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Rob, this one is for you, brother. You better fucking know why.


CHAPTER 1

JACKAL WAS ABOUT TO WAKE THE GIRLS FOR ANOTHER TUMBLE when he heard Oats bellow for him through the thin walls of the brothel. Ugly, early sunlight speared through the missing slats in the decrepit shutters. Jackal jumped from the bed, shaking off the entangling limbs of the whores and the last clouds of wine swimming in his head. The new girl slept right through, but Delia groaned at the disturbance, raising her tousled red locks off the cushions to squint at him with naked disapproval.

“The fuck, Jack?” she said.

Laughing quietly, Jackal hopped into his breeches. “There is a large bowl of porridge calling my name.”

Delia rolled her bleary eyes. “Tell that big thrice to hush. And come back to bed.”

“Would that I could, darlin’,” Jackal said, sitting on the bed to pull on his boots. “Would that I could.”

He stood just as Delia’s fingers began to coax at his back. Not bothering to find his brigand, Jackal snatched his belt from amongst the girls’ discarded garments on the floor, buckled it on, and adjusted the fall of his tulwar. He could feel Delia’s eyes on him.

“Hells, you are a pretty half-breed!” she said. The sleepiness was gone from her eyes, replaced by a well-practiced look of hunger.

Jackal played along, purposefully flexing as he gathered his hair back and tied it with a leather thong. Giving Delia a parting wink, he threw open the door and hurried from the room.

The corridor was dim and abandoned, still clinging to the bleak stillness of dawn. Jackal walked through to the common room, not breaking stride as he stepped around the pitted tables and overturned chairs. The sour stink of spilled wine and sweat were all that remained of the night’s revels. The door leading outside was cracked, the bright, intruding light already promising a sweltering day. Jackal stepped into the morning glare, clenching his jaw and eyelids against the assault of the sun.

Oats stood by the well in the center of the yard, the slabs of muscle on his broad back shining with water. Jackal jogged up and stood beside his friend.

“Trouble?”

Oats lifted his chin slightly, pointing with his spade-shaped beard down the dusty track leading to the grounds. Jackal followed his gaze and saw the shimmering shapes of horses approaching. Putting a hand at his brow to shield his eyes from the sun, he looked for riders and was relieved to find them.

“Not horse-cocks.”

“No,” Oats agreed. “Cavalry.”

Jackal relaxed a little. Human soldiers they could handle. Centaurs might have meant their deaths.

“Ignacio?” he mused. “I swear that pit-faced old drunk can smell his payment from all the way at the castile.”

His friend said nothing, continuing to scowl at the approaching cavalcade. Jackal counted eight men, one clutching a banner that no doubt bore the crest of the king of Hispartha. That blowing bit of silk meant little in the Lot Lands and Jackal kept his gaze fixed on the man up front.

“It’s Bermudo,” Oats said, a second before Jackal picked out the captain’s identity through the dust.

“Shit.”

Jackal found himself wishing he had not left his stockbow under Delia’s bed. Glancing over, he noticed Oats was completely unarmed, the half-full bucket from the well still clutched in his meaty hands. Still, the brute’s appearance was often enough to discourage a fight. As was said amongst the members of the hoof, Oats had muscles in his shit.

Jackal was no stripling, but his friend was a full head taller. With his bald head, ash-colored skin, corded frame, and protruding lower fangs, Oats could pass for a full-blood orc as long as he hid the Bastard tattoos that adorned his powerful arms and back. Only his beard marked him for a half-breed, a trait Jackal had not received from his human half.

As the riders fanned out around the well, Jackal grinned. He might not be able to pass for a thick, but he was big enough to give these human whelps pause. Their clean crimson sashes, brightly polished helmets, and petulantly brave faces marked them as fresh arrivals. Mustachios must have been in fashion in the courts of Hispartha, for drooping from every upper lip was something akin to a furry horseshoe. Every lip except Bermudo’s. He looked like one of those long-dead tyrants found on the old Imperium coins, all long nose and close-cropped hair.

The captain reined up.

He took a moment to survey the yard, his attention lingering on the stables Sancho maintained for his guests.

Jackal lifted his chin in greeting. “Bermudo. Breaking in some new boys, I see. What, did they demand proof that a man can still get some quim in the badlands?”

“How many are with you, Bastards?”

It was an offhand, almost lazy question, but Jackal did not miss Bermudo’s concern.

“Not here to ambush you, Captain.”

“That is not an answer.”

“Certain it is.”

Bermudo turned to catch the eye of one of his riders and flicked a finger at the stables. The chosen cavalero hesitated.

“Go check the stables,” Bermudo said, as if instructing an idiot child.

The man snapped out of his puzzlement and spurred his horse to the west side of the yard. His compatriots watched his progress. Jackal watched them. All held demi-lances and round steel shields, with scale coats for further protection. Five of them had grown tense, betrayed by the tautness in their reins. The last one looked bored and produced an overwrought yawn. The errand runner had dismounted, tied his horse to the post, and now strode into the stables. A moment later, Sancho’s stableboy stumbled sleepily into the glare. The cavalero followed not long after.

“Three hogs and a mule team,” he reported when he rode back.

“The team belongs to three miners,” Jackal told Bermudo. “From Traedria, I think. They’re not here to ambush you either.”

“No,” Bermudo said. “They have dispensation to prospect in the Amphora Mountains. I know because I issued them the writ. You, however, have no such dispensation.”

Jackal looked at the empty surrounding sky with awe. “Oats? Did Sancho’s place get spirited into the Amphoras while we slept?”

“The peaks look smaller than I remember,” Oats said. “Invisible, even.”

Bermudo remained humorless. “You damn well know my meaning.”

“We do,” Jackal said. “And you damn well know Captain Ignacio allows our presence here.”

“Did he assure you of that before leaving here last night?”

Oats’s face clenched. “Ignacio wasn’t here last night.”

It was true, but Jackal would have preferred not to give that away just yet. The captains hated each other, but that didn’t explain Bermudo biting at Ignacio’s name as if it were bait. It also didn’t explain his presence at the brothel. The noble captain did not employ Sancho’s girls and was rarely seen this far from the castile.

Jackal attempted fresh bait. “Don’t let us stall you from getting inside. Sure you’re all eager to relieve some spend.”

Bermudo sniffed.

“Observe, men,” he said, his gaze resting on Jackal and Oats while also ignoring them, a skill only noble-born humans could master. “A pair of half-breed riders. From the Grey Bastards hoof. You will learn to distinguish them by their hideous body markings. Some you will come to know by their absurd names. Despite the allotments, they all think this entire land belongs to them, so you will find them in places they do not belong, like this establishment, blatantly ignoring the fact that it rests on Crown land. It is within your power to expel them in such instances. Though it is often best to allow them to sate themselves and move on. Unlike a pair of rutting dogs, it takes more than a bucket of water to discourage half-orcs in heat. They are … slaves to their base natures.”

Jackal ignored the insults. He looked beyond Bermudo and smiled at the cavaleros arrayed behind him. “We do love whores. Pardon. We enjoy seeking our ease with willing company. Reckon that’s how you’d say it up north. Either way, Sancho and his girls are always hospitable.”

Bermudo curled his mouth with distaste, but it was the yawning cavalero who spoke, his mouth now settled into a comfortable sneer.

“I would never pay for a woman willing to lay with half-orcs.”

“Then you best start fucking your horse,” Oats rumbled.

Jackal smiled as the eyes of the new cavalero grew wide. “He’s right. You won’t find a whore in the Lot Lands who hasn’t been spoiled by us. I’m sure they would take your coin, but don’t be offended, lad, if they fail to notice your pink little prick is even in.”

The man visibly bristled. Looking closer, Jackal noticed his mustachio could not quite conceal a harelip. The other six were casting uncertain looks at the back of Bermudo’s head, searching for guidance. The captain’s helmet was hanging from his saddle, and he carried no lance, but his hand had drifted to the grip of his sword.

“Make trouble,” Bermudo said, his face turning flinty, “and I will drag you behind my horse all the way back to your lot, whatever arrangements you have with Ignacio be damned.”

Jackal hooked his thumbs in his belt, getting his hand closer to his own blade. He could posture as well as the captain. “There is no quarrel here.”

“Not unless you make one,” Oats put in.

Bermudo’s eyes flicked between Jackal and Oats. Was he actually considering spilling blood? Would this arrogant ass risk a feud just to save face in front of a gaggle of outcast nobility with new saddles and wet dreams of heroism?

Bermudo’s jaw bulged as he chewed on his pride, but before he came to a decision the harelip rode up to the well.

“You there,” he said to Oats, gesturing with his lance. “Fill yonder trough.”

Jackal let out a snort of derision and watched as a ripple of uncertainty passed through the recruits, every eye on their outspoken comrade.

Bermudo shot the man a warning look. “Cavalero Garcia—”

The youth waved him off. “It is all right, Captain. We have half-orc servants at my father’s villa. They have to be kept well in hand or they turn mulish. Clearly these two have gone undisciplined for too long. A lack of humility that is quickly remedied. It is all in how you address them.” He looked languidly down at Oats. “I said fill the trough. Step to it, mongrel.”

Jackal heard the strained creaking of wood as Oats’s knuckles paled against the bucket. This was heartbeats from coming to blood.

“You want to get your new arrival in hand, Captain,” Jackal said. It was not a suggestion. “He might not know what an angry thrice-blood can do to a man.”

Bermudo’s haughty manner was showing cracks at the edges. He saw the situation turning ill, same as Jackal. But he set his jaw and allowed the insubordination.

Shit.

Nothing to do but control whose blood was spilled, and how much.

“So, Captain,” Jackal said, “what did this fop do to be banished here? Gambling debts? Or, no, Oats had it before, didn’t he? Your man got caught with his father’s favorite stallion. Riding it without a saddle. Inside the stable.”

The smug cavalero stamped the butt of his lance into Jackal’s face. He did it so casually, so lazily, that Jackal had plenty of time to avoid the blow, but he let it land. Pain overtook his vision and he reeled back a step, snapping a hand to his throbbing nose. He heard Oats snarl, but Jackal reached out blindly and laid his free hand on his friend’s trunk of an arm, stopping any retaliation. Spitting, Jackal waited for his head to clear before straightening.

“You will keep a civil tongue,” Cavalero Garcia told him. “Speak with such impudence again and I shall have you horsewhipped in the name of the king.”

Jackal looked directly at Bermudo and found nervousness infecting his face. But there was also a creeping look of satisfaction.

“King?” Jackal said, sucking the last film of blood from his teeth. “Oats? Do you know the name of the king?”

“Such-and-Such the First,” Oats replied.

Jackal shook his head. “No, he died. It’s So-and-So the Fat.”

Oats gave him a dubious squint. “That don’t sound right.”

“Wretched soot-skins!” Garcia exclaimed.

Jackal ignored him, throwing his arms wide in a mock flummox. “The name escapes us. Anyway, he’s some inbred, overstuffed sack of shit that weds his cousins, fucks his sisters, and has small boys attach leeches to his tiny, tiny prick.”

This time, Jackal caught Garcia’s lance as the man thrust and used it to yank him from his mount, angling him to collide with the well’s roof on the way down. The horse shied away, whinnying. Garcia floundered in the dirt, sputtering wordless rage as he tried to stand. Jackal grabbed the cavalero’s cloak, pulled it over his head, and punched his face through the dusty cloth. He fell flat.

The horses were balking at the disturbance, but the men were stilled by shock. Bermudo had visibly paled.

Jackal motioned at the fallen Garcia. “I think that’s a good lesson for these virgins, Captain. You agree?”

Bermudo was no fool. He saw the chance being offered. With a curt nod, he took it.

Garcia, however, was still conscious. And less wise. Sitting up, he yanked the cloak from his head, revealing a mouth dripping blood and venom.

“Captain,” he seethed, an accusing finger sweeping between Jackal and Oats. “I demand these two be brought back to the castile and hanged.”

Jackal laughed. “Hanged? You’re not dead, frail. A trade of insults, you bust my nose, I smash your teeth. That’s it. It’s done. Now go inside, get your cod wet, and forget it.”

Garcia was deaf to good sense. His vengeful stare shifted up to Bermudo.

“Captain?” He spoke the rank, but it sounded far from the respect due a superior.

Jackal and Oats shared a look. What was this? Certainly not the first time cavaleros and hoof riders had come to blows. It happened at Sancho’s more often than anywhere. It was time for everyone to ride on.

A gem of sweat studded the center of Bermudo’s upper lip. He looked torn, chewing on a choice that was making him angry.

“Bermudo …” Jackal tried to get the man’s attention, but was shouted down by Garcia.

“You will languish here forever, Captain!”

It was a threat. And it made up Bermudo’s mind.

“Take them!” he commanded.

Bermudo tried to draw his sword, but the bucket took him in the brow before the blade was half free. Oats had thrown with such force that not a drop of water spilled until the bucket smote the Captain’s skull. He fell from the saddle, unconscious before he even struck the dust of the yard.

Jackal kicked Garcia under the chin, sending him sprawling before he could squeal further. Rather than intimidate the other riders, the violence against their comrade steeled their courage and all six lowered their lances. Jackal drew his sword and tossed it to Oats in one motion, keeping hold of Garcia’s lance and leveling it against the impending charge.

Before the cavaleros could spur their horses forward, their gazes snapped up to stare wide-eyed. A voice rang out from behind Jackal’s head.

“Think twice, you prickly lipped eunuchs!”

Jackal smiled. The voice was ill-humored, commanding, and familiar. The cavaleros were lowering their lances, every mouth agape.

“Perfect timing, Fetch!” Jackal called over his shoulder. He gave the men a gloating smile before turning around. A moment later, his own jaw fell open.

Fetching stood upon the roof of the brothel with a stockbow in each hand, both loaded and trained on the riders. She was stark naked.

“You’re bleeding, Jack.”

Jackal managed a grunt and a nod. He had known Fetching since childhood, but neither of them were children anymore.

Her pale green flesh was flawless, lacking the ashy grey tones found in most half-orcs, and smooth save where it rippled with muscle or swelled with curves. She had both to spare. Her dark brown twistlocks were unbound, falling to her shapely shoulders. She held the heavy stockbows steadily, the points of their quarrels unwavering between the prods. It was an impressive sight. And based upon the stunned silence behind him in the yard, the cavaleros thought so as well.

Clever Fetching, always using every advantage, though she needed few.

“You’re bleeding,” Fetch repeated, “and I am awakened very early. Someone is going to die.”

Garcia had managed to stumble toward his fellows and pointed with a quivering finger.

“You filthy ash-coloreds!” he shrieked through his swollen lips. “You will all dangle from a gibbet! Take them, men! Take them!”

“That one,” Oats grunted.

“That one,” Fetching confirmed, and shot Garcia through the eye.

He fell backward stiffly, the fletching of the quarrel blossoming from his left socket. The cavaleros cursed and struggled to keep their shying horses under control.

“I got one bolt left,” Fetching announced. “Who would like it?”

There were no volunteers.

Jackal spun on the cavaleros.

“Before any of you say anything fool-ass, like, ‘My father will hear of this!’ remember—no one cares a fig for you back north in whatever civilized jewel you called home. If they did, you wouldn’t be here.”

Jackal swept every man with a steady gaze, noting which ones looked away.

“What are you, third-, fourth-born? At least one of you is likely a bastard. You were all fobbed off here to be forgotten. To patrol the borderlands and watch for orcs. You have no station, you have no privilege.” Jackal tossed Garcia’s lance onto his corpse. “He forgot that. Don’t make the same mistake. If you want to survive your first skirmish with the thicks, you best begin to look kindly on us half-breeds. We are what keep you safe. Bermudo’s right. We claim this land as our own. But we aren’t the only ones. The orcs call this land Ul-wundulas. They think it’s theirs. You won’t prove them wrong by believing you’re better than they are. Your fathers can’t help you here. The king, whatever his name is, can’t help you here. Only we mongrels can help you here. Welcome to the Lot Lands.”

Stepping back, Jackal gave Oats a nod. The brute picked the unconscious form of Captain Bermudo off the ground as if he were a child.

“Didn’t take more than a bucket of water for you, ’Mudo,” he said, and slung the man over the back of his horse. He handed the animal’s reins to one of the cavaleros.

“Take him back to the castile,” Jackal told the men. “Tell Captain Ignacio that Cavalero Garcia defied Bermudo’s orders and struck him. He fled on horseback rather than face discipline and was last seen heading into centaur territory. The Grey Bastards have volunteered to go searching for him. But we’re not confident he’ll ever be found. When Bermudo comes around, he will want to remember it that way. You all will. Unless you want a war with the half-orc hoofs.”

No one responded. Each face had gone pale and placid.

“Now is the part where you all nod!” Fetch called down from the roof.

Every helmeted head bobbled up and down.

Jackal extended a guiding arm toward the track. Within minutes, the cavalcade was a shimmering smudge on the horizon.

Jackal found Oats staring at him and shaking his head.

“What?”

“Nice speech, Prince Jackal.”

“Suck a sow’s tit, Oats.”

Jackal probed at his nose while Fetching jumped down from the roof, the well-developed muscles in her long legs absorbing the impact.

“Next time you go out to make pretty words with the frails, don’t forget to bring a thrum,” she said, tossing Jackal the spent stockbow.

“And next time you come to our rescue, you should wear that,” he retorted, sweeping a hand at her nakedness.

“Lick me, Jack!”

“Didn’t one of Sancho’s girls already do that?”

“Yes,” Fetch replied, turning her back to head for the door of the brothel. “But like all the whores, she would rather have had her head between your legs.”

Jackal stared brazenly at the dimples above Fetch’s pert backside until she disappeared into the shadows of the whorehouse.

A cuff from Oats on the back of his head brought him around.

“We need to get back.”

Jackal scratched at his chin. “I know. See to the hogs.”

Before Oats could head for the stables, the same door that had so recently enveloped Fetching now disgorged the brothel’s proprietor. The pleasant swell in Jackal’s cod immediately withered.

Maneuvering his corpulence through the jamb, Sancho came heavy-footed into the yard, his small mouth held in an oval of witless alarm. What little hair the man had left was already soaked with sweat, a slick black stain across his head. Sancho stared at the cavalero’s corpse and shook his head slowly, causing his ill-shaven jowls to jiggle.

“I’m ruined.”

Jackal snorted. “Don’t tell me that this is the first man to die here, Sancho.”

“The first cavalero!” the fat man said, his voice sounding choked. “And not even one of Ignacio’s commoners, but a fucking blue blood! What have you done?”

“Rid you of a future troublesome guest,” Jackal told him. “Fair wager, that piece of hogshit would have beaten your girls.”

“That I can handle! But the body of exiled gentry is not so easily managed.”

“It is. Contact the Sludge Man.” Jackal gestured at Garcia’s sprawled carcass. “Let him dispose of our deceased friend.”

The whoremaster’s large, moist face went pale at the mention of the name.

“He and our chief have an understanding,” Jackal said before Sancho’s panic fully took root.

“You sure you want to involve him?” Oats put in, an uneasy look on his bearded face. Jackal wasn’t sure who he meant, their chief or the Sludge Man, but he didn’t bother to clarify. This was the way through.

He kept his attention on giving Sancho instructions. “Send a bird. When he gets here, give him the body and the horse. Tell him it’s for the Grey Bastards.”

“And what about me?” Sancho demanded. “What do I get for being your agent in this?”

Jackal took a deep breath. “What do you want?”

“You know,” Sancho told him.

“I do,” Jackal conceded. “Fine. I’ll tell the chief.”

The whoremaster eyeballed him for a moment, then nodded. Giving the cavalero one final, grudging glance, Sancho stomped back inside.

Oats clenched his jaw. “Claymaster won’t be pleased.”

“Our days of pleasing him are almost over, so he better start getting used to it,” Jackal replied, breathing out hard through his sore nostrils. “Get ready to ride.”


CHAPTER 2

THE DAY WAS HOT LONG BEFORE THE SUN WAS HIGH. JACKAL rode point, setting a quick pace to allow the air to flow across his skin. Hearth was well rested and eager to run, so Jackal gave the hog his head, gripping the bristles of his mane in one hand. Keeping his heels tucked and gripping the barrel of the animal with his thighs, Jackal kept an easy seat, settling into the rhythm of Hearth’s trot.

The rugged, sun-bathed plains of Ul-wundulas spread out in every direction, each boulder and piney shrub passing by with a whispered rush of wind in Jackal’s ears. He tried to imagine the time, not so long ago, when the hoofs did not exist, when half-orcs were slaves and the hogs they now rode were only beasts of burden. Those years were not so far gone, only a few decades past, a handful of years before Jackal’s own birth, yet he found them difficult to picture. He lived for the ride, for the feeling of a strong beast beneath him, huffing like a bellows and chewing the leagues into a dusty cloud behind pounding hooves.

Hearth was a formidable pig and bred for speed, generations removed from the cumbersome beasts who were yoked to wagons and watermills during the Orc Incursion. The Claymaster and the other old veterans said those first hogs were tireless and keen, but their strength was meant for the pulling of great weight. The great bearded deer-hog, that is what humans called these animals, but amongst the half-orc slaves who tended them they were affectionately known as barbarians.

The name had stuck, but the barbarians now ridden by the mongrel hoofs were true mounts, no longer draft animals. Only three-quarters the height at the withers of a Hisparthan stallion and shorter of leg, they were less swift than a horse over short distances, but unequaled over longer runs in rough terrain due to their frightfully compact and effective musculature. They were all but hairless from the flank to the shoulder, possessing only a crest of coarse bristles along their spine, sprouting from the mane growing about the neck and dangling from the lower jaw. A pair of tusks emerged vertically through the skin of the long and tapering snout, eventually curving back sharply toward the beast’s forehead. These tusks never stopped growing, and wild barbarians of advanced age had been found with the tusks beginning to penetrate their skull. Through careful breeding, they were made to sweep back sharply toward the rider. Dubbed swine-yankers, these tusks could be gripped and used to direct a hog’s head in desperate circumstances, though even a domesticated barbarian would resist such manipulation, requiring a rider to be no weakling. Certainly, few humans were capable and stuck with their precious horses. Frails on foals, as Warbler had often said.

Another set of tusks protruded upward from a barbarian’s lower jaw and were the animal’s most vicious form of attack. Hearth’s were particularly long, a source of pride for Jackal, along with the hog’s golden-hued hair. Far comelier than Oats’s lumbering, mud-colored mount, aptly named Ugfuck.

Just after midday, Jackal called a halt at a broad, glittering tributary of the River Lucia to rest and water the hogs.

“What’s the matter, Jack?” Fetching said as she dismounted. “Delia and the new girl drain your balls so sore that you can’t make an uninterrupted ride home?”

“We’re not stopping for me,” Jackal replied, smiling. “It’s so Oats’s fat sack of a pig doesn’t expire from the heat.”

“Don’t you listen, Ug,” Oats said, kissing his hog on the head before urging him to the water with a swat on the rump. Snorting noisily, Ugfuck joined Hearth and Fetch’s unnamed hog on the bank. They were trained not to wallow while wearing a saddle, but they sucked vigorously at the flowing water.

While the barbarians drank, Jackal squatted beside them and dipped his kerchief into the river. After wringing it out, he tied it back over his head to keep his hair from his face. His brigand was still tied in a roll behind Hearth’s saddle. It was against the code of the hoof to ride without armor, but Jackal hated the weight of the vest. Once, he had painstakingly removed all the iron plates riveted between the leather. When the Claymaster found out, he forbade Jackal to ride until he repaired and cleaned the brigands of every rider in the hoof. Still, when away from the Kiln and out of the chief’s sight, Jackal preferred to ride bare-chested.

Oats’s considerable shadow fell across the riverbank and Jackal turned without rising. The brute never rode without his brigand on. His stockbow was held low in both hands. A quiver hung from his belt at the hip, his tulwar opposite. Oats had also tied a kerchief about his bald head and stood gazing across the wash. Fetch was equally equipped, but she had stridden knee-deep toward the center of the river to fill her skin.

“She did good this morning,” Oats said, careful to keep his voice low.

Jackal nodded. Amongst the hoof, deserved praise was usually voiced openly. But not to Fetching. She never responded well. No matter that she had ridden with the Grey Bastards for going on four years, she still saw everyone as pandering to her. And maybe, sometimes, they were. Amongst the eight half-orc hoofs in the Lot Lands, she was the only female rider. Her place was hard fought, and well won, but she had reasons to be dubious of kind words. That was why she never named her hog, worried it would be viewed as weakness, no matter that they all did it. Hells, Oats had named his first hog Gorgeous, and Polecat still rode a sow called Lavender.

“Fetching!” Jackal called out across the water. “You ride point when we leave.”

Fetch acknowledged this by raising her stockbow.

“Nice gesture,” Oats said.

“Nah,” Jackal said, standing and smiling at his friend. “I just want to look at her ass some more.”

Oats grinned behind his beard. “You really do want to die young.” They both laughed. “What was that shit with Bermudo? Couldn’t tell who was giving the orders. Don’t think the captain could either.”

“Sounded like that Garcia had a way out of the Lots for him.”

Oats hummed an agreement. “Not anymore.”

A question came to Jackal’s mind, sobering him.

“What were you doing in the yard unarmed, Oats?”

The brute shrugged, not relaxing his vigil as he spoke. “Woke up hot. Went to the well for a dunk.”

“Never thought to go back inside, get your thrum? You had time.”

Oats shook his head, his gaze going back across the river.

“It could have been centaurs, Oats.”

The thrice-blood dismissed this with a wrinkle of his lip. “We haven’t gotten a warning from Zirko yet.”

“They don’t just ride during the Betrayer Moon, half-brain.”

“It was daylight in Crown lands, Jack.”

“It was sloppy!”

“Sloppy?” Oats growled, turning a glare on Jackal. “And who else came out without a thrum? Certainly wasn’t Fetching.”

“No, I just came out without a stitch,” Fetch said, stepping out of the river. Jackal hadn’t even heard her approach. “You two get any further in each other’s faces, you’ll be kissing.”

Jackal and Oats both turned their heads to glower at her.

“Well, go on.” Fetch smirked. “Always knew the pair of you were hard for each other.”

Jackal laughed first and was rewarded with a companionable shove from Oats, which nearly sent him sprawling into the river.

“Can we get moving, then?” Fetching asked. Not waiting for a response, she gripped one of her hog’s swine-yankers and pulled him away from the river. The barbarian loosed a few agitated squeals, but Fetch coaxed him away with one arm and swung herself into the saddle. Jackal and Oats were astride their own mounts within moments.

“Careful not to drift too far east when we reach the Lucia proper,” Jackal warned Fetch. “Last thing we need is to trespass on Tine land.”

Fetch flashed him a grin. “You afraid of elves, Jack?”

Before he could retort, she put heel to hog and rode swiftly away from the river.

Oats snorted a laugh.

“Come on, you ugly fuck,” Jackal said.

Oats stroked between his hog’s ears. “I’m the only one who gets to call him that.”

“I meant you.”

Despite her flippancy, Fetching did a fine job leading them, not once straying into elven territory. Still, Jackal kept an eye eastward as they rode, certain that behind him, Oats was doing the same.

The war had left much of Ul-wundulas denuded, as the armies of man and orc felled timber to fuel their fires, build their defenses, and replenish their weapons. In the thirty-odd years since the battles ceased, wildfires had prevented much from returning. What forests remained clung to the high places, nestled in mountain valleys where the fighting had been sparse. After the war, when Hispartha had awarded vast portions of its reconquered southern kingdom to its allies, the elves managed to draw much of the rare woodlands, claiming large swaths of mountain range in the doing. The lots were supposed to be random, but the elves’ spellcraft had no doubt played a part in their luck.

As Fetching picked their trail south, Jackal frowned at the brooding peaks of the Umber Mountains to his left. Somewhere deep within the Umbers was Dog Fall Gorge, stronghold of the elven hoof. Miles of garigue and shrubby foothills separated Jackal and his friends from the range, but the Tines patrolled their lands jealously and were swift to descend on any who set foot on even their farthest borders. Fortunately, they encountered none of the rust-skinned savages on their eerily silent harrow stags.

“Doesn’t mean they aren’t there,” Jackal said to himself more than once.

He breathed easier when, nearing dusk, Hearth splashed across the Winsome Ford. They were now back in Grey Bastard lands. Jackal eased his hog’s trot until Oats drew alongside and together they caught up with Fetching.

“Jack,” Oats said, giving Jackal a pointed look.

“What?”

Fetching shook her head. “Your brigand, fool-ass.”

“Shit,” Jackal hissed and reached behind his saddle for the vest.

“One of these days we’re not going to remind you,” Oats said.

Riding side by side across the sandy flats, the three hogs surged forward, their snouts full of the smell of home.

Every hoof in the Lot Lands had a strong place to hole up. The humans had their castile, with its high towers and resident wizard. The elves had the seclusion of Dog Fall, defended with archers and sorcery. The centaurs trusted to their crumbling shrines and the belief in their mad gods.

The Grey Bastards had the Kiln.

As the central chimney grew upon the horizon, Jackal felt a pleasant stirring in his chest. He took his greatest pleasure while ranging astride his hog, but if he had to be idle, there was no place he would rather be than here.

Dominating a flat expanse of plain dotted with stubborn shrubs and boulders, the Kiln was an unsightly, sprawling compound, its buildings surrounded by a roughly oval foundation wall of pale brick. Five times the height of a half-orc, the wall sloped inward, laden with triangular buttresses and dimpled with load-bearing arches, then topped with a palisade of stone and latticed timber covered in render. From the outside, only the great chimney could be seen, rising high and imposing from the middle of the compound.

Vineyards and olive orchards thrived within thrumshot of the walls, worked by the people living under the protection of the Grey Bastards. As Jackal, Oats, and Fetching rode through the cultivated land, they saw humans and half-orcs ending their day’s labors. None of these folk lived within the Kiln, but made the short walk to Winsome, the town that had sprouted up not a mile from the stronghold.

“All right,” Oats said as they neared the shadow of the wall. “Who’s going to tell him?”

“He won’t listen to me,” Fetch said.

“Fuck you both,” Jackal griped. “You know I’m going to do it. Give me the coins.”

Oats produced the jingling bag that held the Grey Bastards’ portion of the profits from Sancho’s brothel. He tossed it to Jackal just as they entered the Kiln’s only gate, housed along the south-facing short side of the oval.

Unlike other fortifications, the gateway of the Kiln did not lead directly to the interior of the compound, but was blocked with stonework halfway beneath the thickness of the wall. A single sally port was set into the left wall of the gatehouse, big enough for two hog riders to enter abreast. This tunnel ran within the entire circuit of the foundation wall, before coming to another port, which debouched into the interior yard. In times of siege, the great oven in the center of the compound that gave the Kiln its name could be kindled, the flow of hellish air directed into the passage. Any attackers not wishing to scale the scorching walls would be forced to traverse the passage and complete the circuit, then break down the gate, all before they roasted alive. In its twenty-six-year history, none had ever attempted assault on the Kiln.

At the moment, the portcullises of the sally ports were raised and the wall passage cool. There was no need for light; the hogs knew their way blind. Jackal and his companions rode single-file, hugging the left wall of the passage in case other riders were exiting. As soon as they emerged from the darkness and entered the compound, they rode directly for the meeting hall.

Jackal reined Hearth up outside the low building and dismounted, as did Oats and Fetching. A half dozen slopheads were waiting. They practically tripped over one another hurrying to tend the hogs.

“Can I take him to the pens for you, Jackal?” one of the young half-orcs managed, fawning and eager like all hoof hopefuls.

“No,” Jackal replied. “Let him cool down.”

“Just water, slophead!” Fetching barked at the youth approaching her barbarian.

Oats leaned down in front of his hog, butting his forehead between the beast’s eyes. “All right, Ug, if one of these little shits so much as passes wind in your presence, eat them.”

Jackal pushed through the door and led his friends into the dim embrace of the meeting hall, leaving the hopefuls outside. Despite its name, the meeting hall was a low-ceilinged structure that resembled nothing more than a rude tavern. Roundth and Hobnail were already well into their cups, waiting for the rest to arrive.

“Fill a mug for you three?” a slophead behind the counter asked.

Oats and Fetching went directly for the offered drink, while Jackal crossed the common room and headed straight for the hoof’s voting chamber. One of the double doors was open, so he entered without bothering to announce his presence.

The Claymaster hunched behind the head of the great table, scrutinizing a pile of maps.

The chief was ravaged by old wounds and the lingering effects of the plague he had caught during the Incursion. That pox had killed tens of thousands on both sides, human and orc. Half-breeds fared no better. Yet the Claymaster, tough old shit that he was, refused to die. The disease was no longer catching, but it continued to flare up within him nearly thirty years later, taking a torturous toll on his once powerful frame. The outbreaks caused his joints to swell and his skin to become rife with weeping pustules. Linen wrappings, stained with dirty yellow blotches, now covered practically his entire head, with gaps left across his eyes and mouth. The hunch of his twisted back was more pronounced with each passing year and the fingers of his left hand were so engorged they looked ready to burst.

Jackal swallowed a groan when he saw Polecat hovering over the chief’s shoulder. They both looked up as he came into the room. The Claymaster’s face was impassive beneath his bandages, but Polecat produced a leering grin.

“He’s back! Sancho got any new lovelies, Jack?”

“One,” Jackal replied.

Polecat’s eyebrows jumped with excitement. “Where’s she from?”

“Anville.”

“Oh,” Polecat groaned, his beady eyes narrowing. “I bet she’s pale and pliable.”

“Get your head out of your prick!” the Claymaster said, thumping Polecat with his elbow. “Sit down, Jackal. Stop distracting this hatchet-faced fuck.”

Jackal did as he was told, taking his usual chair two seats removed from the Claymaster’s left.

The Grey Bastards’ council table was a coffin-shaped behemoth of darkly stained oak. The Claymaster sat at the wider end with the diagonal shoulders to his left and right always empty. The long, tapering body of the table held a score of chairs on each side, yet only nine throwing axes sat upon its surface, each representing the remaining voting members of the hoof. Jackal had never known the table to be full. The Grey Bastards had numbered sixteen when he had joined their ranks seven years ago, but orc raids, centaur attacks, and internal strife had whittled away at their numbers. Admittance to the brotherhood was strict and the amount of worthy slopheads rising to sworn members was too few to keep up with the losses.

Grocer was already present, sitting closest to the Claymaster’s right. He nodded as Jackal sat down, but said nothing. The willowy old quartermaster was stingy with everything, including words.

Oats entered with a frothing flagon in each hand. He sat next to Jackal and slid one of the mugs over.

“If I’d wanted one, I would’ve gotten it,” Jackal groused halfheartedly, taking the drink just the same. He was in the midst of his first deep pull when Oats responded.

“Seemed like a waste to pour it out after I washed my cod in it.”

Jackal sputtered, more from laughter than alarm.

“You rinse your balls in it too?” he asked, wiping the foam from his mouth.

Oats grinned. “Not mine.”

“They were mine, Jack!” Roundth proclaimed as he entered the chamber, Hobnail close behind. “I would have dipped my wick too, but you know it won’t fit. The mouth of those mugs is too narrow to handle all my—”

“ROUNDTH!” Oats, Jackal, Hobnail, and Polecat joined Roundth in the old joke. The stocky mongrel loved to trumpet the origin of his hoof name and it was always worth a laugh.

The Claymaster did not so much as grin.

Roundth and Hobnail took their seats and made a few rude, good-natured gestures across the table at Jackal, which he returned. Like him and Oats, the pair was still dust-stained from riding.

A few minutes later, Hoodwink drifted in, sitting silently at the far end of the table, away from the rest of the hoof. This was something the Claymaster would not allow anyone else to do, but Hood had been a free-rider for a long time and the solitary ways clung to him. The chief would not risk losing a member for the sake of forced camaraderie.

Nearly every inch of Hoodwink’s blanched skin, including his hairless scalp, was covered in ragged scars, crisscrossing over the tattoos of the hoofs he had ridden with over the years. Pale, puckered lines marred the ink of the Skull Sowers, the Tusked Tide, and the Shards, and those were just the ones that Jackal could make out. Every one of those brotherhoods had once accepted Hoodwink into their ranks, and every one had cast him out. It was a wonder he was still alive. With none willing to take further risk on him, Hood had ridden nomad for years before the Claymaster offered him a place with the Bastards. The vote had barely passed, but the hoof needed the numbers and, whatever his offenses, Hoodwink was a formidable mongrel. After two years, Jackal was still wondering how long he would last.

The Claymaster glanced around the table and grimaced.

“Am I going to have to throw a stick out there?” he asked, pointing through the doors toward the common room. His question and his gaze were directed at Jackal and Oats.

Fortunately, Fetching entered the chamber before they had to answer. She was talking with Mead, but Jackal suspected she had heard the chief’s remark. Likely, she had been waiting for it, controlling the derision since she could not stop it. Quickly breaking off their conversation, Fetch and Mead went and sat at opposite sides of the table. Likely the youngblood would have sat next to her if he thought it would not make his attraction any more obvious.

Despite several standing bets between Jackal and Oats, Fetching had not yet broken any of Mead’s bones. Surprisingly, she seemed to enjoy his consistent attempts to be friendly. Other than Hood, who forever felt like an outsider, Mead was the only member of the hoof newer than Fetching, rising from the ranks of the slops last winter. He was young and confident and wore his hair in the fashion of the Tines, shaving it along the sides to leave only a broad strip down the center of his head, worked into plumes. The older Bastards frowned on that, but Mead spoke the elf tongue, a rare skill amongst half-orcs, and a welcome one for the hoof.

As the room quieted, the Claymaster leaned back in his chair.

Looming behind him, a massive tree stump stood upon its side, anchored to the ceiling with heavy chains. Its old face held uncountable rings, the wood grey with age and pitted with dozens of sharp grooves. These wounds were a permanent tally of the votes cast against the Claymaster’s will, the marks left behind from axe blades hurled deeply into the stump. One axe was lodged there still, stuck into the wood just over the Claymaster’s left shoulder as it had been the past twenty years.

Warbler’s axe.

“I know you’re all tired,” the Claymaster began, “so let’s make this palaver quick. Grocer, how are our stores?”

The quartermaster’s scowl deepened as he calculated. “We’re well provisioned. Though, that next load of timber can’t get here quick enough.”

“How long could we keep the Kiln burning if we were attacked?”

“Two days,” Grocer answered. “Might stretch to three.”

The Claymaster grunted, not liking the answer, but accepting the truth. “I’ll send a bird to Ignacio. Find out if he’s heard when we can expect those wagons from Hispartha. Mead? Any luck with that shit from Al-Unan?”

“Only a little, chief,” Mead replied. “Getting it to burn is simple, but it’s damn hard to control. It doesn’t need fuel, but it will consume anything it touches. Salik almost lost a hand to the stuff.”

“Who?” the Claymaster asked, giving Mead a chance to correct his mistake.

“One of the slops, chief,” Mead said without flinching. “Anyway, I’m still worried about what the green fire will do to the ovens.”

“Keep on it,” the Claymaster told him and pointed a finger, “but don’t burn down my damn fortress.” He turned his chin up, peering down to the end of the table. “Hood? You have any trouble with that errand?”

“No, I did not,” Hoodwink answered, his unblinking eyes leaving the surface of the table long enough to address the chief.

Jackal shot Oats a questioning look, but he didn’t seem to know what Hood had been sent to do either. That was nothing new, and the mysteries were getting tiresome. One of these days, Jackal was going to lead a vote and find out, but now was not the time. He doubted he would have the support needed and, besides, he was moments away from stirring up enough trouble for himself. He figured the chief would go to his favorites next, ask Roundth and Hobnail for their report on the Shards, but the Claymaster’s next question was directed at Oats.

“How did we do?”

Oats motioned to Jackal, who tossed the bag of coins onto the table. The Claymaster’s face remained impassive beneath his bandages as Grocer reached over and hefted the bag, weighing it in his palm.

“Feels light.”

Jackal nodded, inwardly cursing the old miser. “Two of Sancho’s girls took sick most of last month, and one ran off with some Guabic merchant. He’s brought in a new girl, though, from Anville. She will help make up for the loss.”

The Claymaster leaned forward. “Did you remind that fat frail that if he doesn’t make good on his end, the Grey Bastards might find they can no longer patrol around his brothel?”

Again, Jackal nodded. He had given Sancho no such reminder. There was no need. The whoremaster had lived in the Lot Lands a long time, long enough to know the dwindling cavalero patrols from the castile could no longer ensure his safety.

“There’s something else,” the Claymaster said, not a hint of a question in his gravelly voice. The chief’s eyes flicked to Jackal, then to Oats and Fetching, then back again. “What is it?”

Jackal took a deep breath. He had wanted to volunteer the information before the chief suspected, but the Claymaster missed nothing. Despite his increasingly crippled form, his mind remained as keen as the head of a thrumbolt. He waited on Jackal to respond, his bloodshot eyes staring fixedly from between the foul wrappings.

“Bermudo came to the brothel this morning,” Jackal said, feeling every eye at the table settle on him. “He had seven new cavaleros with him. I don’t think he expected us to be there. Tried to act the hard man.”

Polecat sniggered. “That snobby frail fuck.”

“He goad a fight?” the Claymaster asked.

“Not him,” Jackal replied. “But one of his new fops tried to make Oats his damn valet. We gave him the old Grey Bastard charm and he hit me. I gifted it to him, and gave Bermudo a chance to rein his peacock in, but he didn’t take it, so we did it for him.”

“You killed the peacock,” the Claymaster observed without feeling.

Jackal nodded. Polecat, Hobnail, and Roundth thumped the table with approval. That was good. Jackal felt his nerves begin to calm.

“And,” he went on, using the growing favor, “we knocked Bermudo senseless. Made sure the other cavaleros understood the way of things in the Lots.”

Jackal looked around the table, thankful to see Mead smiling and even Hoodwink nodding slowly down at the end.

“What about the body?”

Jackal turned back at the Claymaster’s question.

“Figured on the Sludge Man.”

The Claymaster was silent for a long while, his only motion the blink of his eyelids.

“Ignacio will back us,” he said at last. “But if that prick Bermudo decides he wants some comeuppance—”

“He won’t,” Jackal put in. “We made ourselves plain.”

The Claymaster did not look convinced.

“And Sancho?” Grocer asked. “What does that coin clipper want for going your way on this?”

Jackal met the quartermaster’s stare. “Just that the Bastards start paying for quim. No more free thrusts as part of our protection bargain.”

The bandages along the Claymaster’s jaw bulged as he grit his teeth. Polecat and Roundth issued wordless sounds of disgust. Grocer’s expression could have soured wine.

Jackal raised a placating hand. “That arrangement had to end anyway. Some of the girls were starting to resent it.”

The Claymaster slammed his good hand down on the desk. “The girls?! What kind of cockless maggot is Sancho that he’s worried about what a bunch of whores think? Or is that your own sympathies coming through, Jackal? I know you’re all but wed to that red-haired hussy, got her gagging for your mongrel meat. You looking to her needs instead of the interests of this hoof?”

Jackal shook his head, opening his mouth to answer.

“Don’t you say a fucking word!” the Claymaster warned, thrusting a distended finger outward. “You throw me a half-empty bag of coin before ensuring me it’s going to go back to proper weight, then you say some of that weight is gonna be our own shine coming back to us because we have to start paying for cunny? And we might have to start watching out for reprisals from the castile all because you three”—the finger jabbed at Jackal, Oats, and Fetching—“couldn’t keep from killing some arrogant frail so fresh from the north that he still smelled like incense from his father’s fucking manor? Which one of you actually ended him?”

Jackal felt his teeth grinding. He heard Fetch take a breath.

“That cavalero struck a Grey Bastard!” he said, before she could speak. “And he did it in front of a half dozen other noble brats new to the Lots. Do you want tongues to wag that a rider from this hoof can be chastised by some blue blood? Do you want the Tines hearing that? What about our brother hoofs? We cannot be cowed by Hisparthan gentry, chief.”

“Damn right,” came Hoodwink’s soft voice from the far end. Jackal did not risk a glance at the others, but the table was silent.

“No, we can’t,” the Claymaster agreed, his voice thick with anger. “But as leader of this hoof, I also cannot allow my riders to make choices that might bring blood we are not ready to shed or spill. Now. Which one of you killed the cavalero?”

“Who do you think?” Jackal replied. “I did.”

Next to him, he felt Fetch’s entire body go taut. She was angry, just as Jackal knew she would be, but she was no fool and did not question or contradict his lie in front of the hoof.

The Claymaster’s head slumped slightly. “Looks like you’re going to be nursemaiding the slopheads for a while, Jack.”

Jackal seethed. He stared at the Claymaster, his jaw so tight it began to throb. They had done the right thing, protected the reputation of the hoof. And now he was to be punished for it? Jackal felt his hand drifting across the table to the axe in front of him. He would cast against the chief’s decision. Surely the rest would back him.

Just then the doors of the chamber were thrust aside. A slack-jawed hopeful stood in the jamb, his wide eyes darting uncertainly around the room.

“Hells, say their name and one fucking appears,” the Claymaster groaned. “What do you want?”

The slophead jumped at the chief’s tone.

“R-riders returned, Claymaster,” the slop stammered. “Scouts from … from Batayat Hill.”

“Out with it!” the Claymaster said. “What do they report?”

The slophead’s mouth went up and down ineffectually a few times before he finally got the word out.

“Thicks.”
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