I lived under on my worst enemy.”

“Who knew,” said the captain, “that when my men and I were fighting for our lives, we, in fact, were getting the better end of the deal?”

The captain barely managed to keep the bitterness out of his voice when he said that, and the warlord almost noticed. He gave the captain a slightly bewildered look, then shook it off, as if it was something that he must have imagined and was just as easily tossed aside. “So . . . the city is secure, then?”

“Yes, sir, it is.”

“And the people ready?”

“Ready, warlord?”

He appeared surprised that the captain was looking politely confused. “To be sold into slavery, of course. After all”—and he started to laugh as if it were the most obvious thing in the world—“how else am I to generate money to buy the services of more troops and thus expand my army?”

“I thought you were wealthy, Warlord.”

“I am, but one doesn’t stay wealthy by spending all one’s money, does one?”

“So to save money, you would sell these people, then. These people? These would be the same people who fought bravely by our sides? Whose spilled blood mingled with that of my men? Whose healer tended to the wounds of my men? Whose holy man prayed for them to heal with as much fervor as he did for his own flock? Whose cooks prepared food for us? Whose women were”—and the edges of Thorpe’s mouth twitched—“generous . . . in their appreciation of our efforts?”

It was at that point that the warlord, I think, got his first true glimmering that something was terribly wrong. “Captain, what are you—?”

Not allowing him to finish, the captain continued, “All of this while you were relaxing in the lap of comfort at the home of Reaver and declaring that our fates were of little concern to you because you could easily get more men?”

I have to think that if the warlord had had the presence of mind to think for perhaps even five seconds before speaking, things might have gone differently for him. Instead, he said the worst possible thing that he could have:

“How did you—?”

Immediately, he realized his error and tried to reverse course. “Why . . . why that’s absurd,” he started to say. “How dare you—! I’ve never heard such insolence!”

I should note that “started to say” were the key words there. He got as far as “Why . . .” and the rest of it is, I blush to admit, mere guesswork on my part. Because after he said “Why . . .” the captain’s fist lashed out and struck him full in the face. Blood gushed from it like a newly drilled fountain. He stood there for a moment, wavering, then he fell backwards and landed as heavily as a tree. He lay there staring upward, still trying to process what had just happened.

Thorpe stood over him, and said, “I don’t mind if people think that I’m stupid, Warlord. I do mind it, however, when they treat me as if I’m stupid.” Then he called loudly, “Lord Mayor! I’d like you to meet our former employer. The one who so generously paid us nonexistent wages and treated us as if we were dirt upon his feet.”

Droogan looked up, blinking owlishly, as Russell strolled over and stared down at him with a lopsided grin. “Hi.” He waggled his fingers at him. “I’ve heard a great deal about you. Oh,” he said as if it were an afterthought, “have you met my deputy mayor?”

Droogan, who had managed to sit up by that point,  turned and looked where Russell was pointing. He blanched. “You!” he said.

“Me,” I readily agreed.

“Wh-what did you do to my men!?”

“It’s a strange thing, Warlord,” I said in so conversational a tone that you might have thought we were seated in a tavern tossing back drinks and discussing matters in the abstract. “When you’ve faced death as equals alongside people, it’s not always easy to go back to treating them like they’re—”

“Shite on your boots?” suggested Russell.

“I was going to say ‘commodities,’ but your turn of phrase works, too, I suppose.”

“Captain Thorpe!” Russell called. Thorpe immediately strode forward and snapped off a most impressive salute. “Take the prisoner under arrest so that he can be tried for his crimes.”

“Yes, Lord Mayor.”

Thorpe bowed slightly, and there was a wicked smile on his face.

The warlord, now on his feet, made as if to go for a weapon.

Immediately, Thorpe, Baron, and Trevor all had their guns in their hands as if the things had flown into them. “Try it, please,” said Captain Thorpe. “I’m begging you.”

“Maybe I should at that,” Droogan said with a snarl. “A trial? Seriously? You expect me to believe—”

“I don’t care what you believe,” Russell said with the calm of one who has all the cards in his hand. “All you’re being told is how we do things in Blackholm. We don’t  treat people like . . . commodities. Everyone has rights. Everyone is treated fairly. That’s how it works in a civilized society.”

The warlord’s mouth twisted into a derisive sneer. Then he spread wide his hands, and said, “As you say, Lord Mayor. A civilized society.”

Thorpe promptly moved in and relieved the warlord of his weapons. Then he was led away and, as that happened, both citizens and soldiers—no, I take that back, the populace—slowly applauded.

I turned to Russell. “A trial, eh?”

“Yes.” He paused, then added, “Oh, he’ll be found guilty, of course.”

“Of course.”

“And sentenced to die horribly.”

“As well he should be,” I said, wanting to sound diplomatic.

“But still, we should go through the motions, what with being a civilized society and all.”

“I have to think your father would have approved of that. And of you.”

“You know,” he said, “you really are welcome to stay here if you wish. I know you consider the title of deputy mayor strictly honorary, but I’d be pleased if you wished to keep it permanently.”

“Thank you . . . but I think I’d best be moving on. Page and I—”

“Page and you?” He regarded me strangely as if I had said something utterly perplexing.

“Why do you say it like that?”

“Well, because she left this morning, that’s why. I saw her leave. Wished her well.”

“She left?”

I was utterly flummoxed. Admittedly, Page and I hadn’t seen much of each other in the past few days. There had been a great deal involved in putting Blackholm back together. The meetings that had melded the two groups—citizens and soldiers—into a single people resolved to protect their mutual home—had been held with a certain degree of trepidation at first. That was understandable. But they had come to an accord fairly quickly. I think, when all is said and done, people generally would prefer to get along with each other than to be enemies. It’s less aggravation.

Then there had been the work on rebuilding, on finding quarters, burying the dead, so on and so on.

So the fact was that Page and I really hadn’t had much opportunity to discuss future plans. For that matter, there was no reason to think that there were going to be any future plans. Page was who she was, and I was who I was.

But still, the notion that she would just up and leave without saying anything at all . . .

Without another word to Russell, I hastened back to where she had been quartered. Sure enough, there was no sign of her. She’d set out walking, of course. No animals for her. That meant that, if I were of a mind to, I could overtake her on Clash easily enough, presuming I knew where she was going. The logical assumption was that she was returning to Bowerstone, but I couldn’t  simply make that assumption. Besides, what interest did I have in returning to Bowerstone? None.

I returned to my quarters to give myself a chance to think, and there, sitting on my bunk, was a piece of paper folded widthwise. My name had been written on the outside in a cursive scrawl I recognized immediately as Page’s.

I went to reach for it, then jumped several feet in the air as a sharp voice said from directly above me, “What do you think it says?”

“Damnation!” I clutched at my chest and glared up at the gnome, perched in the rafters. “Are you trying to scare me to death?”

“You survive everything you’ve been through, and that’s what’s going to finish you?” The gnome chortled over that and dropped to the floor.

“I hadn’t seen you all week. I thought maybe you’d left. Or been killed. I should have known I couldn’t be that lucky.” Shaking my head at him in annoyance, I sat on the edge of the bed. I didn’t open the note, though. Instead, I said, “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why did you tell my brother about the plan? Because you were hoping to make sure it didn’t work? Or because you were hoping that there was still enough of William in there that he’d do exactly what he did?”

The gnome simply stared at me. “It doesn’t matter what I say. You’ll believe what you want to believe. So are you going to read the stupid note or not?”

I flipped it open. Each line was written with perfect  precision, just the way she typically did. My handwriting tended to wander all over a letter like a drunken blind man, but Page wrote as if she had a ruler underneath each line:I have set off for Bo werstone. The warlord may face justice in Blackholm, but we both know that the true criminal here, Reaver, remains untouched and untouchable. But although his manor may be his stronghold, his center of power remains Bowerstone. It is there that I can undermine his financial stability. It is there I can gain the allies I need, and it is there that I can muster the resources to bring him down once and for all. Do I do this for your brother? Not particularly. I didn’t know him. I do it for the countless victims of Reaver’s schemes. And here’s what’s more, Finn: I will do it without you. You lied to me, endangered me, and proved beyond any question that I cannot trust you. Your help is neither needed nor wanted. Granted, we had some “moments” between us, but they are over. You are to come nowhere near me, and nowhere near Bowerstone. I hope I have made myself clear. Oh . . . and during the cleanup, I found the enclosed. I thought you should have it. Now stay away.

 

—P.





The “enclosed” was the signet ring that my brother had worn. Obviously, it had survived the explosion. It was darkened and singed but intact.

Slowly, I slid it onto the corresponding finger on my  opposite hand. Then I read the note twice more, and a cold fury started to build in me. “That bitch!” I said.

“Such language!” the gnome chided me.

“Where does she get off, trying to tell me to stay out of Bowerstone? I can go to Bowerstone if I want to! It’s a free country, at least until the Pages of the world get their hooks in it! I can travel to whatever city I like! And I’m not to come near her? What’s she going to do if I do come near her? Shoot me?”

“She might.”

“And where does she get off saying that I’d be of no help to her in bringing down Reaver? I have skills. I know people.” I was hurriedly packing my gear even as I spoke. “This is so typical for her. Trying to run everything herself and push me aside. Well, I’ll show her. I’ll show her who she can order out of Bowerstone. I’ll show her just how ‘little’ help I can be.” I held up the note and waved it at the gnome. “I was going to just toss this, but I have a better idea! I am going to make her eat these words! Literally ! When the two of us bring down Reaver, I am going to hold this up in front of her and read them out loud to the entire rebellion that we’ve assembled, and say, ‘Eat these if you have a shred of honor!’ That’s what I’m going to do!” I shoved the note into my bag. “Just see if I don’t!”

“Whatever you say,” said the gnome.

I headed for the door, had my hand on the knob, then stopped.

The gnome sounded disappointed. “What? Aren’t you going? You had such a nice head of steam.”

Slowly, I lowered my hand and stared at the gnome. “You little bastard,” I said. “You told her what to write.”

“What?” The gnome looked aghast.

“You did.” I dropped my sack and moved toward him. “You told her what to write!”

“I have no idea what you’re talking ab—”

“It’s the same approach you used to get her to come with me! Telling her not to so that she would! The exact same! Admit it!”

“Of course I did!” said the gnome. “She wanted you to come with her, she wasn’t sure how to get you to do it, and I told her that I knew just what she should write because I know how women like you think.”

“I’m not a woman!”

“Yeah? Then how come you acted exactly the way I said ya would, ya big girl?”

I stood there, frozen, pointing my finger at him as if I were in the midst of some great pronouncement.

And then I started to laugh.

I laughed, and I kept laughing. The gnome didn’t laugh, but he did sit there with a pleased smirk upon his face, and, when I finally managed to pull myself together, I gestured helplessly and said between gasps of breath, “Fine. You win. I’m a woman.”

“A big girl,” he corrected me. “I used to think you’d grown up to a woman, but I demoted you.”

“I’ll tell you this,” I said. “If she went to this much trouble to get me to go to her, I might as well accommodate her. You coming?”

“Maybe eventually. But I got somewhere else I’d rather go right now.”

“Yeah? Where?”

“I thought I’d go visit with Reaver for a while.”

“‘Visit’? You mean you’re going to hang around Reaver’s mansion and hurl insults at him?”

“Him. Visitors. Anyone who gets within earshot.”

“It’s going to drive him insane!”

“That’s the general idea.”

“He might try to shoot you,” I said. “Plus, remember, they caught you once.”

“Acchh,” he said dismissively. “They never could’ve caught me that time if I hadn’t let ’em. I was getting bored. Don’t worry about me.” Then he cocked his head like an interested puppy. “Were you worried about me? I could see a girl like you getting all concerned . . .”

“No, I’m not worried.”

I stuck out a hand. He looked at it curiously. Then, very slowly, he reached out and took it. We shook hands as gravely as two individuals could.

“You know,” I said as I picked up my bag and prepared to head out, “you’ll probably just insult me again, but I have to take one final shot at finding out.”

“Finding out what?”

“What’s your name?”

The gnome gave me a long look, then said, “Ginjer. With a ‘j’ in the middle, not a ‘g.’”

“Ginjer?”

“Yes.”

“But . . . that’s a girl’s name.”

“Right. All gnomes are female.”

“What?”

“Of course. How do you think I knew every step of the way exactly how to manipulate women? Why else was Page the only one of you lot that I could tolerate? Why else would I think that all men are idiots?”

“Wait a minute! Women don’t think all men are idiots!”

“Now you’re trying to tell me how women think?” said the gnome. “Considering you’re standing here wasting time, arguing with me, while you’re letting the best thing that ever happened to you get away? Not only do you not know how women think, but you don’t even know your own mind or what’s good for you.”

I stared at the creature in front of me and shook my head. “You know what? I think you’re having me off. I don’t buy what you’re saying for a moment. You just enjoy lying to me.”

“Don’t believe me. Suit yourself,” said the gnome.

I walked out into a bright new day and realized that I would have to leave Clash behind. Clash, who had been such a marvelous and strong companion, left here in this nowhere town, back to being in the care of Trevor, who wasn’t a particularly good horseman since he only had the one arm. Plus he was a bit of an ass.

Of course, I could offer to buy the horse from him.

Or I could just steal Clash out from under Trevor’s nose.

Not a really tough choice when you’re Ben Finn.
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