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=== Hell’s Messenger ===

Hell’s Messenger #1
TRIAL

The year 400, the third month. (The year 1895 Barley by the Old Calendar.)

The dangerous and desperate criminal is often only the hero gone wrong.

—Thomas Mott Osborne: Society and Prisons (1916).

CHAPTER ONE

Hell’s thunder reached up from the horizon to the sky, touched Mercy’s clouds, and lit them ablaze with light. The pre-dawn glow, struggling to penetrate the thick mist covering the mountains and foothills, was overwhelmed by the shining splendor of the golden clouds above.

Tyrrell, who had no special fondness these days for the goddess Mercy or any of her earthly representatives, did his best to shrug his uniform so that his collar shielded him from the rain pouring down his back. This exercise wasn’t easy, since his hands were cuffed behind his back. He glanced over at Oslo, who was frowning at the narrow, barred gate in front of them.

“Is this a new kind of torture?” Tyrrell asked. “Making me drown in the rain?”

“Shut your mouth, Tyrrell,” said Oslo, but in an absentminded manner, as though his thoughts were elsewhere. Perhaps they were on the rain, which had turned his dark blue uniform as black as the thunderclouds. On the other side of Tyrrell, Bailey shook his head to free some of the spray from it. The spray shot onto Tyrrell.

“We should have waited in the wagon,” Bailey said to Oslo. “I told you that.”

Tyrrell looked longingly at the patrol wagon, whose horses were hitched under an overhang further down the wall. But Oslo shook his head as he reached up with his free hand to wipe his nose. “Bailey, when they open that gate, they’ll keep it open for exactly half a minute, and if we’re not in by then, we’ll have lost our chance till noontime.”

“Rather exacting, aren’t they?” commented Bailey, then sneezed. More spray landed on Tyrrell, who glared at the young guard. Bailey ignored him.

“No more than we are.” Oslo glanced over to the right, where the sun was turning the eastern horizon a pink-orange. “It shouldn’t be long now.”

Tyrrell gave up the struggle to close the gap between his back and his shirt; his entire body was wet now. “At least if I die of chill-fever, you’ll be dead as well,” he muttered, and was rewarded with a kick on the shins from Oslo that left him hopping on one leg. Bailey took a stronger grip on Tyrrell’s arm, as though he expected him to try to escape.

Just where Bailey expected his prisoner to escape to, Tyrrell didn’t know. Tyrrell looked every which way, but all that he could see, besides the glint of a pool of water through trees nearby, were mountains, bare of humans and probably filled with wild animals that would maul him if he ran away. Oslo had cheerfully pointed this out to him when they first arrived.

Now Oslo was far from cheerful. He gazed up at the wall, as though hoping somebody would look out and notice them. Since the wall held no windows, that seemed unlikely. It was made of white concrete, and other than a drainpipe or two, it was as sheer as the cliffs. It rose four storeys high and was capped, incongruously, with an elegant, Vovimian-style glass dome. No light travelled through the dome from inside.

Another lightning bolt jolted up from the ground, so close by that Bailey jumped. Oslo, a more seasoned guard, merely looked annoyed. He took out his annoyance by digging his nails into Tyrrell’s arm. Tyrrell, a seasoned prisoner, did not bother to protest this small maliciousness. Instead he looked again at the enormous expanse of wall they were facing, trying to calculate how many cells lay inside. Until the day before, he had lived in Mercy Life Prison, which had six levels. There was room in that life prison for roughly fifty prisoners on each of the five storeys that held cells, not counting the punishment cells in the frigid basement. Close to two hundred and fifty prisoners in total, as Tyrrell had long known from his careful memorization of the names of prisoners and guards.

This white lump of a prison in front of him wasn’t as high, but it was so broad that it looked as though it could easily house a thousand prisoners, depending on how much of the prison was taken up with cells. Tyrrell wrinkled his nose, trying to rid himself of a raindrop that was tickling him, and trying to think through the clashes of thunder echoing against the mountainsides. He wondered whether he could endure another assignment in the laundering room, if that turned out to be his work here. There were bound to be more uniforms to wash at this place.

Not that he had any choice in the matter. He sighed and tried to loosen his handcuffs for the hundredth time on the trip, which earned him a hard knock on the head from the hilt of Oslo’s dagger. Tyrrell went still immediately, knowing from experience that he was pressing Oslo’s temper too far. It wasn’t as though he would get more than a few yards if he managed to wriggle away, hands free or not. Oslo was carrying a whip, and Bailey a revolver. Tyrrell feared the whip more than the revolver, having been the recipient of its bite on too many occasions.

Thunder clapped in his ear, followed by bells. At first he thought the ringing came from inside his throbbing head; then he realized that it was emerging from the darkness behind the gate. “Here we go,” muttered Oslo. “Get ready to move quickly.”

The gate in front of them, narrow though it was, stood a full storey high. Tyrrell watched with fascination as the gate began to slide to the side, seemingly without assistance from human hands. He had heard that this prison had the most sophisticated machinery of any prison in the entire nation of Mip, since it was situated not far from their nation’s border with the queendom of Yclau, whose engineers were famed throughout the world. Glancing at Bailey, he saw that the young guard was watching the gate’s progress, his mouth open. He came from a provincial village and had probably never seen a piece of large machinery in his life. Tyrrell had grown up on the streets of the Mippite capital . . . but that was twenty years ago, and even the electric trolley bus they had passed on their journey here had given him a thrill of excitement. So much had changed since he entered Mercy Prison.

And now he was leaving the world again, most likely for the last time. He looked around again at the wet, mountainous landscape.

“Now!” said Oslo, and he began pulling Tyrrell forward, heedless as to whether his prisoner could keep up. Bailey was trotting on his other side, trying to reach the gate that had opened barely the width of two men. As they came near, the gate began to close. Cursing, Oslo shoved Tyrrell through the gate. Tyrrell stumbled and fell flat on his face.

Since his hands were cuffed behind him, this hurt as much as though Hell’s torturers had decided to smash in his face. He lay on the cold concrete in the darkness, cursing in an indiscriminate manner that embraced every guard he had possessed the misfortune to be serviced by. The chill of the ground, combined with his wetness, had set him shivering, and he could taste blood in his mouth where his teeth had caught his cheek as he fell. In an automatic manner, he checked his teeth. They were all there, except for the four he had lost over the years, courtesy of past guards.

The ringing stopped, except for its echo. He received a boot-thump against his thigh, which told him that Oslo had made it inside and had heard the nature of his cursing. He switched the cursing over to a more specific target and received a harder kick against his ribs. He had enough sense then to bite his lip shut.

“I keep the Boundaries,” he whispered to himself, and instantly felt better. He allowed Bailey to pull him onto his feet, and as he did so, he realized that laughter echoed in the dark room. The laughter did not come from either of his guards.

He raised his head. He was in a large, high-ceilinged room. That much he could tell from the echoes and from the fact that he could not see the ceiling. Most of the room was lightless. But in the left-hand corner ahead of him, on a balcony about where he would expect a ceiling to be, sat two men lit by wall-lamps. Both wore dark blue uniforms, and both had their boots resting in a leisurely manner on the low, barred railing of the balcony. Both had rifles in their laps, and both rifles were pointed straight at Tyrrell.

Tyrrell felt his empty stomach lurch. One of the men who had been laughing called across the room, “Mercy’s man! What gift do you bring us today?”

“Compassion’s man!” Oslo called back in a casual manner that suggested he was acquainted with the other guard. “I have a prisoner transfer for you. Fresh meat for the banquet.”

The rifle-bearing guards seemed to appreciate this small witticism more than Tyrrell thought it merited; they hooted with laughter. “Tenderizing the meat, are you?” asked the second guard, who held a cigarette between his lips.

“Oh, believe me,” said Oslo, grinning, “I’ve poked the meat quite thoroughly to make sure it’s well done.”

Tyrrell rolled his eyes. Even Bailey winced at Oslo’s poor wit.

The first guard lifted his rifle and set it aside. “Ah, what a pity we will not be able to feast at length on him at our banquet. But we are somewhat gentler on our prisoners than you are at Mercy Prison. How many fuckings a year do you service each of your prisoners with? One hundred? Two hundred?”

“We’re working on raising the number.” Oslo’s voice held nothing but amusement.

“Whereas we are unlikely to see your prisoner more than once or twice this year . . . if that much.” The first guard pulled his boots off the railing and leaned over the railing, remaining in his chair as he scrutinized the scene before him. The wavering light of the gas-lamps on the balcony wall moved shadows across his face, which was thoughtful. “Hard to say from this distance,” concluded the guard finally. “Why the transfer?”

“Your Keeper knows. You can probably guess. His name’s Tyrrell.”

The second guard, who had removed his cigarette from his lips in order to tap it over a spittoon nearby, went suddenly still. The first guard raised an appreciative eyebrow. “Oh-ho!” he said softly. “So that’s the way of it. I was wondering how long it would be before Mercy’s Keeper lost patience with those riot-rousers he’s been housing. What happened to the others?”

Oslo shrugged. “We’ll know when we get back. The first decision our Keeper made was to arrange this transfer. Your Keeper seemed willing to take him in.”

The first guard shrugged as he leaned back in his chair. “Our Keeper,” he said, “has all sorts of grandiose plans for this prison, though whether any of them will come to fruit is another matter. I suppose that servicing riot-rousers is part of his plan. Will you break your fast with us? Starke likes to arrive early for his gunner duty . . .” He gestured toward the second guard. “But I prefer to extend my dawn break as long as possible. You’re welcome to join me in the guards’ dining hall. The night watch will be coming off-duty soon, and I can introduce you.”

“Yes,” muttered Bailey through gritted teeth. “Warmth. Yes.”

Oslo ignored him. “Good food wouldn’t go amiss,” he said, smiling. “And I hear that Compassion Life Prison is famed for that.”

More hoots of appreciative laughter erupted from the first guard, though the second was busy drawing a long lungful of smoke from his cigarette and scrutinizing Tyrrell with an expression he could not read.

“We promise to feed you only the best,” replied the first guard, getting to his feet and reaching toward a hand-sized lever set within a small, red hatch on the wall. “Come to the dining hall when you’ve delivered your charge. You remember the way, I’m sure.”

“I hope I do,” said Oslo, beginning to tug Tyrrell forward into the darkness, “but everything may be changed here, from what I hear. Your Keeper seems to want to turn things upside down.”

“We’ll see,” said the second guard as his eyes followed Tyrrell’s progress. His voice was barely audible, and his expression was hidden behind a puff of smoke. “We’ll see. . . .”

They made their way through the blackness; Oslo was heading toward an invisible goal with unhesitating steps, while Bailey was muttering something about the difficulty of locating targets in the dark. Then the younger guard whispered, “Do you think you should have said what you did about the fuckings, Oslo? If people outside Mercy Prison know . . .”

“Bailey, everyone in the life prisons knows what we do to our prisoners.” Oslo, who didn’t bother to lower his voice, sounded as though he were about to laugh. “In fact, everyone in the Magisterial Republic of Mip knows. It’s been reported in the newspapers for years. Do you think anyone cares? The magistrates showed how little they cared last month. Watch your ears.”

Following this mysterious remark, there came behind them the unmistakable sound of a lever clicking upward into place. Then the air screamed.

Tyrrell stopped dead; he would have covered his ears with his hands if he could have figured out how to escape from his handcuffs. The loud bell before had been a soft whisper compared to the grating, high-pitched wail of this siren. Tyrrell had never heard anything like it. He supposed it was what would result if a twenty-foot giant blew a mighty whistle.

Oslo shouted to Bailey over the alarm, “A hard target to miss!”

At first Tyrrell thought he was referring to the noise that was about to deafen him. Then he realized that the wall in front of them was parting.

The wall had doors, but such doors as Tyrrell had never seen. They were fully a foot thick, made of a dark material that Tyrrell could not identify in the dim light of the passage beyond. Some sort of metal, he thought as he saw the light glide across the moving gates. The gates were sliding back into the walls next to them, as though they were flat keys entering slots. They moved smoothly, but with a rumble which suggested that only the machinery which was moving them could have parted them.

The passage beyond was grey with dawn-light. A few dim gas-lamps sparkled against the walls, giving evidence that the prison had not been entirely unlit during the night. The ceiling above glittered grey – metal again, it seemed. At the end of the passage there seemed to be an open space. What lay on either side of the open space, Tyrrell could not see.

Tyrrell caught a flicker of movement and saw that the second guard they had been speaking with – the man named Starke – had just brushed past Oslo, carrying his rifle slung across his back. He said nothing, but passed through the passage between the metal doors, and then turned right and disappeared through a doorway in the passage.

The air stopped screaming, as though it had tired of giving its warning. The heavy metal doors remained open. Oslo said, his voice thick with amusement, “Bailey, you’re drooling all over the floor.”

Tyrrell turned his head in time to see Bailey snap his mouth shut. The young guard continued to stare with wonder at the mighty entrance. “How could they build anything this big?” he murmured.

“They’re riot doors,” said Oslo in a matter-of-fact manner. “If the prisoners try to escape, Compassion’s Keeper levers the doors shut, using a special riot key. He has the only keys to the inside lever, and once the doors are shut during a riot, they can only be opened from the outside. As the last lot of prisoners learned who tried to escape here,” he added lightly, and then he blinked rapidly.

Tyrrell was blinking too. The passage in front of them, as well as the area beyond, had suddenly turned bright, as though a fire had sprung forth. Looking up, Tyrrell saw that the light came from glass globes hanging from the ceiling. Not gas-lamps, he thought in some confusion, trying to focus his eyes on the odd loop of sun-bright wire inside one of the globes.

“Landry!” Oslo called out. “You’ve been electrified!”

“Only the best in this prison, I told you,” called back the first guard. “Do enter, Oslo. These doors aren’t supposed to stay open after dawn – Keeper’s orders.”

“My apologies, Landry,” said Oslo, in the polite manner he always used toward his fellow guards – as opposed to subhuman creatures, such as his prisoners. He pulled Tyrrell forward in the direction of the doorway that the second guard had passed through. Bailey was gaping at the electric lights now.

So was Tyrrell. He had heard of such things from recent prisoners at Mercy, but Mercy Prison was very out of date, still lighting itself through fire pits and oil lamps. Despite the tales he’d heard of fantastic machinery at Compassion Prison, Tyrrell had unconsciously assumed, from all that he had heard about conditions at Compassion, that this prison would be similarly backwards, embodying the barbarisms of the past. Mechanical doors and electric lights did not fit his vision of an old-fashioned prison.

Behind them, the doors began to rumble closed, without the siren that had heralded their opening. He and his escorts had followed Starke’s path, entering a stairwell; Oslo was leading them at a rapid pace up the solid metalwork steps. They emerged finally onto a balcony that was also made of metal. Tyrrell glimpsed above the area to the left of him the great glass dome he had seen from the outside. The dome was high up, and Tyrrell had a dizzying moment of revelation when he realized that the room in which this balcony was located was four storeys high.

Then Oslo turned him around and shoved him through a doorway, saying to someone beyond him, “A new prisoner for you, Medinger.”


CHAPTER TWO

“Open your mouth, please.”

Tyrrell opened his mouth wide, expecting the healer to slide in a jaw-breaking mouth-holder to keep him from clamping down with his teeth. Instead, in a fearless fashion, the healer merely inserted two fingers, probed around inside his mouth for a minute, and then withdrew the fingers, saying, “Drink this, please.”

He swallowed the thimbleful of medicine the healer gave him, wondering what foul substances he was being poisoned with, but not having enough curiosity to ask. He was more interested in the view against the opposite wall, showing a row of all the work-plaques that the healer had acquired over the past forty or so years. A black-bordered plaque near the beginning of the row caught his eye; it held the Yclau royal seal.

“You worked in the Eternal Dungeon?” he said, intrigued.

“Yes,” replied the healer, in so flat a voice that Tyrrell shut his mouth quickly. He glanced at the other plaques. Drug sanitarium work, mainly, judging from the plants pictured in the seals. Apparently the role of dungeon healer hadn’t suited his healer. He wondered what had snagged the healer to this prison.

The healer – FitzGerald was the name, he’d been tersely told upon arrival – pulled his left eyelids open, shone a light in his eye for reasons known only to the Guild of Healers, and then set the electrical lantern aside. “Stomach down on the table, please. Legs hanging over. Pull your drawers down.”

Tyrrell, who was already dressed in nothing but his lower drawers, felt a blush cover him. He glanced to the side, where a window and a windowed door overlooked the balcony. Beyond the balcony he could see nothing except a black wall that he had barely glimpsed on the way here, but standing just outside the door was Medinger, a guard apparently half of Tyrrell’s age, who had brought him here. The guard was offering Tyrrell and the healer a certain amount of privacy by facing the black wall, but now and then he would glance inside the surgery to see that all was well.

Tyrrell waited for the moment when FitzGerald had turned away toward the sink; then he hopped off the table, pulled down his drawers a few inches, and leaned over. He had first endured a body search on the day he entered Mercy Prison, when a cache of wrapped sweetweed was removed from a place in his body that he had been sure nobody would search. Those had been his days of naiveté. Since then, he had been searched there many times, but never before by a woman. The thought made him faintly excited.

FitzGerald – she hadn’t told him what title she preferred – returned to him. Without hesitation, she pushed her finger in. Part of Tyrrell, the part presently mashed against the table, decided that it liked this new method of body search very much. He winced against the pain of the confinement of his growing flesh, and then let himself enjoy the probing finger. It wasn’t often he received such enjoyment. In fact, it had been over twenty years since he had last enjoyed himself like this.

In the old days, he had laid and been laid by anything that moved, save the alley cats. Twenty years of rapes at Mercy had diminished his interest in men, but not his fantasies about women. Alas, Mip had not gone as far as neighboring Yclau in employing female prison workers. This was the first woman he had spoken to since he entered Mercy.

The examination ended, to the regret of Tyrrell and the part of himself that was worming itself up his belly. “You may dress yourself again,” FitzGerald said, and a moment later he heard the sound of water. Not water pouring from a pitcher; this prison actually had running water. Tyrrell wondered whether he could hope that his level of the prison would possess a flushing toilet.

Tyrrell straightened up, pulled up his drawers, sat back down on the table, and did his best to cover his lap with his hands. If FitzGerald noticed any change upon her return, she was too professional to mention the fact. “Now, then,” she said, “any family illnesses?”

“Not that I know of,” he replied. This was the literal truth. He hoped that the healer wouldn’t quiz him on what the likelihood was that he knew anything about his family’s medical history.

“Any long-term illnesses yourself? Heart problems? Anything of that sort?” The healer leaned over and placed her hand against his heart. Her hand was tickling his nipple now, which caused the part of him he was trying to keep hidden to leap with eagerness.

“Nothing to moan about,” he replied. He was trying not to stare down at her breasts, which appeared ample from what he could tell through the stiff layers of calico. Her hair was in a severe bun, but silver wisps floated down to her neck. Which was wrinkled, he reminded himself. True, she had good face-bones, which gave her a neat profile, but in his street days he would have passed by this old woman with no other thought than whether she was likely to be carrying a purse.

He saw FitzGerald watching him, and he wondered whether he had missed a question. He added hastily, “I have toothaches sometimes.”

“Mm.” She fished in his mouth a moment; this time he was aware of her fingers brushing his lips. He resisted the urge to suck on her fingers. “Well, there’s nothing I can do about that, I’m afraid,” she said, exploring the gaps between his teeth. “That’s outside my specialization. I’d hoped to get a tooth-healer in to help me once a month, but our Keeper says he can’t extend the prison budget that far.”

From what Tyrrell had heard about her Keeper, he was surprised the man even bothered to employ a healer, much less a competent one. He made what he hoped was a sympathetic noise as FitzGerald’s fingers withdrew. She went over to the sink again, leaning over. Tyrrell decided that he really ought not to be taking such an interest in her tailside, and he turned his gaze toward the window. Medinger was staring in, his eyes narrowed. Wondering how much the guard had seen, Tyrrell quickly shifted his gaze toward the glass cupboards hanging from the walls, all filled with colored bottles and bandages and nasty-looking instruments like saws and syringes. The syringes made him pause. He glanced back at the bottles.

FitzGerald said as she turned around, wiping her hands on a cloth, “Try eating more meat. Soft meat, well-done. That should be easier for you to chew.”

“I’ll try,” he agreed. He hadn’t seen meat since the day he was arrested, but he supposed that it was just possible that a guard, as a matter of whim, might share his meal with his prisoner. “You certainly have a lot of bottles,” Tyrrell said, his gaze distracted to the cupboards once more.

“The medicinal sweetweed is in my locked dispensary,” said the healer. “At home, miles from here.”

He was glad, for once, for the color of his skin; he felt the blush cover him from forehead to big toes. He looked back to see that FitzGerald’s mouth was twitching.

He allowed himself to smile at her. “Am I that obvious?”

“To a trained eye.” She had succeeded in suppressing her own smile. Stepping forward, she pulled back his left eyelids again. “How long did you ingest it?”

He hesitated, not wishing to relive old days, but his prison record lay open on the table, next to him. She could find out from that the general story, if not the details. “Fifteen years,” he said. “From the time I was seven.”

She raised her eyebrows at that. “You started young.”

“My street tribe sold it to raise money for food,” he explained. “Sweetweed was legal in those days, in small doses. I only chewed on it as a child. The older boys warned me not to do more. But then I came of age and . . . Well, I decided to ignore their advice.”

“Drink or syringe?” she asked in a matter-of-fact manner as she leaned over to write something in his record.

“Drink at first. Syringe toward the end. I was only on it full-dose for a year.”

The year in which he had committed the crimes for which he was imprisoned, but he did not have to tell her that. He could see that she had calculated dates in her head and was writing the appropriate one down. “And the remaining three years?”

“I was in holding, awaiting trial and then appealing conviction. I wasn’t supposed to be allowed drugs then, but . . . Well, it’s not hard to smuggle things into a holding prison.” Particularly not with the help of guards who didn’t want the bother of dealing with a crashing sweetweed addict.

“Hmm.” FitzGerald scribbled something more. “Voluntary withdrawal or forcible?”

“Forcible. I was sent to Mercy Prison after that, when I was twenty-two.” Where prisoners never received goods from the outside. Never. Whatever you brought with you were the last belongings you would have for your life. Tyrrell had not thought to bring anything with him except enough sweetweed to last him a couple of weeks. That had been taken from him upon his arrival.

He hoped FitzGerald would not ask him the details of what had followed; it made him sweat still to think of it. All she said, though, was, “Any flashbacks?”

There wasn’t anything he could keep from her, it seemed. “Occasionally,” he admitted. “When I’m under special stress. It’s nothing I can’t deal with.”

She straightened up, nodding. “Well, you were lucky. Only one year, when you were young; enough time to catch you, but not enough time to permanently damage you. You would have been permitted entrance to a drug sanitarium if you had applied.”

They had offered him that option at the time he was appealing his conviction. Sometimes he banged his head against the wall to think that he had not taken the offer. “I would still have been locked up,” he pointed out.

“With greater freedom inside,” she replied. “As I’m sure I don’t have to tell you.” She glanced at his record again – the portion of it describing his crimes – and then frowned and carefully closed the ledger book. He sighed. He hadn’t held any great hope of a transfer to a sanitarium, not with his record. He might have had some luck, at his trial, of convincing his magistrate that he wasn’t the sort to commit violent crimes except under the influence of sweetweed. It was true, after all. But he had opted for a lie at his trial, and that had doomed him to where he was.

That was twenty years ago. No point in dwelling on it now, he reminded himself, and he resolutely returned his mind to a more pleasant subject. Namely, the manner in which FitzGerald’s ankles showed from under her skirt whenever she bent over.

“Well, that’s all, I think,” she said as she carefully wiped her hands clean after yet another washing. “Except for your anal tract.” She saw his blank look and added, “Your fucking hole.”

This time he was sure his blush must be noticeable. He had gradually weaned himself from the gutter talk of his childhood, mainly in order to be a good influence on Merrick, who hadn’t talked that way before he arrived at Mercy, but who had picked up the language with frightening fluency. Never before had Tyrrell heard a woman speak such words. It was the first time in his life that he had ever felt sheltered.

He made a rumbling noise in his throat to indicate that he understood and pressed his hands harder against the part of him that greatly enjoyed this turn of conversation.

“Your last healer,” remarked FitzGerald, opening the prison record again, “was a bit spotty in providing details about your medical examinations with him. Do you mind if I ask a few questions?”

His last healer had examined him exactly once, on the day he arrived at Mercy. Mercy’s healer was drunk at the time. From what Tyrrell had been told later by other prisoners, Mercy’s healer was always drunk. Since Mercy’s Keeper saw little need to call on the healer’s services, this arrangement worked out nicely for both of them. The prisoners learned to heal their own wounds or to beg the services of sympathetic guards. There had been a few of those at Mercy when Tyrrell left. Perhaps fewer now.

He made another sound of agreement in his throat, and she asked, “How long have you had the dose?”

This time he did not need to wait for the translation; he knew what she meant. “About eight years.”

“You learned this in a medical examination?”

He nodded. The examination had been done by Merrick, who possessed an alarmingly long catalogue of his own sexual diseases and was therefore the expert among the prisoners of Mercy’s second level on how to cure or endure such illnesses. In Tyrrell’s case, alas, “endure” was the prognosis, but at least the disease had become no worse.

“And do you inform your bed partners of this?” she asked.

He caught himself in time from laughing. He imagined himself saying to Oslo, “Excuse me, but are you aware that you’re about to rape a man with a sexual disease?”

“My partners know of the dangers,” he assured her. “Most of them wear sheaths.”

She nodded. “And do you?”

This set him to silence for a minute. There had never been any moments of temptation during his years in prison, except with Merrick. Merrick, though, had less interest in sex than any man that Tyrrell had ever known. Given the guards that Merrick had been assigned, Tyrrell could understand why. In any case, Tyrrell had been less interested in Merrick’s body than in his company, and once he had achieved the company, it had seemed no great matter that Merrick possessed no desire for bed-sports. And from that point forward, Tyrrell and Merrick had both been so busy that Tyrrell had rarely thought of what it might be like to lie in bed with someone whose company he actually sought.

“I’m always on bottom,” he said, this being the easiest way to summarize the matter.

She nodded. “Well, if you should ever do direct anal or direct oral – if you’re ever on top,” she translated as he blinked, “you needn’t worry about a sheath for your partner’s sake, for the dose has stopped spreading. But it would be wise for you to take the precaution for your own sake. Prison diseases are rife, I’m afraid.”

“Ah.” He tried to envision asking a guard to give him a sheath, and failed.

She seemed to be good at reading minds, for she added, “You’ll find a medical supply kit in your cell. It’s kept well stocked with anything you will need for lesser medical problems: sheaths, bandages, splints, and so on. For more serious problems – chest pains, for example – please don’t hesitate to come to me. That’s where my service lies.”

She said the word without any accompanying look of irony, which he found reassuring. He hesitated, though. “How will I let you know of my injuries?”

“Just alert a guard.”

He managed to keep from rolling his eyes. Cursed females and their innocence of the world. Or perhaps all healers were that way; he wouldn’t know. He tried his best to explain. “If I’m injured,” he said carefully, “my guard may be reluctant to see me healed, if he feels I deserve the injury.”

She was standing now with her tailside against the drawers next to the sink, her arms folded against the calico cloth and brightly colored buttons, and her boot toes poking out from beneath the skirt. With her gaze steady on him, she said, “I don’t think you need worry much about injuries from your guards. If you receive any injuries from other people here, they’re more likely to come from your fellow prisoners.”

This was news he did not want to hear. Not about his lack of injuries from guards, which was information he didn’t believe for a minute. Rather, she had just confirmed his worst fears about Compassion Prison.

Merrick had warned him. A guard, he said, had told him that Compassion’s prisoners had more to fear from their fellow prisoners than from their guards. Given the level of viciousness shown by the average life-prison guard, this was hard to believe. Yet Merrick could only have learned this from one source, and that source, Tyrrell thought gloomily, would know very well indeed what conditions were like in Compassion Prison.

“Any questions?” she asked him.

He shook his head, too miserable to think of any health matters he might want to ask about, though this was the last time he expected to see a healer for the rest of his life.

“Fine,” she said, walking over to him. She unwrapped the bandage she had placed around his arm earlier when she syringed him several times for unspecified illnesses he either had or could expect to have in the future. He thought about that medical supply kit and suppressed a bitter laugh. If any such kit existed, it had no doubt been stolen long ago by his guard. He would just have to hope that he was assigned a cell-mate who was skilled at tending injuries.

Or should he be hoping for a cell-mate after all, given the news he had just been burdened with?

His gaze wandered past FitzGerald to the chest of drawers. He wondered suddenly what was inside those drawers. Glancing over at the healer, he saw that she had retreated to the end of the room to write up some notes about him. Medinger was looking the other way.

A minute later, Tyrrell began to scramble into his clothes, looking around the surgery for anything else that might be helpful. He could see nothing that appeared interesting, other than a black metal box on the wall. This was open, however, and he saw that it held nothing but lines of metal coil that travelled up against the wall. His eyes narrowed, remembering old days of cutting thief alarms before he entered the houses. He had been rather good at that, and it had been a much more enjoyable activity than cutting the throats of the victims he robbed.

This thread of thought was snapped by the entrance of Medinger, who asked, “Are you finished with the prisoner, ma’am?”

She gave a wave over her shoulder with a hand, apparently indicating that she was much too busy to bother herself with such trivialities as saying farewell to a patient.

Medinger nodded, turned to look at Tyrrell, and in the next moment, Tyrrell found himself stomach-down on the examination table.

Medinger located the object in his pocket within seconds. The guard extracted it, checked to see that nothing else remained elsewhere in his prisoner’s trousers or shirt, and then hauled Tyrrell up. After checking Tyrrell’s chest and his groin – which had grown soft during the second body search – Medinger twirled him around in one swift movement, jerking his wrists back into a single-handled hold. “Ma’am,” said the guard, “I think this belongs to you.”

FitzGerald turned around and started as she caught sight of the scalpel in Medinger’s hand. “Oh, dear,” she said. “I’m most deeply sorry.”

“Not your fault, ma’am,” said the guard, with no recrimination in his voice. “It’s my job, not yours, to take care of such matters. Are you finished with him, then?”

“Yes, I am.” Her eyes grew cooler as she looked at Tyrrell, and he had the terrible feeling that the next patient who walked through her door would receive a less kindly welcome than he had received.

He felt a familiar sickness of guilt in his stomach. With Merrick around, he wouldn’t have made this mistake – not because Merrick was better than himself, but because Merrick was so much worse than himself that Tyrrell had spent much of his time trying to be a model prisoner, so as not to drag Merrick down further. Now he no longer had Merrick as his anchor, the man whose presence had kept him within the Boundaries of Behavior for fifteen years.

He was horribly afraid that he had just witnessed a foreshadow of what he would become at Compassion.


CHAPTER THREE

His thoughts on the way to the healer’s surgery had been so absorbed with what the gunners said that he had scarcely paid any mind to his surroundings. Now, retracing the same path as Medinger led him along the balcony, he tried to see what lay in front of the black wall to the left, but the young guard would not allow him to get close enough to the balcony railing to look down. The wall itself, Tyrrell saw as he tilted his neck back, was a storey short of the prison’s ceiling. The dome hovered over the area behind the black wall, spilling light down into whatever lay there. Almost immediately adjacent to the wall hung what Tyrrell took at first to be banner chains, but they were far too thick for that; they looked as though they could have lifted a small building. He traced them down the side of the wall, but what they led to was hidden behind the intricate metalwork that covered the side of the balcony.

Medinger was hustling him along so quickly that Tyrrell was able to catch no more than glimpses of the rooms on the right side that they were passing. Those appeared to be the work-rooms of the prison, though no prisoners were there now. He saw stacked barrels and crates stencilled with words; most likely these rooms were storage places adjacent to the prison kitchen. There seemed to be an overwhelming number of barrels, and Tyrrell wondered again how many cells this prison held. However many there were, it appeared likely they were behind the black wall.

He and Medinger passed another door, closed. Tyrrell heard faint beeping and guessed that this must be the coding room. It was odd to have it so close to where prisoners worked; Tyrrell was sure he was not the only prisoner who had desperately desired communication with the outside world. The location of a telegraph room was something to remember. . . . He shook his head. Already his mind was plotting, though he hadn’t yet been here for an hour. Compassion doubtless had its own leaders among the prisoners, and they would not take kindly to him arriving with a list of rules he thought the prisoners should follow.

“You’re the new man,” he muttered to himself. “You’re untried.”

He forced himself not to let his thoughts dwell on what form that trial might take.

He and Medinger were now approaching the final stretch of the balcony, which ended at an eastern wall. In his old days, Tyrrell had sized up many a house; now he made quick calculations in his mind, based on what he had seen from the outside, and concluded that Compassion Prison must have a second wing next to this one, perhaps where other prisoners were housed. Or maybe the guards? It was a fair distance from here to the nearest town, so perhaps all of the guards lived at Compassion. Tyrrell had vague memories of Merrick telling him that the family of Compassion’s Keeper lived within the prison.

He managed to bow his head enough to see that, on the ground floor, no doors cut through the eastern wall that they were approaching. Ahead of them on the balcony stood a single door; if any exit existed from this part of the prison to the adjoining part, other than through the riot doors, it must lie through this door. He felt himself give a wry smile. Already he was planning his escape. Well, that was the favorite pastime of Mercy prisoners, and it would do him no harm to maintain such illusions here, even though he knew, from prison gossip, that no prisoner had ever succeeded in escaping Compassion.

But if he did, and if the town nearby sold sweetweed . . .

This temptation was so unpleasant that he felt relief when they passed the stairwell from which Oslo had originally brought him. Tyrrell reached the door against the wall. Medinger opened it with his free hand and then pushed his prisoner lightly through, his hand still firmly grasping Tyrrell’s wrists. Tyrrell caught a quick glimpse of the place where Oslo had handed him over to Medinger: a small anteroom containing a cot, a washstand, a chair, and a desk, with appropriate writing implements. Two doors lay on the far wall; Medinger opened the right one and pushed Tyrrell through, finally releasing his wrists.

The room was bright with those ever-fascinating electrified lights. Tyrrell blinked a moment, looking around as he took several steps forward. It seemed too much to hope that this was his new cell. That was a real bed over there, neatly covered with a brightly woven wool blanket. It had an actual pillow, an implement that Tyrrell hadn’t ever used himself, except on one occasion when he was so sweetweed-bleary after a theft-murder that he had fallen asleep on his victim’s bed and had awoken five hours later to find patrol soldiers surrounding him. He had resented being taken from that pillow, he remembered.

There was a sink too, with enamel spigots, and a door to the south side, which Tyrrell fervently hoped led to a toilet, as he had spent too many years of his life squatting over gutters or trash-holes. There was even fruit in a wicker basket; Tyrrell’s mouth watered at the sight. He had tasted fruit four times a year at Mercy and more rarely than that in his earlier days. Since winter had only just finished in Mip, Tyrrell supposed that this fuzzy-skinned fruit must have been imported, at great expense, from one of the small nations located south of Yclau.

A bookcase lay opposite the sink, which Tyrrell dismissed with initial disinterest until it occurred to him that the books might contain pictures. His mother, perhaps because of her heritage, had been fond of drawings and had torn pictures out of penny magazines in order to tack them onto her walls.

The room even had a rug. No winter-cold floors, ever again.

He heard a tell-tale clink of metal and looked behind him in time to see Medinger lock the door behind them.

He felt his pulse race hard and had to make an effort to remain still. The last thing he wanted was to spend this morning the way he had spent the previous night; Oslo, who been his personal guard for fifteen years, had taken a few last dips into Tyrrell during their trip here. Tyrrell was only surprised that FitzGerald had missed the signs of that departing gift when she did her body search.

He wanted to fight off what was coming, but he could not afford to anger his new guard, not when there remained any hope that he would receive the privilege of being housed in such a luxurious cell. Besides, he told himself sternly, he had the Boundaries to consider.

Medinger, though, took no notice of him. Pocketing the keys, he turned to a doorway to the left of the one they had come through, which Tyrrell had missed seeing as they walked in. The guard passed through this doorway and closed the door behind him.

Tyrrell immediately went over and tested all the doors, which turned out to be locked. Then he eyed the fruit. He was tempted to gobble it down before Medinger returned. But this place might be Medinger’s own room, and touching a guard’s belongings was a very bad idea, as Tyrrell had learned shortly before he received his first beating at Mercy. Theft was not a career worth continuing at Mercy Prison; the rewards were not high enough to compensate for the penalties of being discovered.

Instead he sat down on the rug, next to the bookcase, and began to inspect the spines of the books. The spines told him nothing, alas, so he took one of the books out of the case and began flipping through it. Toward the beginning of the book, opposite the title page, he found a plate showing an etching. The etching was of an enormous, black, cubicle building on a hill overlooking a large pool of water. Tyrrell recognized the hill and the pool of water without any difficulty; he frowned as he tried to make sense of the black building that had apparently existed here before Compassion Prison was built. A previous prison, perhaps? The walls did not appear to possess any windows.

His mind wandered away from the picture, like an unwatched prisoner. He remembered the Vovimian-style dome and the machinery that had surely been supplied by Yclau engineers. He was close to both borders here: the Kingdom of Vovim was to the southwest, while the queendom of Yclau lay to the south. He could have guessed that, from the fact so many people at this prison had patronymics.

Like most Mippites, Tyrrell had grown up without a patronym; like most Mippites, he had adopted a second name upon manhood, based on his profession. Tyrrell Cutter, he was dubbed by the boys in his street tribe, a reference to the fact that he was a cutpurse rather than a reference to how he would later end his victims’ lives.

Patronymics were uncommon among Mippites; folk with patronymics usually had foreign blood or had social pretensions linked to the richer nations neighboring them. FitzGerald was clearly an Yclau immigrant; her pale skin and accent revealed that. Medinger . . . Tyrrell was less sure about him. He was probably of mixed ancestry, like most Mippites whose families had lived here for more than one generation but who came from a family that did not try to disguise its foreign origins. Tyrrell frowned, remembering a guard he had once known who possessed a patronymic but never used it. A sign of foreign blood that he was ashamed of? Tyrrell could not remember. It had been long ago, and the man in question had seemed likely to leave the guards. . . .

A cough startled Tyrrell into dropping the book onto the rug. He looked up and saw Medinger at the doorway, looming over him. For a moment, Tyrrell sat frozen, visions of a leaded whip slinking painfully through his mind. But Medinger simply jerked his head toward the doorway he had come through. Tyrrell quickly reshelved the volume he had been looking at, rose, and followed the guard’s order to walk through the doorway.

The room he entered was an office, the same depth as the room he had just left. It had a cot and chair and desk, as well as a wooden filing cabinet that reached toward the ceiling, and a very uncomfortable-looking high stool opposite the desk. The walls were painted the same dull grey as Tyrrell had seen in the surgery, and there was no rug on this floor. There was no door on the far wall either, Tyrrell noticed.

The items on the desk were arranged in so painfully exact a manner as to suggest that the man who had placed them there was an extremely methodical thinker. He was busy now, writing in a ledger-book in a neat, crisp, almost cramped handwriting. He wore a midnight blue cap with the emblem of the magisterial seats etched upon its metal brim. The brim shadowed his face, though Tyrrell recognized the thin, flat line of the mouth from the two occasions during his life on which he had seen Compassion’s Keeper from a distance. It did not appear, from the shape of that mouth, as though this prison’s Keeper had acquired any more generosity or humor than he had possessed in those days.

He did not look up immediately as Tyrrell entered. Tyrrell stood in front of the desk, trying to decide what to do with his hands. His Mercy uniform possessed no pockets. Crossing his arms might be regarded as a sign of insolence; placing his hands behind him might be regarded as a sign of weakness. He settled for standing stiffly with his hands by his side, as a pupil might before his schoolmaster. The door he had come through clicked shut behind him, and then he heard the step of Medinger.

The guard coughed softly from immediately behind Tyrrell. “Sir, here is the prisoner,” he said in a quiet voice, as though fearing he would cause an eruption if he spoke loudly.

Compassion’s Keeper put down his pen then and looked up. His eyebrows matched his mouth in straightness, and his eyes had a touch of coolness to them. Those eyes were dark grey, suggesting that he might have a drop or two of Vovimian blood in him. But the tightness of his movements as he folded one hand over the other on the desk seemed more Yclau in its efficiency than Vovimian, and the directness of his gaze was Mippite through and through.

Tyrrell somehow managed to find his voice. “Tom!” he cried. “When did you become—?”

From behind him, a boot jerked his legs apart and then found its home, with unexpected suddenness, inside Tyrrell’s crotch. Tyrrell fell like a sack of grain, clutching his baubles. Above him, Medinger’s voice said, “You will address the Keeper as sir.”

If he said anything more, Tyrrell didn’t hear; he was gasping, moaning, struggling not to sob. He had been booted in the crotch more than once by his guards, but never with so little warning. Biting his lip, he concentrated his effort on relaxing, absorbing the pain, accepting it into his body, feeling it melt into his bones.

A conversation was taking place above him; it ended, and a moment later Tyrrell heard Medinger’s footsteps recede. A door clicked open and shut. He didn’t open his eyes. Now that the pain was diminishing, he was trying to guess what the man above him would do. If it were the man Tyrrell thought it was, the man would help Tyrrell to his feet.

The man did not move from behind his desk. Tyrrell had a vision of him calmly scribbling more notes while his prisoner writhed on the floor. Keeping his eyes squeezed shut, Tyrrell tried to think. A twin brother? That seemed the most likely explanation. Or perhaps Tyrrell had simply mistaken the father for his son. Merrick’s former guard, Tom, had looked very much like his father, Tyrrell knew.

He heard the screech of a chair drawing back, and then footsteps coming around the desk. Kicks might be next. He drew his legs closer in to protect his privates, though he felt that this was a belated operation.

The footsteps stopped. A voice said quietly, “Stand up, please.”

The “please” was reassuring; the command was not. At the very least, Tom would have enquired after his health. Yet, curse it, the man sounded like Tom. A twin brother was beginning to seem more and more likely. A twin brother spawned by the High Master of hell.

He managed to scramble onto his knees and then onto his feet before raising his eyes. The man standing a body’s length from him was definitely not the father. This was a much younger man, perhaps five years younger than Tyrrell. His right hand was resting on the dagger that hung sheathed at his belt, and his left hand on a coiled whip hung on the opposite side of his belt. Under his cap, he had dark brown hair, almost black. Probably of Vovimian ancestry, then. Tyrrell would just have to hope that Compassion’s Keeper wasn’t descended from southern Vovimians. Despite the emancipation laws, it was said that quite a few men in that province still owned slaves.

The Keeper looked at him, gaze straight, for a minute more. Tyrrell dared not look away. Then the Keeper said in a soft voice, “Are you all right, Tyrrell?”

Tyrrell’s breath came out in a gasp. He hadn’t realized he was holding it. “I was somewhat better before I entered this room,” he said as he attempted a wobbly smile.

The Keeper did not smile back. “Medinger was trying to help you.”

“How, by smashing in my baubles?” The words slipped out of him. Tom was the sort of guard who had always encouraged honesty.

Compassion’s Keeper did not speak for a minute. Tom did look very like his father, especially at moments like this, when he was so solemn. But there was no cruelty in his eyes, and he had always been a guard to think carefully before he spoke.

Finally he said, “That too. I am addressed as sir, or by my title, and Medinger considered it important for you to understand that. But in the main, he helped you by disarming you before you entered here. If you had come into my office with a hidden weapon, I would have had to use the leaded whip.”

Tyrrell’s smile disappeared. His capacity to stand nearly did as well. He had seen Tom use the leaded whip. It was the only time in his life that he had ever witnessed Merrick go pale – and Merrick had not been the one being beaten. Tyrrell himself had been sick afterwards, and it was not as though he was unused to witnessing floggings. The flogging that Tom had given, however . . . It had been the most ruthless, efficient punishment that Tyrrell had ever been unfortunate enough to watch during his years as a prisoner.

Perhaps not an evil twin then. Perhaps Tom had simply come fully into what he was beginning to be fifteen years before, when he had served for seven weeks at Mercy Prison.

“I’m sorry . . . sir,” Tyrrell said in a faint voice.

The word felt strange on his tongue; he had never called anyone sir before. Not his guards over the years, who fortunately had never demanded it. Nor Mercy’s Keeper, who seemed vaguely surprised that prisoners were capable of doing anything other than assaulting guards, much less addressing him politely. Tyrrell had certainly not addressed as sir the magistrates who determined his sentence.

But he had seen Tom use the leaded whip. That seemed reason enough to call him whatever he wished.

Tom looked at him a while longer. His silences were beginning to seem ominous. Suddenly he smiled. “I didn’t have you brought here for a flogging, Tyrrell. Please, have a seat.”

He gestured toward the stool. Tyrrell hesitated, but the smile seemed genuine; it was the easy, friendly smile that Tyrrell remembered from fifteen years ago. Slowly, Tyrrell pulled himself up onto the stool, yelped slightly, and then scooted forward so that his abused baubles would hang free. The stool was tall enough that he had to rest his feet on the rungs. Perched on the edge of its seat, he felt like a small bird roosting. Within sight of a carnivorous cat, he added mentally, still trying to reconcile the smile with the threat.

Compassion’s Keeper was standing where he had been before, immediately in front of the desk, which placed him two bodies’ length from Tyrrell. From this distance he said, “Thomas Keeper. I’m not sure whether we were ever formally introduced.”

“Tyrrell, sir, as you know.” Tyrrell eyed the other man with curiosity as Compassion’s Keeper reached to the side to pick up a ledger with a midnight blue cover, which Tyrrell knew must be his prison record, since Medinger had taken it back from FitzGerald. As far as Tyrrell knew, he had never been formally introduced to Merrick’s guard; there weren’t many guards who would take the trouble even to informally introduce themselves. It made no difference, though, for if Tom Keeper had introduced himself fifteen years before, it would have been under a different name. It appeared that, upon taking his present post, Merrick’s old guard had not only adopted a new title but had adopted a new family name as well. Apparently he was no more fond now than he had been in past years of his patronymic. Which was a good sign, considering that his father had been the previous, brutal Keeper of Compassion Prison.

Tyrrell heard himself say, “May I ask how long you’ve been Keeper, sir?”

“Six months,” Tom Keeper replied, not looking up from Tyrrell’s records, which he was slowly leafing through. “Unofficially, that is. The magisterial seats have not yet confirmed my title. My father was officially Keeper until a month ago, but he grew weary of waiting for the magistrates to confirm me, so he retired in an effort to encourage them to make up their minds. He no longer lives in Mip,” he added, as though this information was of importance. “He and the rest of my family have moved to Vovim, where my mother has distant relatives. She has wanted to move there for many years, since she is a lover of the arts.”

Keeper fell silent, pausing to read a page, and Tyrrell took the opportunity to scrutinize his appearance further. Vovimian on his mother’s side . . . The Yclau blood must come from his father’s side, then. The gold chain that was riding on his neck, just above his stiff collar, told clearly that he was well-born. Tyrrell guessed that Keeper must belong to one of the high-born families who had ruled Mip until the nation gained its freedom from Yclau forty-five years before. Most of those families acted as though they still ruled Mip; one could invariably identify members of them by the manner in which they projected a sense of power.

Keeper fairly reeked of that quality. Tyrrell’s memories were of a shy young guard who only occasionally provided glimpses of the slicing blade beneath his gentleness. Merrick’s guard seemed to have shed his shyness as though it were a cocoon; now the blade was all too apparent, in the manner in which he spoke and in each carefully controlled gesture.

Tyrrell shifted uneasily on his stool, eyeing the whip coiled on the left side of Keeper’s belt. It was sleek and black. The infamous black whip of Compassion Prison was said to have a destructive potential that was second only to the leaded whip, which was nothing other than a black whip with bits of lead tied to it. None of the other guards here that Tyrrell had seen bore a whip. He vaguely remembered hearing that the black whip was so hard to control that it was used only for punishment by guards at Compassion, not as a means of defense.

Which meant, of course, that any guard wearing the black whip must be skilled to a high degree at using it.

Tyrrell passed his hand behind his neck, where sweat was beginning to form. He wasn’t thinking anything he didn’t already know, he reminded himself. For the moment, at least, Keeper was showing no inclination to make use of his flogging skill. He was carefully perusing a page of the ledger, the right sleeve of his dark blue uniform making a soft sigh as it brushed over the paper. His right hand paused, and then travelled down to tap a code upon the hilt of his belt-dagger. Tyrrell waited, resisting the urge to wipe off newly formed sweat.

Keeper looked up finally. He had been slender in the old days, and still was, but his face had filled out and taken on the lines of middle age. Only his eyes still held a certain youthfulness. “Well,” he said in the same quiet voice as before, “your records are good, as far as life prisoners’ records usually go. Some episodes of violence against guards during the first year, when you were recovering from your addiction to sweetweed. After that, nothing more than a few fist-fights with other prisoners. You were flogged on a handful of occasions for theft, and on several other occasions for lying – all minor offenses, dealt with by your personal guards. Your record for the past fifteen years is spotless.” He looked down and turned a page. “Until the past month.”

Tyrrell waited, feeling something hard grow in his throat. He tried swallowing, which made the ball in his throat throb painfully.

Keeper’s hand was still tapping an unknown code on his dagger hilt; his eyes had returned to the ledger. “‘Prisoner’s record for the third month of the year 400,’” he read aloud. “‘Conspiracy to disrupt the peace. Smuggling to persons outside the prison. False witness on a court document. Communication with prisoners on other levels of the prison’ – that’s a high charge.” Keeper took his hand off the dagger hilt only long enough to turn a page. “‘Persuasion of guards to disobey orders. Persuasion of fellow prisoners to disrupt the peace. Sentenced to sixty lashes of the leaded whip. Sentence commuted to a transfer to Compassion Life Prison.’” Keeper raised his eyebrows. “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard a transfer to this prison described as a commutation. We’ll assume that particular phrasing was meant as a joke.” He clapped the ledger shut with one hand and looked up at Tyrrell, who was thinking that it made no difference that he’d been drenched by rain earlier. His uniform was now soaked as thoroughly from sweat as from the rain.

Keeper placed the ledger back onto the desk and began to walk slowly forward, his hand on his hilt. Without needing the order, Tyrrell rose from the stool and stood stiffly beside it, resisting the impulse to retreat backwards to the wall behind him. He tried to read Keeper’s expression but failed, even though the electric lamp above them threw bright light upon the scene.

When Keeper reached Tyrrell, he put his hand out. Tyrrell kept himself utterly still as Keeper ran his hand through his prisoner’s rain-soaked hair. Tyrrell wondered whether he was checking for lice. FitzGerald had already done that and had been surprised that he had none, which had told Tyrrell more than he wanted to know about conditions in the prison cells here.

Keeper’s hand continued down the back of Tyrrell’s head and over his neck hairs. Tyrrell felt his skin prickle. With any other guard, he would know what this was leading to, but this guard—

Keeper grabbed the back of his collar, jerked him around, and shoved him face-first against the wall.

Tyrrell’s hands, which were still free, went automatically forward to save the rest of his body from being smashed against the cold stones; then he froze. Keeper kicked apart his legs with practiced ease. With his left hand still holding Tyrrell’s collar, he reached around the front of Tyrrell. Tyrrell’s head was already lowered; he saw the dagger in Keeper’s hand.

He had to close his eyes then. It wasn’t merely fear that made him do so; it was the automatic surge of fight-power into his muscles. If he let that take charge of him, the next thing he knew, he would be trying to punch Keeper. Which would be a disastrous decision, for more than one reason.

Keeper’s dagger pricked the front of his shins in a light warning. Tyrrell dragged his feet backwards so that the weight of his body was now against the wall. His arms were cradling his head, but Keeper made no move to change this. Instead, having placed his prisoner in the position he wanted, Keeper sheathed his dagger in a whisper of metal against leather that Tyrrell could have identified in his sleep.

Then he reached for Tyrrell’s trouser buttons.

Tyrrell’s hands balled into fists; his muscles had taken on a life of their own and were flexed for battle. He forced himself to breathe slowly. Usually he was better prepared, but this was the one thing he had not anticipated would happen in this office. He had been quite sure that Tom Keeper didn’t molest his prisoners; Merrick had implied that, more than once. But that had been fifteen years ago, he reminded himself. . . .

Keeper had pushed back the flap of Tyrrell’s trousers; his hand was now exploring the flap of Tyrrell’s drawers. Heat was surging through Tyrrell’s body, and the heat had nothing to do with embarrassment or lust. He took another deep breath.

I keep the Boundaries, he reminded himself. I attack no
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